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Arthur Road Jail in Mumbai, the city's largest, is notorious for its 
filthy conditions  and  overcrowding. About 2,800 undertrials 
are crammed into an area meant for about 800 people. The jail's 
dark side is portrayed in the books, Behind the Beautiful Forevers 
by Katherine Boo and Shantaram by Gregory Roberts. Last year, a 
woman under trial was beaten to death there, reportedly, by jail 
staff, offering us a glimpse of the riot inside. 

The jail is also a breeding ground for ill health. In February, the 
Maharashtra government said it wanted to improve the inmates’ 
well-being, by providing a spanking gym for them, which reveals 
a lot about the authorities’ understanding of health. They need to 
urgently update themselves. Gyms, are by no means, the best way 
to become fit. On the contrary, they are a major breeding ground 
for infections and have numerous other health hazards, as Jane 
Brody, who writes about health for the New York Times, reported 
in 2010, and many others closer home substantiate. 

The authorities are offering the same solution to the general 
population. In December 2017, Mumbai’s civic corporation issued 
a circular giving housing societies 2% more floor space index (FSI) 
for building gyms. In 2015, the central government also asked its 
offices all over the country to build gyms, sanctioning a lakh for 
each one. 

The gym may have its uses, but the problem is that these 
policies do not consider other options for maintaining good 
health, instead favouring the fitness industry and gym culture, 
which are mired in controversy. The authorities are also 
neglecting their basic duty to provide public health and avenues 
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for recreation. Mumbai, in particular, is notorious for allowing 
private clubs, some of them run by politicians, to take over open 
public spaces and recreation grounds. These clubs are known for 
consumption, not for sports and exercise, and deprive society of 
public spaces.

Starting from 2000, the National Sports Club of India in 
central Mumbai, for example, began converting a public sports 
stadium into a site of consumption for the rich, with many 
irregularities. More recently, in the city government's budget for 
2017-18, municipal officials set aside a crore to build an exclusive 
club for themselves, a plan being opposed by many corporators, 
the elected representatives. Ultimately, even if the government 
usurps space for elite clubs and gyms, people need to have the 
time to exercise. But, several police officers have responded to a 
circular on the importance of fitness, that the central government 
issued in 2017, by saying that they had no time to exercise, 
amidst their heavy schedules. Sadly, the same officers have been 
proposing that police stations be equipped with modern gyms. 

Industrial origins
The gym is a monotonous space-a factory for producing muscles, 
as Rebecca Solnit describes in her book, Wanderlust: A History of 
Walking, published in 2000. That is why so many people drop out 
of gyms a couple of months after clever marketing has induced 
them to pay for the whole year. A gym's main equipment is the 
tedious treadmill, which is part of a multi-billion-dollar industry, 
whose big companies are keen to invade the Indian market. To get 
some perspective, we should go back to the treadmill's origins. 
The treadmill, which the government wants to introduce in the 
Mumbai jail as a means for relaxation, was first used in British 
prisons as an instrument of torture. In 1818, exactly two centuries 
ago, British authorities began to get prisoners to grind grain using 
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a contraption that used the same principles as a treadmill. There, 
the user's movement on the treadmill set in motion a wheel that 
ground the grain. Karl Marx strongly criticised the introduction 
of the treadmill form of production for British workers because it 
degraded the body and spirit. It was barbaric, he said.

The degradation of work via the treadmill in the industrial era 
is criticised in Ecological Rift: Capitalism's War on the Earth, by Brerc 
Clark, John Bellamy Foster and Richard York. The treadmill, today, 
is also degrading when you see, by contrast, how exercising out in 
the open is so enjoyable. In fact, the very phrase "on a treadmill" 
means being stuck in a monotonous rut, whether in a career or 
other activity.

Yet, many people are so sold on the gym myth, thinking that it 
is the only way to remain fit. Fortunately, in the West, where it all 
began in a big way in the 1970s, the gym is gradually becoming a 
discredited institution. Human beings have kept fit since ancient 
times by doing simple exercises. Walking was an integral part of 
the life of ancient Greek philosophers. It stimulated their minds, 
and a whole new school of peripatetic philosophy emerged. 
Aristotle, in particular, liked to walk under an arcade while teaching.

Romantic poets in Europe and transcendentalists in the United 
States (us) loved wandering in the outdoors. Physical exercises 
and movements have also been an essential part of performing 
arts training. The Russian theatre stalwart, Konstantin Stanislavski 
learnt fencing, while Jerzy Grotowski, the Polish director, and 
others in India, such as the reputable director and actor Vijaya 
Mehta, used physical exercises to train youngsters in theatre. 

Simple, ordinary movement itself is medicine, Kaushik 
Talukdar, who trains international athletes, was quoted in early 
2018 in the Telegraph, Kolkata. Simple exercises are good enough, 
said the Harvard Medical School newsletter in 2009. These 
include swinging one's arms, climbing the stairs, even cleaning 
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one's home, playing with children and doing tai-chi, which is 
meditation in motion.

Support for simple exercise also comes from an unlikely 
source, the British Military Fitness programme, which, 
surprisingly, is popular among civilians in the United Kingdom 
(UK), precisely because its programme consists of simple moves 
such as jumping, running, squats and push-ups done outdoors. 
Exercising outside helps reduce anxiety and depression, and 
bums more calories than in the gym, because, out in the open, the 
body is constantly challenged in new ways, and group dynamics 
help. One requires very little equipment other than one's own 
body weight and that of one's partner's, the programme says.

Major Ashok Kaul, an exercise enthusiast and film director, 
who worked closely for many years with Raj Kapoor, further 
confirmed this to me at the Joggers' Park in Bandra, a suburb in 
Mumbai. This park is an oasis in Mumbai, where people enjoy 
doing open-air exercises. A young man, his legs amputated after 
an accident, sometimes performs unbelievable exercises there. 
This would not have been possible if entry had not been free. 
Every trainer that I have spoken to there has told me that the gym 
is totally needless.

Dave Thomas, a fitness expert in the UK, was quoted in the 
Telegraph, London, in 2006 as saying that few people were 
interested in advice about simple exercises because such counsel 
was jargon-free, had no secret tips, and contained none of the 
impressive-sounding pseudoscience peddled by the marketing 
machinery of the fitness sector. Strong words, but many echo his 
sentiments.

Why should we urge normal people to become energy slaves 
of machines and of drudgery in the gym, to echo the thoughts 
of a most relevant, but forgotten Croatian-Austrian thinker, the 
eminent Ivan Illich? He warned people against the medicalisation 
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of health, saying that this ignored key socio-economic factors. But 
now, we are needlessly indulging in the mechanisation of the body 
and its health. The American Medical Association has also spoken 
of "going beyond the clinic walls" to address health's social roots.

At the same time, authorities are pursuing policies inimical 
to fostering good health. For instance, authorities in Mumbai are 
handing out PSI concessions to builders for facilities that will not 
benefit the city but actually add to its problems. For example, 
many high-rise car parks built with such PSI are empty or closed, 
resulting in a monumental loss of space to the public. Providing 
more and more space for parking cars also encourages more 
automobile use, resulting in auto-dependence, lower exercise for 
users and ill health through pollution and traffic congestion.

Nature vs narcissism
The government is ignoring the fact that there are multiple ways 
of looking at fitness and the human body, well beyond the gym 
industry. Georges Hebert, a French military officer, evolved what 
is known as the natural method, which uses various exercises 
such as climbing balancing, throwing, lifting, swimming and 
jumping. Hebert inspired the mod ern parkour movement. I have 
seen a couple of parkour enthusiasts performing amazing feats 
with their bodies. They climb walls, vault, spin their bodies and 
leap. Originally, Hebert's exercises were conducted in wooded, 
natural settings. Athletic skill, he argued, must be combined with 
altruism and courage. Being strong to be useful was Hebert 's 
motto.

In contrast, the average modern gym-goer can be highly 
narcissistic, obsessed with his or her own body. So serious is the 
problem of the Adonis complex, of self-love and the craving to 
look good that the American Psychiatry Association has issued 
guidelines on handling the problem. As for the big body-builders 
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emerging from gyms, they may look formidable, but in contrast 
with athletes, they are not very agile and not of much use in 
helping others in a crisis.

Another questionable feature of the government's espousal 
of gyms is that it will hold the individual responsible for his or her 
ill health! If people fall ill, then they will have to take the blame 
for not having exercised enough, thus side-lining the socio-
economic causes of ill health stemming from government policies 
The government should be promoting free fitness exercises, 
recreation and sports for people, not making citizens pay for the 
benefit of the fitness industry.

If the government is bent on promoting a gym culture, it 
should, at least, warn citizens about its hazards. The government 
does not even seem to be aware of these. In 2014, for example, 
exercise equipment accounted for 67,000 injuries in the US, of 
which 24,000 were caused by treadmills. The issue came to the 
fore with the death of Dave Goldberg, an American millionaire, 
47, when he suffered a brain injury after being hit on the head 
after falling off a treadmill during a vacation in Mexico in 2015. 
Post surgery, he was asked to abstain from doing action scenes 
for the following five months. One reason for increased injuries is 
that the devices are more powerful now. In India, the problem is 
com pounded by a shortage of trained instructors.

There is too much hype about gyms. There are many other 
ways of becoming fit, without paying a paisa to the gym. 
Skipping rope is now being rediscovered. A worldwide survey 
of professionals conducted by the American College of Sports 
Medicine suggests that people will ditch the high-technology 
gym in coming days and switch to the skipping rope, which is 
kinder on the joints because you land on the balls of the feet, not 
the heels, The Times, London, reported.

The problem is that, the government is neglecting excellent 
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traditional fitness exercises such as Mallakhamb. Marvellous 
gymnastic feats performed by youngsters on a smooth wooden 
pillar or hanging ropes have fascinated Westerners. The Hanuman 
Vyayam Prasarak Shala of Amravati in Maharashtra has won 
international fame with its troupes' performances of various 
Indian traditional fitness sports. The Surya Namaskar is also highly 
beneficial because after just a dozen rounds, you get a complete 
body exercise. The namaz is also considered excellent for fitness.

The writer Acharya Atre, a celebrated, multifaceted 
personality, paid tribute to the Surya Namaskar, though in a 
satirical vein, his popular Marathi play Sashtang Namaskar. Sadly, 
these easy exercises, which require little space and no money, are 
created as old-fashioned, while the gym is thought to be modern. 
Yet the limited movement patterns offered by standard gym 
equipment do not come close to the thousands of movements 
our bodies are capable of performing and were built to perform, 
Patrick Mustain, a fitness expert, told the online publication The 
Daily Beast. 

Fitness and fascism
A salutary trend is that a growing number of fitness professionals 
are rejecting the "blast-belly-fat, buy-our-product" approach and 
coming up with creative solutions with easy movements. You may 
develop a perfect-looking body in a gym, which is the obsession 
of many, but you may still be unfit to climb a flight of stairs and do 
other simple movements. The main point is that, one should be fit 
and agile, not simply smart-looking. Much of the gym obsession 
ends in misery because you cannot have the body of Salman Khan 
and other heroes. Many such stars pay a heavy price for their body  
building as they develop numerous complications.

One should not take Narendra Modi’s references to his 56-
inch chest out of context, but it is worth pointing out, that the 
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worship of the heroic male body was central to German and 
Italian fascism, as described in the book Superman Supreme: 
Fascist Body as a Political Icon, by J A Mangan, published in 
2000. By contrast, see Mahatma Gandhi’s bare and lean, yet, 
very healthy body, a condition that can be attributed to both, his 
diet and his long walks, exemplified by the Dandi Salt March. 
Jawaharlal Nehru’s shirsasan, standing on one’s head, is a classic 
demonstration of good health achieved through simple exercise. 

There is much more to health than gyms. Otherwise, how does 
one explain the fact that, in the us, where the gym craze is highest, 
there is for the first time in its history, a drop in life expectancy in 
the past two years and such a big increase in obesity?

Yet our politicians are obsessed with gyms. No wonder 
Maharashtra's Chief Minister, Devendra Fadnavis, announced, in 
August 2016, that his government would regularise 3,000 illegal 
gyms in the state, many of them built by politicians and with state 
legislators' funds meant for people's welfare.

Exercise can be fun out there in the open, or in your home or 
elsewhere, not in the confines of the gym. Take your gyms and 
give us accessible, free public spaces. It is more fun to be fit, agile 
and healthy rather than be muscular, macho and heavy.

Sports, obviously, foster fitness, but excess gym exercise and 
highly competitive sports are notorious for causing injuries. 
Also, excess exercise leads to more eating and increases in 
weight, which are very counterproductive. No amount of burning 
of calories is going to help, if calorie consumption goes on 
increasing, doctors point out. The best solution is to do varied 
kinds of simple exercises and eat less. It is that simple.
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