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Preface

IN 2016, I STARTED writing a science-based, tongue-in-cheek column about lifting weights. To my surprise, a lot of people read it, and before long I was being asked for interviews and invited on podcasts. Inevitably, one question would always come up: What was it about lifting that I loved so much? I would say something along the lines of “It completely changed how I think and feel about the world and myself and everything.” I knew that was true, but I didn’t know exactly what I meant, and I didn’t have the words to put it in more specific terms. This book became about finding those words.

For most of my adult life, I had felt barraged with mandates that I was responsible for following to a T: to lose weight, to burn more calories, to “beat cravings.” In more recent years, I understood that lifting weights could change my body functionally, and of course, I’d heard over and over about people who began exercising and benefitted from it. It made them happier, or helped them feel more capable, or gave them a greater sense of control. And sure, lifting weights did make me stronger and I did feel more capable.

But there were other gains I hadn’t anticipated. From the first, strength training was emotionally revelatory. I did not expect to discover, over time, that strength could rehabilitate how I shrank from confrontation. Before long, I also had to face my fear of failure. I couldn’t help but dive into exploring these effects with my science-reporting chops, and astoundingly came across what research showed: training could change my brain.

It also fascinated me that, instead of pushing answers on me, lifting weights invited me to ask more questions about myself. It began with asking “How did that movement feel, and why?”—two concepts I’d never been prompted to care about before when it came to my body or exercise. Yet this was immediately an instrumental part of customizing lifting workouts to my skill level. Unexpectedly, this basic, atomic practice radiated outward into growing assessments of how I felt in general, which led me to questioning quite a lot. Where did my urgent need to comply with the mandate to lose weight come from? Why did I so often feel avoidant: of confrontation, of family, of risk? Why was I so scared of gyms, afraid of doing unfamiliar activities in front of strangers? Why did I believe it was weird to be strong, that it was reserved for jocks and bros?

In looking for answers, I stumbled upon wide-ranging connecting threads that turned out to inform my many untested opinions about strength, culture, and behavior: from the history of religious culture in America to contemporary media messaging, to the implications of mind-body duality. Closer to home, I even began to reinterpret my role in my family.

All this may be surprising to encounter in a book about lifting weights, a topic that we normally consider surface level—many of us associate it with weight loss, or becoming more beautiful in the conventional sense. For a long time, “weight loss” formed my entire conception of my body. Either I was small enough (and always getting smaller), or I was a disappointment. I’d accepted, as a fact of life, cravings and obsession over my weight and constant stress over how my clothes fit. Wasn’t it all pretty simple, even if it was also a continuous, unending drag? There seemed to be no quicker way to undermine everything I cared about or worked at than not delivering on the effort toward appearance that everyone else expected.

But it’s hard to recognize how narrow your worldview is until you become receptive to having it challenged. I was no exception.

I felt the differences that came from investing in strength training before I really understood them. The effects took hold quickly, and it felt markedly different, and powerful, to move around in my body. I hadn’t realized how much I had been struggling every day, but more importantly, I hadn’t realized that the path of not struggling had always hovered so close by. I was so used to distrusting myself, and that distrust included my body. Where did that come from? Why had I accepted it for so long, just as a condition of my existence? This question was the foundation from which all of the other changes unfolded.

My personal story forms the scaffolding of this book, and it acts as a springboard from which to build a fresh exposé of diet culture. Diet culture is not just a set of well-intentioned, if sometimes misguided, lifestyle suggestions. Many of its patterns are directly, insidiously harmful, not just psychologically but biologically, in ways that engrave themselves again and again upon our brains and bodies. It’s a vicious cycle: the more we participate, the more we become dependent on it, and the more we believe that suffering is a requisite part of our existence (a belief that is itself deeply culturally entrenched). The more I learned about strength, the clearer it became that diet culture is a toxic and dysfunctional wheel that needs to be broken.

But I also use my story to build a scientific and cultural case for building (or rebuilding) strength. Creating strength is actually a process of rupture, rest, and repair: within our cells, as well as metaphorically, within our psyche. It involves becoming attuned inward, getting to know and being generous to ourselves, learning where we are and what we need. I’d always been taught that progress was a matter of raw bravery and grit and willingness to suffer, when, in fact, it requires understanding, self-regard, and patience. It requires respect for our bodies’ elegant, interconnected, inextricable systems of muscle, bone, blood, reflex, and memory.

Attributes of my body I’d been taught were distasteful—fat, injury, aches and pains, slowness to respond—only seemed so because I lacked knowledge and understanding. Properly understood and respected as part of a complex system, nothing in a human body is useless or a waste. Not the fat, which protects our organs and our muscles while they recover from illness or exercise; not the body hair, there to protect our skin and block bacteria from our nether regions; not even the trauma, those intrusive thoughts and instinctive reactions that constitute the body’s ham-handed attempt to spare us from reruns of past calamity.

And yes, okay, creating strength does require some effort and some discomfort. But what I’d also never understood was that it was never supposed to be more than I could handle at a time, that I could be pushed gently and then dazzled by what a little pushing amounted to when accompanied by small, steady curiosity about what might come next. The secondary gift of all of this became the delight of self-discovery, reawakening all the parts of me I didn’t even realize I had.

Lifting weights like I did might not be for everyone. But it led me to undergo a process of deprogramming and reawakening that could help anyone. And it does seem to help a lot of people—over the years of writing my column, I’ve heard from readers of all kinds who do not lift weights or identify as lifters. I’d hear from innumerable people who were staunchly opposed to working out in general, but also from runners, climbers, Pilates devotees, horseback riders, amateur circus performers. All of them wrote to me because despite their skepticism of lifting, they loved to read about this new, expansive perspective about bodies and food and exercise that lifting had given me. Still, many of them swore to me on God and life and love and their grannies in their graves that they would never actually try lifting weights. And yet, over the years, they trickled in, doing a squat here, a bench press there, joining a gym, finding a lifting buddy, getting their first big personal record (PR). None of us are setting world records. But then they would write to me again and say how overjoyed, how relieved they are that they finally gave lifting weights a try. If I know anything, it’s that the emotional and physical journey of a body is long. But our bodies are also where we live, forever and always. However we go along, we all deserve to know ourselves a little better.

Finally, I think it’s important to point out that though our culture has reduced basic care of our health to a luxury, it is a fundamental human right. The fact that everyone does not have equal access to health care is a choice enforced by people in power. Basic health—health that is not in decline because it is constantly infringed upon and nickeled-and-dimed away from us—is a right and a freedom we are owed. I enjoy a number of privileges that make it easier for me to take care of myself; they are the same privileges everyone deserves, and we deserve even more.
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