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Strength Training — Wheel of Health

Part of the Movement spoke of the Wheel of Health. See also: Cardiovascular Training, Mobility, Recovery.




Why Strength Is Second

If cardiovascular fitness predicts how long you live, muscular strength predicts how well you live. See Movement for the full evidentiary case: García-Hermoso et al. (2018) found a 31% lower all-cause mortality in stronger adults across 2 million participants; Leong et al. (2015) established grip strength as a stronger mortality predictor than systolic blood pressure across 17 countries; Srikanthan & Karlamangla (2014) demonstrated that muscle mass index independently predicts survival in older adults.

Sarcopenia — age-related muscle loss — is one of the strongest predictors of disability and mortality, and the remedy is simple: lift heavy things, consistently, for life. The Harmonist approach treats strength not as an end in itself but as the foundation upon which movement freedom, martial capacity, and energetic circulation depend.

Strength training is ranked second among the three core dimensions of Movement because lifespan without healthspan is a cage — and muscular strength is what keeps the cage from closing.





The Big Four Movement Patterns

The body functions in movement patterns, not isolated muscles. Four archetypal patterns constitute the complete architecture of functional strength, ranked by longevity priority:


1. Hinge Pattern

Exercises: Deadlift, kettlebell swing, Romanian deadlift (RDL), hip thrust.

Builds the posterior chain — glutes, hamstrings, spinal erectors. The hinge is the number one pattern for longevity: it is directly tied to biomarkers of independence and healthspan, protects the back, trains hip power, and builds grip strength. The deadlift and its variations develop the pulling power of the hips and the structural integrity of the spine — the capacity to pick things up from the ground safely, which is the functional movement most directly correlated with independent living in later decades.

Programming: 3–4 sets of 5–8 repetitions for deadlifts (heavy, low rep — the movement is systemically taxing). 8–15 repetitions for kettlebell swings and RDLs (moderate load, higher rep — these serve as both strength and conditioning). The kettlebell swing is the “daily deadlift alternative” — it trains the hinge pattern with lower spinal compression, making it sustainable at higher frequencies.



2. Squat Pattern

Exercises: Barbell back squat, front squat, goblet squat, air squat.

The core of lower-body strength: quads, glutes, core, spinal stabilizers. The squat is the king of lower-body movements — it loads the entire kinetic chain, builds hip and ankle mobility simultaneously, and is directly linked to lifelong functional capacity: sitting, standing, climbing, carrying. Squat is number one among individual exercises. The deep squat — below parallel, ideally to full depth — is also a mobility diagnostic: if you cannot squat deeply, something in the chain (ankles, hips, thoracic spine) is restricted.

Programming: 3–4 sets of 6–10 repetitions. Frequency matters: squat at least twice per week (one heavy session, one moderate volume session) to maintain motor pattern quality and quad stimulus. A full week between squat sessions is too long — the pattern degrades and each Monday feels like relearning.



3. Pull Pattern

Exercises: Pull-up, chin-up, barbell row, cable row, inverted row.

Strengthens the lats, traps, rhomboids, biceps, and grip. The pull pattern is the postural counterbalance to the forward-hunched position of modern desk life — it restores the upper back, keeps the shoulders healthy, and develops the capacity to move one’s own bodyweight. The pull-up is one of the most honest tests of relative strength: it cannot be faked, it does not require equipment beyond a bar, and it scales from assisted progressions to weighted pull-ups across a lifetime.

Programming: 3–4 sets of 5–12 repetitions. Vary grip across sessions (overhand, underhand, neutral, wide, narrow) to distribute stress across joints and develop balanced pulling strength. Therapeutic rowing emphasis (bent-over rows, cable rows, face pulls) for back health and posture correction.



4. Push Pattern

Exercises: Push-up, overhead press, bench press, dips.

Trains chest, shoulders, triceps, and core. Functional for pushing objects and overhead work. Rounds out balanced strength, though it carries the lowest longevity priority of the four — modern life already over-indexes toward pushing (desk posture, screen hunching), making pulling the therapeutic counterbalance. The push-up is universal, scalable, and joint-friendly; the overhead press develops shoulder stability and scapular health.

Programming: 3–4 sets of 6–12 repetitions. Keep push volume roughly equal to or slightly less than pull volume to maintain postural balance.






Core and Stabilizer Strength

The core muscles — 29 of them, located mostly in the back, abdomen, and pelvis — provide the foundation for movement throughout the entire body. Core and stabilizer strength does not emerge sufficiently from compound lifts alone; it requires direct attention to stay robust with age. Weak stabilizers are the direct precursor to falls, injuries, and chronic back pain.

Key exercises: Planks, side planks, ab wheel rollouts, dead bugs, hanging leg raises, bird dogs, Pallof press, reverse hyperextensions, and anti-rotation work.

Distribution: Core work should be distributed daily (2–3 exercises, 2 sets each, rotated through the week) rather than concentrated in a single session. This ensures consistent stabilizer engagement without creating a fatiguing “core day” that gets skipped.


The Reverse Hyperextension

The single best exercise for strengthening the posterior chain and the scaffold of muscles that support the spine. Equipment: a reverse hyperextension bench. Protocol: start with static holds working up to 2 minutes, then progress to dynamic reps (3 sets of 30), then advance to added weight and single-leg static holds.

Minimal spinal health program: 3-minute deep squat each morning + reverse hyperextensions 2–3x per week + hanging knee lifts. This combination, practiced consistently, constitutes sufficient maintenance for a healthy spine.






Training Principles


Progressive Overload

The only mechanism through which the body adapts. Each week, increase one variable: weight on the bar (even 1–2.5 kg), repetitions within the set range, or total sets. When all three plateau simultaneously (typically every 8–12 weeks), deload for one week (reduce volume and intensity by 40–50%) and begin the next progression cycle.



Session Structure

Training frequency: 3–4 sessions per week. Rest 3–5 minutes between heavy compound sets (15–20 minutes when pushing for max effort lifts). Train with explosive concentric movement (up fast) and controlled eccentric movement (down slow) to maximize both strength gains and hormonal response. Aim to complete strength sessions within 30–45 minutes — intensity, not duration, is the driver of adaptation.



The Golden Rule Applied

Always warm up before strength training — start with easier, lighter movements and weights. Progress loads slowly and safely. Prioritize form over load, always. When returning from inactivity, spend several days to a week on full bodyweight training before returning to the barbell program. When bodyweight-only access is available, never miss a session: push-ups, pull-ups, squats, and kettlebell swings maintain the movement patterns.



Daily Prehab Warm-Up (every session, ~5 minutes)

Face pulls or band pull-aparts (2×15–20). Lateral raises + reverse flyes (light, 1×15 each). Shoulder dislocates or wall angels. Wrist circles and extensions. This is a non-negotiable entry point to every session, ensuring consistent shoulder, posture, and wrist maintenance regardless of the day’s focus.






Sample Programs


3-Day Full-Body Split

For most people — optimal stimulus with adequate recovery.

Day A (Monday): Barbell back squat: 4 × 6–8 Barbell bench press: 3 × 8–10 Barbell row: 3 × 8–10 Overhead press: 3 × 8–10 Core rotation (2–3 exercises, 2 sets each)

Day B (Wednesday): Barbell deadlift: 4 × 5 Pull-ups (or assisted): 3 × 5–8 Dumbbell bench press: 3 × 10–12 Goblet squat: 3 × 10–12 Farmer’s carry: 3 × 40m Core rotation

Day C (Friday): Front squat or leg press: 3 × 8–10 Dumbbell row: 3 × 10–12 Overhead press: 3 × 8–10 Romanian deadlift: 3 × 10–12 Hanging leg raise: 3 × 10–15 Core rotation



6-Day Upper/Lower Split

For the intermediate-to-advanced practitioner who wants higher frequency and volume.

Monday — Heavy Squat + Shoulders: Back squat (5×5), lunges or step-ups (3×8 each leg), hyperextensions (2×12), overhead press or thrusters (3×5), core rotation.

Tuesday — Push + Pull: Push-ups or incline bench (5×5), dips (3×8), pull-ups or chin-ups (5×5), rows (3×8), optional bicep curls (2×10), core rotation.

Wednesday — Moderate Squat + Athletic: Front or goblet squat (3×8, moderate load), kettlebell swings (3×15), light RDL or single-leg RDL (2×10), neck training, grip work (wet towel hangs, farmer’s walks), core rotation.

Thursday — Push + Pull (Variation): Pull-ups (different grip from Tuesday), rows (different angle), push-ups or ring work, reverse flyes (2×15), handstand push-up practice or dips, core rotation.

Friday — Heavy Deadlift + Posterior Chain: Deadlift (5×5), bent-over rows (3×8), glute bridges or hip thrusts (3×10), hyperextensions (2×12), calf raises (2×15–20), core rotation.

Saturday — Full Bodyweight + Posture: Push-up variations, pull-up variations, bodyweight squats, lateral raises, reverse flyes, face pulls, battle ropes or medicine ball work, stability ball hamstring curls, neck bridges, core rotation. Low joint stress, high blood flow — a pump/recovery/posture session.

Sunday — Active Recovery: Jumping rope, boxing, martial arts, swimming, yoga, stretching, Qi Gong, Tai Chi, 5 Tibetan Rites.






Progression Across Life Phases

The Beginner (first 6 months): Learn movement patterns with bodyweight or light loads before adding weight. 2–3 sessions per week, full-body, focus on form. Do not optimize — build consistency. The 3-Day Full-Body Split above is the starting template.

The Intermediate (6 months – 3 years): Progressive overload toward long-term benchmarks: 1.5× bodyweight squat, 2× bodyweight deadlift, 1× bodyweight bench press. These are not requirements but useful targets that indicate well-rounded strength. Move to 4-day or 6-day splits as recovery capacity increases.

The Advanced (3+ years): Training becomes a practice, like meditation — refined, personalized, deeply integrated with the rest of the Wheel. Periodization becomes more sophisticated: strength cycles alternating with hypertrophy cycles, intensity phases alternating with volume phases. The body becomes not merely strong but capable — responsive to diverse demands.

The Aging Practitioner (50+): Strength training becomes more important, not less. Maintain 3× per week with emphasis on compound movements and progressive overload. Balance work (single-leg stands, walking on uneven terrain) becomes a specific injury-prevention priority. Fall prevention is not a geriatric concern — it is a health strategy that begins decades before the risk materializes.



See also: Movement, Cardiovascular Training, Mobility, Wheel of Health, Recovery, The First 90 Days, AtlasProfilax
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