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Introduction




  Meet Chad. Chad is a personal trainer, from the Coen brothers’ film Burn After Reading. He is a fictional character, but we recognize him immediately: muscular,

  handsome, full of energy and positive thinking – and as dumb as a sack of small stones.




  In fact, Chad is worse than a bag of pebbles, because pebbles are supposed to be dense. Chad has made himself this way. How? By living the life of the body. Chad is a professional jock,

  and his mind is forfeit. (‘The hard body as soft brain,’ as one New York Times reviewer put it.)




  In this, Chad is a symbol of much that is missing in exercise today. His caricature, the idiot athlete, is such a common part of popular culture we can forget its meaning. It is not about this

  footballer or that tennis player, not a bias about buffed celebrities. It is not really about Chad and other personal trainers. It is a basic prejudice about human nature. The Chad stereotype comes

  from a conflict: between the mind and the body, thinking and doing, spirit and flesh.




  This prejudice is behind the myth that sports stars must be stupid, and philosophers or writers weak and anaemic. It is an outlook that sees physical and mental exertion as somehow in conflict.

  Not because there is too little time or energy, but because existence itself is seemingly split in two. There are ‘body’ people and ‘mind’ people; ‘flesh’ places

  and ‘spirit’ places – and to choose one is to forgo the other. This is what philosophers call ‘dualism’, and it can rob exercise of its lasting appeal.




  Mind: the Gap




  To get a clearer idea of dualism, it helps to step back about four hundred years before Lycra shirts and ‘get pumped’ workout playlists. Chad is probably not an

  avid reader of seventeenth-century French philosophy. But the outlook behind his clueless athleticism was elegantly summarized by the philosopher René Descartes.




  In his Meditations on First Philosophy, Descartes argued that the mind and the body are two different substances. A substance, for philosophers, usually means something fundamental: the

  basic ‘stuff’ of the world. Humans, said Descartes, are made of two different kinds of stuff: thinking things and material things. Because of this, mind and body are barely part of the

  same world. They are coordinated, said Descartes, at the pineal gland. (Why? Partly because no one knew quite what the pineal gland did.)




  This is what philosophers call ‘substance dualism’, and it is one of the most popular ideas in Western history. It says that the world, including humans, is basically divided. Even

  if mind and body are somehow joined in everyday life (which Descartes recognized), they are actually worlds apart.




  Dualism usually brings with it a pecking order: mind at the top, and the flesh at the bottom. Descartes wanted certainty, for example, but was suspicious of bodily senses. He recognized that

  truth required some intimacy with the physical world, but he was wary of sight, touch, smell. In the Meditations, Descartes did away with everything he thought vague, until he was

  left with only the most certain thing: mind. ‘Thinking is another attribute of the soul,’ he wrote, ‘and here I discover what belongs properly to myself. This alone is inseparable

  from me.’ This is why he said, famously, ‘I think, therefore I am’: only the mind was the real Descartes. The rest was dodgy, dubious flesh.




  This is an old idea with a fine philosophical pedigree: the Greek philosopher Plato also believed that his mind was his ‘true self’. Socrates, in Plato’s Phaedo,

  described the body as ‘heavy, oppressive, earthly, and visible’, as opposed to the light, liberating, heavenly, invisible soul. But for Plato, and for the Christian churches who carried

  on his ideas, Descartes’s suspicion was joined by contempt. The body caused errors of fact, but it also waylaid the good soul. The flesh goaded the spirit to be greedy, capricious and lustful

  – ‘tainted and impure,’ as Plato put it.




  The body is, at its best, foreign to the mind – at its worst, corrupting of it.




  These Boots are Made for Accelerators




  Where does dualism come from? Well, not straight from philosophers. Thinkers like Plato and Descartes tweaked the ideas, but they had ordinary human origins – and still

  do.




  For example, dualism is partly born of social and economic circumstances. In the Western world, white-collar work is the most common occupation. Professionals, ‘knowledge workers’

  and low-paid service-sector employees have one thing in common: like me, they spend most of the day talking, reading and typing, and doing very little manual labour.




  This would be fine if transport were a workout. But most workers drive, or are driven, to the office, in private cars or public transport. And over the last few decades, this has worsened: we

  are now walking less than ever before. And this is true for grocery shopping and other daily errands: the feet hit more accelerator and brake pedals than paths. While cycling is a boom sport

  worldwide, it is not yet mainstream as transport: bicycle trips represent only a tiny percentage of the world’s daily trips. Forget biking to the office – many fans prefer to watch

  broadcasts of others cycling up hills in Porto-Vecchio.




  The overall impression is of a civilization of ‘mind workers’, for whom walking is a brief transition from home to car, car park to office, car to shops – often while tapping

  screens and buttons, and taking calls. We grow accustomed to a professional life in which labour – and often identity – is chiefly mental not physical, and interaction virtual. We still

  have bodies, of course, but their contribution to character is diminished. In short, we live seemingly disembodied lives. This does not necessarily cause dualism, but it certainly promotes

  it, and is promoted by it.




  Plato’s and Descartes’s wariness of the body also makes a lot of sense, even today. For all our medical advances, we are still fragile, fickle creatures, whose lives begin and end

  with pain and weakness. ‘The proper form of address between man and man ought to be,’ wrote Arthur Schopenhauer, ‘not . . . sir, but fellow sufferer.’ And

  our better motives are easily undone by hunger, sexual desire and illness. We can promise to jog weekly but slump on the couch instead, can try to stick to lean meats and steamed vegetables but get

  stuck into bowls of heaped pasta and glasses of Syrah. The mind, with its clear ideals and visions of happiness, seems foreign to viscera and hormones – compromised by strange

  association.




  We Are Bodies




  But this is no argument for dualism. The mistake made by Descartes, Plato and their kindred thinkers today, is to blame the body for our flaws, as if the flesh might be carved

  away from an otherwise pure mind. Others take the opposite position: they blame the mind for making the body weak or uncoordinated – for being ‘off in the clouds’, as if the flesh

  could work robotically without a psyche. Yet both dualisms are false: there is no ‘thinking substance’, and thinking is not something we do ‘in our mind’, as if this

  happened away from the body.




  The philosopher Gilbert Ryle, in The Concept of Mind, noted that this is basically a dodgy metaphor: we see thinking as a kind of private conversation with ourselves. We believe that

  thoughts are words that are silently spoken ‘in here’, and then translated into public words with the throat, tongue and lips, or fingertips.




  This portrait, said Ryle, is flawed. For example, speaking is itself a way of thinking – many ideas are better developed in company. Take a rambling chat while jogging together on a

  footpath or treadmill. We are not thinking ‘in our minds’ then turning this into speech: the conversation is the ideas – they are public, and developed together, amidst

  footfalls and breaths.




  In fact, we often think with our whole body: gesticulating, counting on our fingers, pacing up and down in a room. As we will see with Charles Darwin, some ideas are better thought on foot than

  at a desk. If Descartes had worked while walking, instead of philosophizing for hours in bed, his meditations might have been less bloodless. (‘Only thoughts conceived while walking,’

  wrote philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche with his usual bravado, ‘have any value.’)




  Our language is fleshy too. Many of our everyday metaphors have to do with common human physiology. For example, we might speak of a sprinter ‘rising’ in the ranks, or a

  footballer’s career going ‘backwards’. But these athletes are not literally ascending or reversing. These are metaphors that require a grasp of bodily reality: how it feels to

  walk up a steep hill, or fall behind in a schoolyard sprint. (Think, too, of how I just used ‘grasp’.) Philosophers easily forget this. When Descartes wrote of ‘carrying

  out’ the work of his Meditations, for example, he was nodding to the strain of lifting a weight: something baffling to anything other than a mind in a body, heavy in a world of

  matter and gravity.




  Feelings are also embodied. Think of 1980s tennis bad boy John McEnroe. His court tantrums were not simply signs of some inner anger – symbols of invisible emotion. His rage suffused his

  grimacing face, clenched fists and the arc of his arms smashing the racquet. French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, who took issue with Descartes’s ideas, made this point in The World

  of Perception. ‘Where is this anger? People will say that it is in the mind of my interlocutor. What this means is not entirely clear,’ he wrote. ‘None of this takes place in

  some otherworldly realm, located beyond the body of the angry man.’ The anger, says Merleau-Ponty, is ‘bound up’ with the body, and the same is true of joy, diffidence, pride and

  humility.
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      Dualism? You cannot be serious.


    


  




   




  So Descartes was wrong. We are not minds who have bodies, in the way we have a cricket bat or pair of sneakers. We are bodies. ‘Body am I entirely, and nothing

  more,’ wrote Nietzsche in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, ‘and soul is only the name of something in the body.’ Thinking and feeling always happen in, with and through the

  flesh.




  The point is not that we all need to quit reading Descartes’s Meditations. The philosopher simply neatened up a very old, common belief. The point is how easily even the greatest

  minds can become alienated from their flesh. Descartes was so used to his body, he forgot how much of his mind was embodied.




  This happens regularly today: physical life and mental life can become easily divorced. And the separated parties are not always on speaking terms. Exercise is something done with one’s

  body. It is public and physical. Thinking is something done with one’s mind. It is private and ethereal. As the Chad stereotype suggests, it can seem normal for neither to benefit from the

  other.




  Chad, Meet Heidegger




  But so what? How important is philosophy when going for a run or lifting weights at the local gym?




  Well, to begin, dualism gives us an excuse for not exercising. Because the fitness and sports industry is seen as a colony run by Chads, physical exertion can seem foreign and, quite

  frankly, a bit smug. We see grimacing under a bench press, or sweating along the footpath, as torture for narcissists, too addicted to bodily beauty to read or think. Professional sports stars,

  with their glib sound-bites and off-field clowning, make this prejudice worse: physical effort seems the province of vain fools. In other words, dualism does not straightforwardly cause laziness,

  but it can kill off ambition: we become more likely to tolerate a partial life, in which we push our intellects but not our quadriceps or lungs. We congratulate ourselves for our distance from the

  flesh and its supposed frailties, like pride or conceit.




  For professionals and other middle-class ‘mental workers’, a completely sedentary lifestyle is actually quite rare. This is partly because of public health campaigns. For the past

  thirty years, we have been told – by advertisers, schools, doctors and government departments – that we need exercise for our organs to work well. We are quoted statistics on obesity

  and heart disease. Being morbidly overweight, for example, increases the chances of diabetes, heart attacks and strokes, and is associated with stillbirths in obese mothers-to-be. Research

  consistently finds that just sitting, regardless of whether we are fat or thin, can kill.




  To overcome this sedentary lifestyle, many turn to the gym, particularly amongst the middle classes. (Participation in sports and exercise rises with education and income.) And rightly so. But

  this is not without its problems. To begin, it encourages the idea that mental and physical work are somehow at odds: different worlds, with different uniforms and music. In the office, I work with

  my mind; in Fitness First, with my body. As I step into the gymnasium, I am one of the Chads.




  More philosophically, exercising because of illness or injury – or the threat of each – can also encourage dualism. This is because our bodies become what Martin Heidegger, the

  twentieth-century German philosopher, called ‘present-at-hand’.




  In Being and Time, Heidegger observed that many of our tools are invisible to us. We do not notice the racquet as we hit the ball, for example. He called this

  ‘ready-to-hand’. When ready-to-hand, the tool is no longer a thing on its own. Instead, it is intertwined with us – with our purposes and practices, motives and expectations.




  Heidegger argued that when a tool fails, it becomes visible again: we peer at the racquet and wonder why the ball is bouncing oddly. We check the strings and handle-tape. The tool is now more

  present-at-hand: we suddenly see the racquet as a thing apart from us, and the rest of the world. It is still a tool, of course, but it has lost its invisible intertwining. Heidegger called this

  the ‘conspicuousness of the unusable’.




  Now, our hands, legs and lungs are not tools, but they are often invisible in the same way, until something goes wrong: heart palpitations, breathlessness or chafing from thickened thighs. A

  doctor’s diagnosis can do the same thing: make our bodies or lifestyles somehow conspicuous, to use Heidegger’s word. When we turn to the gym, garage weights or running track to improve

  our health, we can treat our bodies as if they were present-at-hand tools: malfunctioning equipment that requires tinkering.




  It certainly is true that we might need stronger muscles, denser bones and more efficient lungs – nobody need deny the medical value of fitness. But exercising only for health can

  worsen the very dualism that led to a sedentary lifestyle in the first place; we behave as if we were minds servicing bodies, like a sports repairman fixing a racquet. The Chad ideal adds to this:

  the personal trainer is like the repairman, giving the customer technical tips for tightening strings.




  This can be harmless over a few weeks or months: we lose some weight, gain a little muscle or increase our lung capacity. But once the obvious ailments are gone, we often stop exercising

  altogether – the machine is fixed, so to speak. This is partly why so many gym memberships go unused. Not always because we are lazy or forgetful, but because the fear of illness or injury

  has gone, and our limbs and organs are again invisible. Dualism can encourage fitful or capricious exercise – if it encourages it at all.




  Descartes: Fitness Killjoy




  Dualism can also dumb exercise down, so that we miss its intellectual and physical rewards. As we will see, workouts can be intellectually pleasurable or ethically challenging.

  They can change our thinking, and be changed by our thinking.




  Because of this, measuring bicep inches, or checking the run counter for a ‘personal best’, can actually stop us exercising. The novelty of mechanical tweaking only lasts so long. We

  get bored, anaesthetized or simply cannot justify the pain. The problem is not that we are striving. The problem is that we are doing so narrowly: without an eye for our whole humanity. And this is

  not enough to keep us challenged and curious in the long run (or the short swim). The gym membership lapses, or the brand-new sit-up machine gets dusty.




  Growing More Greek




  For inspiration on how to avoid dualism, and bring our minds and bodies into play together, it helps to turn back to the ancient Greeks. Nietzsche called the Greeks the

  ‘highest type of man’, and hoped that modern scholarship might one day take up their example. But their example was not just academic. ‘We are growing more Greek by the day; at

  first . . . in concepts and evaluations,’ he wrote in his 1885 diary, ‘but one day, let us hope, also in our bodies!’




  What attracted Nietzsche to the Greeks was partly their celebration of physicality. The perfect human being was not torn between frail flesh and eternal spirit. He or she was a living whole,

  whose mind and body worked happily together. ‘Can one go more dangerously wrong,’ he wrote in his notebook in 1888, ‘than by despising the body? As if that contempt did

  not condemn all intellectuality to sickliness’.




  The Greek outlook was summed up succinctly by the Athenian general, historian and memoirist Xenophon. As a young man, Xenophon was one of Socrates’ followers. In his memoirs, written in

  the fourth century before Christ, Xenophon recollected Socrates chastising a lazy companion, Epigenes – not just for his ideas, but for his sloth, and its corruption of character and

  thought.




  ‘You’re out of training,’ Socrates comments to Epigenes one afternoon. The youth replies casually that he does not exercise. (He is the anti-Chad: mind without muscle.)

  Socrates will have none of it. The old philosopher first notes the importance of fitness for war. Soldiers are killed because they are flabby and easily knackered; or captured, then enslaved or

  ransomed. Fit Athenians, says Socrates, ‘live out their lives with greater pleasure and distinction, and leave behind them a better start for their children.’
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    Socrates and pupil Alcibiades.


    ‘It is a base thing for a man to wax old in careless self-neglect . . .’


  




   




  But fitness is more than a military duty, says Socrates. It makes the body fitter for any challenge. ‘You can take it from me,’ he tells Epigenes, ‘there is no other

  feat of endurance . . . in which you will be at a disadvantage’. Tellingly, Socrates is not only talking about sport, labour or war. For Socrates, philosophy too is promoted by exercise.

  ‘Many people’s minds are so invaded by forgetfulness, despondency, irritability and insanity because of their poor physical condition,’ Socrates argues, ‘that their

  knowledge is actually driven out of them.’




  Having revealed the martial and intellectual value of exercise, Xenophon concludes with a typically Greek message: we only have one life, and youth is brief. To be healthy without trying to run

  faster and longer, or harden one’s muscles, is to squander a chance to be more than one is; to miss the unique joy of striving, however painful. In Benjamin Jowett’s

  translation, Socrates’ sporty lyricism is clear:




   




  

    

      It is a base thing for a man to wax old in careless self-neglect before he has lifted up his eyes and seen what manner of man he was made to be, in the full perfection of

      bodily strength and beauty. But these glories are withheld from him who is guilty of self-neglect, for they are not wont to blaze forth unbidden.


    


  




   




  The point is this: exercise was not just a dull duty for the classical Greeks. Yes, citizen soldiers had to be fit, and no doubt many wearied of the daily oiling and grappling,

  grunting and lifting. But, from nobles like Xenophon to commoners like Socrates, the Greeks often saw exercise as a way to savour their full humanity. It was theirs, not Chad’s; not

  owned by a professional athlete or trainer. They kept sprinting, wrestling and throwing their javelins, not just because of war or health, but because it polished their souls, and they got a buzz

  out of it.




  Put more precisely, this is the Greek message: exercise offers virtues and pleasures, alongside hard bodies.




  Becoming Ethically Buffed




  What does this mean, practically? The word ‘virtue’ has an old-fashioned stuffiness to it nowadays; a scent of dust and mothballs. But virtue is not just a vague

  synonym for conservative morality or sexual prudery. Virtue is the English translation of the Greek arête, or ‘excellence’.




  This idea of virtue is helpful for us today because it is neither a purely cognitive nor purely physiological portrait of ethics. It involves the whole human being.




  Aristotle, in his Nicomachean Ethics, argued that virtues are not just concepts. He mocked theorizers who talked about ethics without actually doing ethics – like a

  patient who listens carefully to a doctor’s diagnosis, then ignores all her prescriptions. ‘Neither by nature . . . nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us,’ Aristotle

  wrote, ‘rather we are adapted by nature to receive them, and are made perfect by habit.’ In short: virtue comes from habit, not just gabbing about goodness.




  But habit is not enough on its own. Virtue also involves desire: when we are morally excellent, this is more than reflex. We want to be good, said Aristotle, and we get pleasure out of

  achieving this.




  Virtue also involves choice: we cannot be blamed for our vices if we have no say in our own excellence. ‘No one blames those who are ugly by nature, we blame those who are so owing to want

  of exercise and care,’ Aristotle noted. ‘So it is, too, with respect to weakness and infirmity.’ In other words, virtue involves reasonable decision-making. The tantrum-throwing

  tennis player is frowned upon because we know he is an adult, who can do better.
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