Fitness Forum

By Deborah Spector

Strenuous
exercise, such
as running,
seems to
increase the
dominance of
the right
hemisphere,
leading to
increased
euphoria and a
sense of well
being.
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WHY WE EXERCISE

By now you have all been

exposed to a multitude of
reasons why you should exercise.
These include an improved car-
diovascular system, ways to get muscle
tone and stay fit, in order to lose
weight and further to improve your
mental state, as well as any number of
other reasons. Just about any condition
is believed to be positively affected by
strenuous physical activity. Each
month Health Express addresses
various aspects of the why’s, while
providing useful information on how
to exercise and obtain optimal benefits
from your participation. This month’s
column looks at another related yet
different issue—not why you should,
but why you do exercise.
Most persons can give the reasons

why they started an exercise program,

such as to lose weight. However, we
have often suspected that there is
something more fundamental to the ef-
fort, something that transcends those
reasons that are readily discussed. That
is not to belittle the conscious ra-
tionale, but rather to suggest that
there may be something more pro-
found about movement that sparks
and helps perpetuate an exercise pro-
gram.

One aspect that is getting a lot of at-
tention is a change in outlook caused
by exercising—an increased sensitivity
to one’s surroundings and life in
general. Quite often you hear someone
speak of an elusive state now named a
“runner’s high.” This is an euphoric
sensation said to lead to a stronger
sense of well being, enhanced creativi-
ty and an overall more positive feeling
in general. The phenomenon is not
restricted to runners. However, at this
time, they are the most scrutinized,
possibly because of their visibility and
availability for study as a group.

At present researchers are looking
for clues as to what this state is, how it

can be obtained and by whom.

One such pioneer is Dr. William
Glasser, M.D., who describes the con-
sequences of running and other
repetitive activity as an addiction in his
book Positive Addiction. As the name
implies, this is beneficial, providing in-
creased mental strength, giving more
worth and meaningful purpose to life,
and increasing the positive addict’s
ability to give and receive love. This is
what differentiates it from other forms
of addiction, such as to drugs and
alcohol. These are always negative, ex-
tracting energy. Negative addictions
leave the habituated person
debilitated, with extra problems rather
than strengths for coping.

Dr. Glasser describes six criteria that
he feels are necessary in order for an
activity to become addictive. By ad-
dicted he means that an individual feels
he/she must partake of that which
he/she finds “addictive” and actually
experiences some form of withdrawal
pains without it. In this overly com-
petitive work-oriented society in which
stress is an everyday phenomenon with
which we have to cope, the prospect of
being addicted to something positive
and healthy is enticing.

To clarify what he means, Dr.
Glasser describes the solitary bat
swinging activity of George Shuba.
Shuba was a member of the 1953
Brooklyn Dodgers championship
team. Long before that time, at the age
of 16, he decided that he was going to
be a major league baseball player. He
realized that in order to do so he need-
ed to have a strong “natural” swing. So
he marked a piece of string with the
boundaries of a strike zone and began
swinging a weighted bat 600 times dai-
ly. In essence, he became “hooked”.

This solitary activity is descriptive of
Dr. Glasser’s first criteria. Like a run or
bicycle ride, the activity must be one
that can be done alone. Next, it must
be done for about an hour a day. It ap-
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pears to take that long for the initial
start-up energy and effort to give way
to the natural rhythm that the move-
ment itself perpetuates. After the initial
period necessary “to build up the
necessary muscle tone and mental
perseverance, the activity must be
something that is done easily and
without too much mental effort. This is
criteria number three, Once your body
realizes that the exercise is not just a
passing fancy, when the muscles adjust
to the aches and pains which give way
to more ease with the movement, your
mind need not participate too much.
As such it is free to wander and ex-
plore. Once you come to the point,
you no longer are trying to learn a new
skill. Instead you allow your body the
freedom to partake of the movement as

Once your body realizes
that the exercise is not
just a passing fancy,
when the muscles
adjust to the aches and
pains which give way to
more ease with the
movement, your mind
need not participate too
much.

your brain and body function as one.

The activity must be done alone or
rarely with others. Dr. Glasser states
that in order to reach PA you cannot
depend on somone else to motivate
your exercise. It must be self-initiated.
This does not mean that those people
who run races do not reach PA, but
rather that they usually do so at non-
competition times. Most who identify
this state of PA admit that the majority
of the time they feel alone in a group
and further that they do most of their
activity by themselves.

Number four states that you feel you
obtain physical, mental and spiritual
value from your participation. This is
why exercise is such a meaningful way
to reach PA. Very few persons, if any,
would admit to exercising without a
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realization of its positive benefits. The
fifth criteria involves using an activity
that you feel you can improve within if
you persist, but by your own stan-
dards, not those of others. In other
words, you are the only one who
measures your improvement. Lastly,
the activity must be one that you can
do without being critical of yourself.
As Dr. Glasser says, if you cannot ac-
cept yourself during this time the ac-
tivity will not become addictive.

PA or runner’s high is not as esoteric
as it first appears. Movement is intrin-
sic to being. From the moment of birth
onward we move and develop move-
ment patterns. We use these patterns to
identify ourselves and others prior to
language.

We are always in motion, both inter-
nally and as we move through space.
As such, to be is to move. Yet
somehow as we grow older we curtail
this natural activity and put our energy
into “thinking.” Exercise is actually the
reintroduction of that with which we
are and use to grow.

Recent discoveries about the
hemispheric specialization of the brain
offer yet a further clue as to why exer-
cise becomes addictive. While the left
side is analytical, controlling our abili-
ty to speak, read and write, the right
hemisphere specializes in activities
related to nonverbal perceptions, emo-
tional responses, imagination and
space manipulation. It is also responsi-
ble for intuitive and supra-rational
thinking. Strenuous exercise, such as
running, seems to increase the
dominance of the right hemisphere,
leading to increased euphoria and a
sense of well being.

All seem a little strange? Well, stop
and think about what you would have
said ten years ago if someone had sug-
gested that running or other forms of
aerobic activity would help you in-
crease your physical and mental
health!

Whatever the underlying reasons,
exercise taps into a profound sense of
our being. This may be the “real”
reason that once you start exercising
you never stop, adding one more layer
of benefit to what is already a good
thing. He
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