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Purpose: to reveal the cultural and historical origins of the concept of "physical fitness". 

Material & Methods: an analysis of specialized literature covering various aspects of the development of the field of human 
activity associated with the use of physical exercises. 

Results: at the turn of the 20th century, the term "physical culture" was used as a generalising name for the three areas of 
people’s activities related to the use of physical exercises: activities aimed at bringing the body in line (physical fitness) ac-
tivities aimed at developing physical strength and body build (bodybuilding) activities aimed at improving through the use of 
physical exercises (therapeutic physical culture).

Conclusion: in terms of the theory of physical culture of physical fitness is seen as a particular socio-cultural phenomenon, 
which is a historically conditioned human activity involving the use of physical exercise at their leisure, and individual and so-
cially significant results of such activities. 
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Introduction

A necessary condition for the successful development of 
the theory of physical culture [2; 5] as a theory revealing 
the driving forces, social mechanisms and objective laws 
of the historical development of people’s activities related 
to the use of physical exercises is the establishment of the 
sociocultural nature of the process of changing terms and 
concepts that were formed as a result of cognitive pro-
cess. In previous reports, generalizing (consensus) defi-
nitions of the concepts "physical culture" [3] and "sport" 
are presented  [4]. Continuing the analysis begun, let us 
pay attention to the cultural and historical origins of the 
concept of "physical fitness". The need for such an analy-
sis stems from the fact that in a broad social and scientific 
practice there is no correct substantiation of this concept. 
For example, G. Glassman [7] notes that a significant part 
of fitness programs do not give a clear definition of the 
concept of "fitness". According to the expert, the Ency-
clopedic Dictionary, in which the concept of "fitness" is 
interpreted as the ability to transfer genes and be healthy, 
does not help either. He also draws attention to the fact 
that NSCA, a respected publisher in the field of exercise 
physiology, in his authoritative publication Essentials of 
Strength Training and Conditioning did not even attempt 
to define this concept. E. Corre [8] notes in his research 
that E. Desbonnet and B. Macfadden are pioneers in the 
health industry, after which society enters the age of con-
fusion, in the age of the fitness business. The examples 
given indicate that the problem of the correct definition 
of the concept of "physical fitness" now requires a more 
detailed analysis.

Purpose of the study: to reveal the cultural and historical 
sources of the concept of "physical fitness". 

Material and Methods of the research

Research methods consist in the analysis of the special litera-
ture, which highlights the historical aspects of the develop-
ment of various forms of social manifestation of physical cul-
ture, as well as the use of a systematic and historiographical 
approach to the analysis of this problem. 

Results of the research

The correct understanding of the concept of "physical fit-
ness" is possible only within the framework of the theory of 
physical culture, namely, through the prism of the general 
definition of the concept of "physical culture". In the previ-
ous message it was shown that physical culture is a histori-
cally conditioned activity of people associated with the use 
of physical exercises, and its individual and socially signifi-
cant results [3]. That is, in this definition, attention is drawn 
to the two components of the concept of "physical culture" – 
an activity and resultant. Analyzing the problem of using the 
terms "physical culture" and "physical fitness" in the English 
language, one should pay attention to the fact that the activ-
ity of people using physical exercises has not only the ef-
fect of forming their corporeality (this direction was called 
bodybuilding [6]), such activity also significantly affects the 
general level of physical well-being of a person, on his suit-
ability for fulfilling life’s important tasks. J.  Sifferman  [9] 
draws attention to this feature, noting that physical culture 
is more than just bodybuilding. According to a specialist, 
it represents a certain philosophy, mode or lifestyle, and is 
aimed at maximizing the physical, mental, spiritual and so-
cial development of a person. So, this activity of people with 
the use of physical exercises is aimed at improving their abil-
ity to respond adequately to the various challenges that arise 
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in the process of life activity. Using the generalized definition 
of the concept of "physical culture"  [3], we can conclude 
that, based on the resultant effect of people’s activities us-
ing physical exercises, which formed their physical fitness, 
physical conformity, this is the direction of development of 
physical culture at the turn of the 20th century in the Eng-
lish-speaking practice called "physical fitness". He began 
to develop intensively, starting at about the beginning of the 
20th century. The frequency of the use of the term "physical 
fitness" in the 1930s equated with the frequency of the use 
of the term "physical culture", and in the future it significantly 
outstripped it, which is an objective consequence of the in-
tense development of that period of the fitness industry (Fig-
ure). 

Figure. Dynamics of use of the terms "physical 
culture", "physical fitness" from 1800 to 2008 

(English) (obtained using the search engine 
"Google Books Ngram Viewer") 

(access mode: https://books.google.com/ ngrams)

According to historical materials, B. McFadden, the pioneer 
of the health industry [8], as a successful businessman, was 
aware of the importance of this trend in the use of physical 
exercise and sought to consolidate his rights to it. This hy-
pothesis is confirmed by the information contained in the "An-
notated Bibliography of English Literature Series in the Field 
of Physical Culture" (for the period from 1829 to 1990 inclu-
sive), prepared by the Center for Physical Culture and Sports 
(USA) [1]. It shows that immediately after the magazine was 
released in January 1924, called "Physical Fitness" (this is the 
first use of the term "fitness" in the title of the official publica-
tion), its publishers were forced to change the name to "Men-
tal, Physical and Moral Fitness" in order to avoid, as stated 
in the report, prosecution by B. McFadden. In January 1925, 
this magazine ceased to exist. Note that at that time the use of 
the terms "physical fitness" and "fitness" to characterize the 
results of physical activity was not accidental. So, Catharine 
Beecher (Catharine Beecher) in 1832 used the term "fitness" 
to substantiate the need for the introduction of exercise in US 
schools. This term was actively used at the beginning of the 
20th century and in England in the process of improving phys-
ical education in public schools, to assess the compliance of 
physical fitness of schoolchildren [10]. To this, it should also 
be added that during the indicated period the word "fitness" 
was widely used in natural sciences. For example, it is found in 
the work by L. Joseph Henderson "Fitness of the Environment" 
(1913) to characterize that the environment corresponds to 
the conditions of life development [11], as well as in biology 
to characterize the quantitative measure of natural selection 
(Darwinian fitness) [12]. 

Conclusions / Discussion

The analysis performed allows us to make the following general-
ization. Based on the selected mechanism of self-development 
of social phenomena, which is based on the law "the interrelation 
of needs and activities" [5], it is necessary to recognize that the 
driving forces that determine the self-development of physical 
fitness as a socially significant phenomenon, manifested in the 
dialectical unity, on the one hand, business -interests of the or-
ganizers of such activities, and on the other hand, the need in 
a similar type of activity existing in society. The situation is for-
mulated is confirmed by the following historical facts, indicating 
that already in the 19th century in a large number of countries 
in Europe, in the UK and in the USA, a significant number of 
various venues, halls, studios, salons in which people exercised 
were functioning. For example, in Germany, the first gymnastics 
grounds (Turnplatz) were opened by F. Jan in Berlin in 1811. In 
Paris, the famous Hippolyte Triat athlete founded in 1847 sev-
eral gymnasts for bourgeois, aristocrats and energetic young 
people, and Professor E. Desbonnet at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury had around 300 similar institutions throughout France and 
Europe. In the US, the first such room in 1824 was discovered by 
C. Beck. The same work was carried out by D. A. Sargent, who at 
the end of the 19th century organized several rooms at Harvard 
University, as well as B. McFadden, who founded his first stu-
dio in 1875, calling it "Bernard McFadden – a teacher of Higher 
Physical Culture". In the United Kingdom in 1858, S. A. MacLar-
en opened a similar hall at Oxford University, and E. Sandov cre-
ated in London at the end of the 19th century a whole network of 
similar "institutions", which at that time were called the institutes 
of physical culture. All these "halls", "studios", "institutions", 
"salons" were designed for different layers of population, from 
modest establishments for representatives of the middle class 
to many arranged salons for aristocrats. Historical materials indi-
cate that such organizations, for example, B. McFadden (USA), 
E. Desbonnet (France) and especially E. Sandow (Great Britain), 
earned large profits on the organization. A significant factor that 
influenced the development of such activity was its informational 
support. Historical materials indicate that in the UK E. Sandov is-
sued from 1898 to 1907 Sandov Journal of Physical Education 
magazine (the first name of the journal Physical Education). In 
the US, the same work on advertising the activities of people re-
lated to the use of physical exercises was carried out by B. Mc-
Fadden, who created an entire publishing empire, which was 
based on the journal Physical Education. created together with 
the writer A. Surier magazine "Physical Education".

Thus, based on the results of the above analysis, and also tak-
ing into account the results of D. McFadden’s (USA), D. Lewis 
(USA), E. Sandova (UK) and E. Dasbonneet (France) as out-
standing historians, a significant contribution to the develop-
ment of physical culture, we can conclude that at the turn of the 
20th century the term "physical culture" was used as a general-
ization of the three directions of human activity associated with 
the use of physical exercises: first, activities aimed at bringing 
(physical fitness), secondly, activities aimed at the develop-
ment of physical strength and body composition (bodybuild-
ing); thirdly, activities aimed at improving with the use of physi-
cal exercises (therapeutic physical culture).

Secondly, within the framework of the theory of physical culture, 
physical fitness is considered as a special socio-cultural phe-
nomenon, which is a historically conditioned activity of people 
associated with the use of physical exercise at leisure, as well as 
individual and socially significant results of such activity.
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