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Abstract: The article aims at presenting the symbolic interactionism as a useful and flexible theoret-
ical perspective in research on the human body. It shows the assumptions of symbolic interactionism
in their relation to the human body, as well as explains how basic notions of this theoretical perspec-
tive are embodied—the self, social role, identity, acting, interacting. I depict the unobvious presence of
the body in the classical works of George H. Mead, Anselm Strauss, Howard Becker, Erving Goffman,
and in more recent ones, such as Bryan Turner, Ken Plummer, and Loic Wacquant. I also describe
the Polish contribution to the field, including research on disability, hand transplant, the identity of
a disabled person, together with the influence of sport, prostitution as work, yoga, climbing, relation-
ships between animals and humans based on gestures and bodily conduct, the socialization of young
actors and actresses, non-heteronormative motherhood, and the socialization of children in sport and
dance. In a case study based on the research on ballroom dancers, I show how to relate the theoretical
requirements of symbolic interactionism with real human “flesh and bones.” I depict three ways of
perceiving own bodies by dancers: a material, a tool, a partner; and, two processes their bodies are
subjected to: sharpening and polishing a tool. I draw the link between the processual character of the
body, of the symbolic interactionist theoretical perspective, and process-focused grounded theory

methodology.
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...objects have the meanings and are acted toward. Among
these objects are the body, certain of its parts, and possibly
some of its physiological systems.

[Strauss 1993:111]

Anselm Strauss claims, “Con-
cerning bodies, and their bi-
S ological connotations, there
are ghosts that haunt the so-

cial sciences” (1993:107). Until the social and cul-
tural changes of the last thirty years, the interest
in the human body was manifested primarily by
biological and medical sciences. The transforma-
tions caused by the feminist movement, develop-
ment of medicine, globalization, and increasing
migration have altered the way social scientists
approach human corporeality. The meaning of the
human body, its appearance, functions, and the in-
fluence it has on others have recently gained in im-
portance. Due to cultural changes in the modern
world, the body is no longer a mere physical entity,
an instrument of the soul, as Descartes claimed.
It is a life project, an individual construct, one of
the elements of a modern individual’s life. As var-
ious social institutions, such as family, marriage,
local and religious communities, or work, had un-
dergone multiple changes and no longer stand for
foreseeable determinants of one’s social status, the
body seems to be one of the most predictable ele-

ments of life.

The research on social and cultural influence on the
human body is developing in sociology, anthropol-
ogy, philosophy, pedagogics, and psychology. The
literature on the subject offers numerous examples
of studies in the field. However, most of them focus
on narratives and the influence that macro-social
phenomena, such as marketing, fashion, food, the

medical industry, have on the human body. Such

phenomena are thought-provoking, as they influ-
ence big groups of people, and sometimes shape
corporate marketing strategies, health policies, or
cause global problems, such as the obesity pan-
demic. The quantitative studies on the issues at
hand are necessary and may help to understand
and influence the macro-social processes. How-
ever, it may be beneficial to have a closer look on
a micro-level and recognize the processes that af-
fect individual actions to understand the specifici-
ty of the human body. The macro-social phenome-
na always constitute a mix of people’s experiences,

decisions, acts, and identities.

This article aims at proposing symbolic interac-
tionism (SI) as a useful and flexible theoretical per-
spective, which may help recognize various social
aspects of the human body as experienced, man-
aged, and utilized by an individual. The character-
istics are perceived as influenced by social and cul-
tural processes through interacting, role-making,
negotiating, constructing identity. In the subse-
quent paragraphs, I depict how the assumptions of
Sl refer to interest in the human body. Additionally,
I present some classical works in the field and shed
light on the Polish contribution to the SI research
on the human body. In the next part of the text,
I present original findings based on my SI study of
the human body in dance. The presentation of the
research serves as an example of how the SI per-
spective helps to explain how social interactions
have an impact on the human body. I describe the
process of the social construction of embodiment:
its influence on identities, role-making, the way so-
cial actors use their bodies as tools of social inter-
action. In this part of the text, I will shortly discuss
the assumptions of SI. I do not describe them in
extension, as I aim to show their relation to the hu-

man body and its social aspects.
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SI is a theoretical perspective, according to which
society, reality, and the self are created through in-
teractions and based on communication. The lead-
ing assertion of this orientation is the processual
character of social reality, as a result of its perma-
nent creation by social actors in the process of in-
terpreting the actions of others. Society is a con-
tinuously produced and reproduced effect of joint

human actions (Blumer 2007).

The first assumption of SI is that people do not
react automatically to stimuli, but act conscious-
ly towards objects based on the meanings these
objects (situations, other people, own and other’s
bodies) have for them (Charmaz 2006:7;, 2014).
Everything can become an object of interpreta-
tion, also intangible and imagined phenomena.
Therefore, the significance of objects to which in-
dividuals operate should occupy a central place
in the analysis and understanding of social phe-
nomena (Blumer 2007). The body, like any other
object, is not “given”; the individual provides its
meanings, just like in the case of other objects.
The difference is that it is an object of particular
importance because we are unable to get rid of it,
or distance ourselves from it, as it is always pres-
ent. Through our bodies, we interact with others,
and we also perceive them from the perspective
of their corporeality. It is significant for research
concerning the human body, as the issues of per-
ceiving one’s body have a fundamental meaning
for understanding their activities (see also: Den-
zin 1972:77).

Secondly, the meanings of objects derive from so-
cial interactions. The way others act towards a par-
ticular subject, for example, their own body or
other bodies, is crucial because it results in how

one defines a given object (Blumer 2007). People
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are conscious individuals whose actions depend
on their inner conversations (e.g., with imagined
significant others). The questions and answers de-
pend on a reference group that sets the fundamen-
tal cognitive perspective from which an individual
assesses themselves and others. Namely, the way
we perceive, treat, use our bodies relies on the way
significant others and our reference group treat
them. We learn it during primary and secondary
socialization and see our bodies through the eyes

of others.

Thirdly, people employ meanings and modify
them through interpretation. Therefore, the mean-
ings of objects are never explicitly determined, but
always recognized and subjected to modifications
during the interpretation process. That is why the
most fundamental and only “real” phenomenon
observable for the researcher is the activity of an
individual. Social norms work through actions,
which is possible only through the body. Humans
change the way they see their bodies depending
on how they look, how they act, and whether their

capabilities are growing or diminishing.

Aok

The body has been implicitly present in sociology:.
Some researchers claim that it has always been one
of its main categories. As Dennis Vaskul and Phil-
lip Vannini state (2006:13), after Chris Shilling, the
body had a specific status of “absent presence” in
the history of sociology. It was there in reflections
on race, gender, illness, death and dying, disability,
sport, aging, or ethnicity (Strauss 1993:108). At the
same time, human actions were rarely perceived as
embodied, and until lately, the experience of one’s
body was seldom studied within symbolic inter-

actionist tradition. The body appears in various
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contexts in the classical works by Anselm Strauss,
Howard Becker, or Erving Goffman. Still, it explic-
itly takes on meaning, and its significance for the
social activity of an individual becomes visible.
However, each of the authors captures the human
body differently, from a different standpoint. More-
over, this is in line with the symbolic interactionist
perspective on the human body—multithreaded,
ambiguous, diverse, just like the operation and
people’s experiences of their bodies. That is why it
is hard to find common ground, or even a shared
definition, in symbolic interactionist reflections on

the body.

The works of George Herbert Mead, one of the
“founding fathers” of SI, serve as an excellent ex-
ample of the ambiguous presence of the human
body as a part of social reality in the sociological
gaze. Paradoxically, it was initially absent from his
works (see: Konecki 2005). Mead marginalized the
importance of the body in social interaction, and
thus in the construction of the self. In his view, the
self results from the existence of the mind, being
underpinned by a conversation with oneself. It
points to the importance of using language. How-
ever, he seems to ignore non-verbal communica-
tion and the meanings it conveys, although it also
affects the individual and their interactional part-
ners. The ability to transmit and receive non-verbal
signals (through the body) is a necessary condition
for interpretation and an inseparable element of

this process.

Furthermore, Mead omits the importance of bodi-
ly feeling in self-construction. Numerous exam-
ples confirming the significant role of the body in
building the self also manifest in verbalized expe-
riences of dancers or athletes whose self-identity

completely collapsed after a severe injury or due to

aging (Rambo Ronai 1992; Turner and Wainwright
2003; Wainwright and Turner 2004). Changing the
perspective on your own body is an element that
has a significant impact on the transformation of
the self. The human body is the primary medium
of existence in the world—people interact with
each other through their bodies; the body is also
a means of defining the situation and interpreting

meanings (e.g., emotions).

Classical work introducing the issue of embodi-
ment into the practice of symbolic interaction re-
search date back to 1953, when Howard Becker
published “Becoming a Marihuana User.” In the
article, Becker analyzes how an individual learns to
use their body and learns to recognize the sensations of
the body influenced by marihuana usage. It is one of
the first sociological attempts to offer what may be
called a social perspective, in contrast to the biolog-
ical and objective perception of the human body.
The body, in Becker’s view, is a tool that needs to
be mastered to experience the effects of the drug.
An individual must interpret bodily experiences in
a proper, socially constructed manner. The adop-
tion of this manner is decisive in whether the in-
dividual will become a marihuana user. However,
bodily practices, and the body itself, are present-
ed implicitly in the text. Other important classical
symbolic interactionist works by Anselm Strauss
and associates (e.g., Becker et al. 1961; Glaser and
Strauss 1965; Strauss 1993; Strauss et al. 1997) in-
clude reflections on illness, the ill body, and illness
trajectory. They shed light on the situatedness and
social construction of illness, the social role of an
ill person. However, just as in Becker’s work, the
body itself is present only implicitly, as an internal
context that shapes the situation of the ill person
and their relationships with the family and med-

ical staff.
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In Continual Permutations of Action, a classical book
by Anselm Strauss (1993), one may find an explicit
reflection on the importance of the human body.
The first of Strauss’s (1993:23) assumptions con-
cerning action and interaction is that no action
is possible without the body. He challenges the
implicit division between mind and body, which
prevails in philosophy, but also in Western cul-
ture since the popularization of Descartes” work.'
Strauss claims that although the body is a neces-
sary condition for every action, its notion varies—
it is “multifaceted,” as he terms it. It includes un-
derstanding the body as a subject, but also as an
object providing complex bodily practices. Such
a perspective entails a specific, sociological way of
perceiving the human body by symbolic interac-
tionists—in terms of bodily aspects of interactions
and relations. As Strauss (1993:24) writes, “The
body processes include protecting the body, abus-
ing the body, training the body, shaping the body,
presenting the body, symbolizing the body.” Due
to the diversity and complexity of the body-inter-
action relationship, his main concern was its ade-
quate conceptualization in social research (Strauss
1993:108). In his opinion, our primary focus should
be on action and interaction through the body. As
he states (Strauss and Corbin 1988:53-54 as cited in
Strauss 1993:109), “communication entails coopera-
tive activity with others...giving meaning to what

one feels, one hears, smells and touches.”

The managing of the body surfaces in the work of
another classical symbolic interactionist, Erving
Goffman. He introduced the perspective of bodily

aspects of human interaction. In his reflections on

! The idea of the soul as separate from the human body dates
back to ancient times. Claudius Galenus, a Greek physician,
philosopher, and surgeon, claimed that the human soul was in
the heart and the brain.
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stigma, gender advertisements, the face, and bodi-
ly work, the body appears as a primary aspect of
human existence. As he states in Interaction Ritual:
Essays in Face to Face Behavior, “[a] body is subject to
falls, hits, poisons, cuts, shots, crushing, drowning,
burning, disease, suffocation, and electrocution.
A body is a piece of consequential equipment, and
its owner is always putting it on the line” (Goffman
2005:167). The body, especially gestures and facial
expressions, has a crucial meaning for the course of
an interaction. In Goffman’s work, also identity is
inscribed in the human body, as in cases of gender
(1979) or stigma (1963). In his works, vital sociolog-
ical issues, such as identity, role-making, gender
representation, and status, were all embodied and
reproduced through interactions, including active
body management, as we understand them now—

explicitly.

In 1984, Bryan Turner published The Body and So-
ciety: Explorations in Social Theory—a cornerstone
of the sociology of the body. Although he does not
often refer to social interactions, Turner has made
the human body a fully-fledged area of sociological

interest.

Another classical work that focused the attention of
the general sociological public on the human body
was Loic Wacquant’s (2004) Body and Soul. Notes of
an Apprentice Boxer (2004). The book offers a unique
ethnographic description of the specific cultural
and social contexts in which boxing was popular-
ized as a bodily practice that constructed an indi-
vidual’s bodily capital. What Wacquant shows is the
importance of becoming a boxer, the construction of
a new identity through bodily practice. The great
value of the book is its author’s own boxing experi-
ence, which led him through the process of becom-

ing a boxer in the most physical way.
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The next symbolic interactionist who also referred
to his own experience in sociological research on
the human body, namely, illness, is Ken Plummer.
In his article entitled “My Multiple Sick Bodies:
Symbolic Interactionism, Autoethnography, and
Embodiment” (Plummer 2012), he presents his var-
ious incorporated identities, as well as the unique
experience of a liver transplant. The importance of
this work lies in its first-hand perspective and the
author’s dedication to research during his illness.
What Plummer also does is an explicit declaration
of the limits of sociological research on the human
body. His example is pain—a phenomenon impossi-
ble to convey by words. Additionally, intense pain
is impossible to remember. Therefore, it cannot be-

come an object of analysis.?

As mentioned earlier, the issue of the body in in-
ternational sociology has been present for the last
decades, at first, implicitly, and later—explicitly. In
the past few years, the same goes for Polish sociol-
ogy, where the interest in the body increases. It is
visible in the growing number of publications on
different aspects of the body/embodiment (e.g., By-
czkowska-Owczarek 2018), as well as conferences
and theses (Jakubowska 2012). The analysis reveals
that the majority of Polish sociological investigation
is still more focused on theoretical aspects and dis-
courses of the body than on human actions that con-

cern embodiment.

On the one hand, there is a significant number

of quantitative studies on physical appearance or

2 Due to the limited length of this work, I have included only
a few researchers who, in my opinion, have had the most sig-
nificant influence on the development of the symbolic interac-
tionist perception of the human body. However, Body/Embodi-
ment: Symbolic Interaction and the Sociology of the Body, edited by
Dennis Vaskul and Phillip Vannini (2006), presents the issues
at hand broadly and profoundly.

physical activity (like fitness or sport), but, on
the other hand, the number of qualitative stud-
ies, also those embedded in SI tradition, is grow-
ing. The research topics refer to various aspects
of human bodily activity. One of them is a broad
topic of disability, including research on the hand
transplant process and its effects on the social life
and identity of a patient, conducted by Katarzy-
na Kowal (2012), and studies on constructing the
identity of a disabled person, as influenced by
practicing sport, by Jakub Niedbalski (2015). 1z-
abela Slezak and Magdalena Wojciechowska re-
searched female prostitution understood as work,
depicting such a phenomenon in the context of
social identity changes, bodily practices, and role
making (glgzak 2012; 2018; Wojciechowska 2015a).
Krzysztof Konecki, being a practitioner himself,
conducted a study on yoga as a bodily practice
engaging the soul and emotions (Konecki 2016).
A similar situation took place in the case of Anna
Kacperczyk’s research on climbing as a unique
communication between the human body and the
work of nature set in the context of a particular
social world (Kacperczyk 2016). Another topic
of Polish symbolic interactionist research on the
human body refers to the relationships between
animals and humans, as concluded based on ges-
tures and bodily conduct (Konecki 2008). They
offer a comprehensive analysis of interspecies
interactions in the social world of pet owners.
Also, there was a multiyear study on parenthood
among non-heteronormative, mainly lesbian, cou-
ples, whose bodily aspect of motherhood is so-
cially created (Wojciechowska 2015b; 2020).

Additionally, symbolic interactionist research on
the human body undertakes the issue of socializa-
tion of young actors and actresses within the con-

text of various processes of social control, which
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focus on appearance (Dwojnych and Kuczkow-
ska-Golinska 2018). The issue of socialization
was also studied in the case of children in sports
(Jakubowska and Byczkowska-Owczarek 2018), as
well as in dance (Byczkowska 2009; 2012). The last
research project will be discussed in the following
sections of the article. It is presented as an example
of the SI study of the body.

The Body and Dance—An Example of the
SI Research on the Body

In the following part of the text, I will present one
of my studies concerning the social construction
of the human body. Showing how theoretical as-
sumptions of SI “work” in specific research may
be helpful, especially for younger researchers. The
theoretical perspective may shape the research
when we apply a methodology based on simi-
lar foundations. That is why the methodological
framework for the study was the grounded theo-
ry methodology. Like in the case of SI, this meth-
odological perspective focuses on the dynamic,
processual quality of social reality and the crucial
meaning of interactions in constructing everyday
human actions (Konecki 2000:33-36; Oktay 2012:12-
13; Charmaz 2014: chapter 10). Grounded theory
methodology seems to be fit when it comes to re-
search on the social influence on the human body
since its procedures are flexible yet require meth-

odological discipline.

In the study, I applied qualitative data gathering
techniques. They included semi-structured inter-
views, photo and video elicited interviews, au-
toethnography, observations, and the analysis of
photographs, films, and other existing data (e.g.,
a radio broadcast, an autobiography of a ballet

dancer, official regulations). As a social phenom-

170 ©2020 QSR Volume XVI Issue 4

enon, the human body is not entirely intersubjec-
tively communicable. Therefore, it is methodolog-
ically recommended to apply various research
techniques, including those operating with data
other than the participants” narratives (Byczkow-
ska 2009). During the analysis, the data are cod-
ed, allowing the derivation of categories. The re-
searcher returns to the field, where they may find
the data, and looks for new information based on
the initial analysis and theoretical questions, aris-
ing until the saturation of categories is reached.
At such a stage, no new proprieties of categories
emerge, and we may thus define and develop them
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Glaser 1978; Strauss 1987;
Strauss and Corbin 1990; Charmaz 2006; Corbin
and Strauss 2007).

The Body and Ballroom Dance

The research concerned the social subworld? of ball-
room dancing in Poland and lasted six years. The
theoretical background was the social worlds the-
ory (Strauss 1978; 1982; Clarke 1990), Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty’s phenomenological perspective (1965),
the dramaturgical perspective (Goffman 1959), and
the concept of dreamwork (Nelson 2001). The an-
alyzed data led me to construct an ethnographi-
cal description of the social subworld of ballroom
dancing. Additionally, I proposed a concept of the
social construction of the human body. It depicts
how social phenomena, such as institutionaliza-
tion, career constructing, adapting a dancer’s body
to the requirements of the social world, non-ver-
bal embodied communication, the spatial aspects

of dance, the socialization of children in ballroom

3 The concept of the social world refers to certain social enti-
ties whose boundaries are determined by effective commu-
nication, discourse, constant interactions between its mem-
bers, as well as their reactions to each other (Strauss 1978;
1982; Clarke 1990:18-19; Kacperczyk 2005:169-170).
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dancing, influence the human body in a physical
manner (Byczkowska 2009; 2012). Some of the out-
comes referring, in particular, to symbolic interac-

tions, will be presented below.

The cultural context of actions and interactions in
the social subworld of ballroom dancing requires
a short introduction. The omnipresent and repro-
duced formalization and institutionalization of
this culture are its most significant aspects. Unifi-
cation and codification include dance steps, rules,
figures, and, subsequently, shoes and gowns. Con-
sequently, they determine the specific character of
bodily movements in ballroom dancing, as well as
the dancers’ career paths.* Dancers train in couples,
so sometimes a dancer has the same dancing part-
ner for several years. They participate in competi-
tions and receive one score as a couple. To progress
to a subsequent class, a couple must collect several
first, second, and third places in dance contests.
Therefore, participating in dance contests is the
main activity of dancers who subordinate other
actions (like training sessions, choice of trainer,
private life, etc.) to it—the meaning of rivalry and
determination to win increases over time. A “skat-
ing system” of complying scores, where there can
be no ties, influences some of the dancers’ contro-
versial actions, such as catching the judges’ atten-
tion with seductive glances and performing fig-
ures which are formally forbidden at the particular

dance level.

Such a kind of culture creates a context for the

actions of dancers, whose main activity is focused

* The course is formally specified: every dancer must pass
through levels, from the lowest level-E—to the high-
est—A, and later, the international level—S. A dancer starts
without any level ascribed, and by participating in training
sessions, they learn the dances which are next performed in
dance contests and judged.

on the strategic development of their career. Their
interactions are also subordinated to those par-
ticular actions. Situations such as ending the co-
operation with a many-years” dancing partner or
trainer over the phone, or focusing on the part-
ner’s “objective” features exemplifying their po-
tential effectiveness (a financial situation, career
plans, or physical abilities) instead of liking them,
are regular practices in this social subworld. This
type of social context is reproduced by all the ac-
tors involved, as all of them interpret ballroom
dancing as a competitive action. The dance is not
the most important—winning is. Having such
a value shapes a specific interpretation pattern—
being focused on the effectiveness of each action.
And, as the dancer’s only means of existing and
succeeding in this world is the body, they trans-
form it to fit the requirements of the social world.
In this way, through the dancer’s actions and in-
teractions with others, the meaning ascribed to
the body becomes flesh.

The Perception of the Body

From the age of six or seven, children who practice
ballroom dancing are taught a specific perspec-
tive from which to perceive and treat their bod-
ies. In the process of acquiring bodily knowledge
through interactions with a trainer or dancing
partner, a dancer learns how to communicate with
their body, differentiate its various states (e.g., fa-
tigue) and sensations (different kinds of pain, see
also: Byczkowska-Owczarek 2013). The definition
of those states is usually provided by trainers, who
become significant others through the process of a
dancing career. The way they transmit the cultur-
ally specific perspective of the body is illustrated
below, by a young female dancer describing the is-

sue of breaking one’s bodily limits:
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In my case, this [breaking the limits—DBQO] took place
basically during one training session when my train-
er approached me. He caught me by the face, and,
I'mean, he touched me so gently, so passionately, and,
as if he wanted to kiss me. I was very scared because
I'was a little girl [laughs], but since then, I've been able
to do basically anything, with every partner, to dance
what you need; these are actually difficult matters...
but simple recipes. [interview with a female ballroom

dancer, 18 years of age]

Such kinds of interactions, based on mutual trust,
construct in the dancers” minds a specific image of
their bodies. Young dancers start looking at their
bodies through their trainers’ (and judges’) eyes.
They begin to perceive them as being exclud-
ed from general cultural rules, especially in the
context of a ballroom dancing training session or
contest. Ballroom dancers become their reference
group along with the change of their social iden-
tity—that of a ballroom dancer. As Everett Hughes
(1997) states, the identities depend on the activities.
The more frequent and more prolonged training
sessions, the stronger the dancer’s identity. Also,
the sessions are time-consuming, so the individual
has a smaller chance to develop alternative identi-

ties, for example, of a footballer, ice-skater.

The specific perception of the body is not limited
to their bodies. Along with the socialization in the
social world at hand, ballroom dancers start inter-
preting all dancers’ bodies in terms of effectiveness,
especially that of their dancing partners. The bodi-
ly limits and the concept of intimacy are perceived
through the prism of effectiveness. Social actors
act towards the body according to such a defini-
tion. One of the interviewees, a thirteen-year-old
male dancer, described the way he treats his part-

ner’s body. When he is to perform some passionate
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movement, for example, to grab his partner’s hip,
he sees such a gesture in a purely task-oriented
way. He does it because he knows that their result
in the tournament depends on it. Although in the
beginning, it may be difficult and require breaking
their and partner’s bodily limits, the trainers pro-
vide definitions of situation normalizing the ges-
tures as not intimate, but effective. The close and
seemingly erotic contact between the partners is

perceived as an element of the judges” assessment.

In diverse situations of such kind (e.g., wearing re-
vealing dresses, erotic movements, sexy glances),
through interactions with trainers, dancing part-
ners, other dancers, and parents, a dancer learns to
perceive their body effectively. Also, through their
experiences during training sessions and hours
spent working on and with the body, the dancer
learns what meanings internal bodily sensations
may have. Older dancers and trainers usually
provide the definitions of such states. Just like in
Howard Becker’s classical “Becoming a Marihuana
User” (1953), others teach an individual how to in-
terpret what is going on with their body. The kinds
of pain (injury or muscle development?), fatigue
(injury risking or toughening?), emotions (person-
al or imposed by the dance genre?) are subjected to

the interpretation provided by (significant) others.

As aresult of the processes of interactions, the danc-
er internalizes three coexisting ways of perceiving
their (and others’) bodies. They act differently to-
wards the same object—the body—depending on
the definition of the situation: training session, con-
test, training camp. A male ballroom dancer, judge

and trainer, describes such situatedness:

Dancer: You have to feel your own body and some-

times listen to your own body.
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Researcher: Listen to the body, or should the body
listen to us?

Dancer: If I train, the body should listen to me, but
if I feel that it hurts me so much that I cannot cope,
then I cannot be stupid enough to try to do something
against my body...because the body can rebel, say
“enough,” break something, and not cooperate with

me anymore. That’s exactly what this is.

They may appear separately; however, a dancer may
perceive their body in two coexisting ways at the
same time, depending on the actions undertaken

through the body. These types are:

1. Atool, thanks to which they may achieve a high-
er position in the social subworld of ballroom
dancing, and develop and construct their iden-
tity. As a thirty-year-old female dancer declares:

“for me, my body is a way of expressing things.”

2. A material changed according to a specific trend,
set by the dance genre, usually embodied by fa-
mous dancers and the dance teacher. This cate-
gory mainly refers to appearance, but is not lim-
ited to it. The dancer learns to look at their body
through the eyes of a generalized other, com-
paring their body (shape, skin color, hairdo, etc.)
with the internalized image of a perfect looking

dancer.

Two perspectives mentioned above may be cat-
egorized as the Straussian “the body as object”
(1993:119). It is acted towards by other actors: indi-
viduals, groups, organizations. Moreover, as pre-
sented in the example, a social actor may also act

towards their body.

3. A partner, whom they must take into conside-

ration when making plans and who applies its

logic, sometimes different from the dancer’s will.
Experienced dancers usually interpret the signals
from their bodies in terms of their meaning for
current and future actions and plans. The dancer
interprets a specific sensation, and future actions
depend on it. One of the female dancers descri-

bes how this process may take place:

And the worst thing for my body is my mind when it
knows that I'm a workaholic, because it has already
got used to that, and it knows that the body starts to
go flat, doesn’t it? That it is already overtired, that it
has too many toxins, that it needs to rest..Then my
body invents a forty-degree fever. I'm unconscious,
and the doctors don't know what’s going on, maybe
an inflammation, maybe something. And with my
body, it is simply like this, that it invents a forty-de-
gree fever, and that forty degrees knock me down.
Because, if it gives me a thirty-eight-degree fever,
I'will go to work anyway. [ will take an anti-fever in-
jection and go anyway ‘cause I'm not normal in this
case..I think it is a lack of respect, isn’t it? For the
body.

Such a way of perceiving one’s body may be char-
acterized by a Straussian term “the body as agent.”
As humans always act through their bodies, con-
sciously or unconsciously, the body becomes par-
ticularly evident when it loses its normal abilities.
This type of body limits an individual in their ev-
eryday actions and interactions, which results in
redefining the meaning of the body, and usually
also individual identity.” The body becomes a si-
lent actor with whom the dancer must negotiate
(Strauss 1993:110, 117).

®> For example, in Murderball, a documentary showing the life
of disabled American rugby players, we can see a change in
the self-identity of an individual as a result of losing former
physical abilities and then acquiring new ones.
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Communicating the meanings of the body by
a dance teacher takes place more directly when
handling the body as a material and a tool.
A dancer receives a clear definition if they per-
formed a movement properly or not, or if their
look is “Latin enough” to dance the cha-cha-cha
in a contest. In the case of treating one’s body
as an interactional partner, the communication
is more indirect, referring to more general hints
of how to interpret certain sensations from the
body. The relationship between the dancer and
their body as a partner is more of an individual,
intimate nature, and is developed at higher levels
of a dancer’s career. It requires more significant
experience in recognizing the signals from the
body. Interpretation of information coming from
the dancer’s body is due to a long process of inter-

action with one’s body.

Such a way of negotiating with the body or inter-
acting with it is characteristic not only of dancers.
People undergoing psychotherapy, or the so-called
self-study, in which the subject, oneself, becomes
the object of the study, also use their bodies as one
of the ways to discover their personality and solve
problems. They do this through contact with the
body, which is perceived as being autonomous, to

some extent (Lussier-Ley 2010).
Dancer’s Body in Two Processes

The course of a dancing career is influenced by
two processes, which consequently and intention-
ally lead a dancer to gain the best possible results
in a contest. The body is both the means and an
effect of the processes at hand. The first process is
supposed to satisfy the expectations of physical
strength, stamina, and technical skillfulness. Such
values are brought to life (and flesh) through in-

174 ©2020 QSR Volume XVI Issue 4

teractions with a trainer and actions towards one’s
body. This process is called sharpening the tool. The
term refers to the actions of a dancer and their part-
ner aimed at physical preparation for the perfor-
mance. They include frequent training, following
a specific diet, muscle building exercises, et cetera.
Such actions not only affect the way one perceives
their body, but they also shape it directly, through
muscles and bones. If the dancer wants to exist in
this social subworld, they must adjust their body
to the image internalized by those who are in pow-
er—the judges. The body must work in a certain
way. Therefore, the social actor must perform spe-
cific actions towards it. They must develop bodi-
ly skills, which make the body exercise similarly
to the ideal. That is how, in ballroom dance, some
general values become flesh—through internaliza-
tion of the notion of a “proper” movement, skill,

ability.

The second process refers to a dancer’s practices
aimed at preparing their appearance. They are
called polishing the tool. When a ballroom danc-
er performs at a contest, their body must be ade-
quately prepared by, for example, tanning, make-
up, hairstyle, nail work, teeth whitening, et cetera.
Dance, as a genre of art,® needs an aesthetic effect,
which is also judged during a contest. Such activi-
ties have a significant influence on the way a danc-
er perceives their body, also in terms of gender
roles. The latter are defined in a specific way in this
social subworld. The looks and precisely ascribed
characteristics of both genders must be performed
during the contest and are a part of the judges’ as-

sessment.

¢ The question of whether ballroom dance is more a sport or
art is addressed in my article “Performing on the Boundary
of Art and Sport: The Case of Competitive Ballroom Dancers”
(Byczkowska-Owczarek 2019).
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Both practices, sharpening and polishing the tool,
incorporate the specificity of ballroom dancing in
a dancer’s body. The culture, values, norms, social
control, and individual and group identities trans-
mitted through interactions with trainers, as sig-
nificant others, and other dancers become embod-

ied in their muscles, bones, hair, skin.

Conclusions

In the article, I aimed at presenting the processu-
al link between symbolic interactions and the hu-
man body. From the very beginning of our life, we
interact with individual and group social actors.
No action is possible without the body (Strauss
1993:109). Such interactions shape the process of
socialization, our identity, social roles, which we
direct towards ours and others” bodies (Plummer
2012:77). In the process, social phenomena are in-
corporated in the most literal, physical sense. The
intermediation of culture and the human body be-
comes evident when we study people’s experienc-
es—take a closer look and try to understand their
actions. SI, a perspective that places the individu-
al experience first, is a useful and valuable theory
in sociological research on the human body.

Ken Plummer (2012:77) argues that the human
body has multiple meanings and is shaped by the
number of social roles, selves, and relationships
with significant others we are engaged in. SI is
a “down-to-earth approach” (Blumer 1969 as cit-
ed in Plummer 2012)—its theoretical assumptions
demand that we get as close as possible to actu-
al bodily experiences in their natural worlds. The
researched body must be grounded in the cultur-
al, group, political, or ethical context. There is no

AT

“objective,” “average,” or “constant” body in social

reality. Bodies, continuously emerging from social

interactions, are available only for their owners’
experiences. As Strauss claims (1993), when we
consciously focus on the body, we study the social
aspects and processes of the body, which become
visible through actions and interactions. The pro-
cesses include various aspects or parts of the body,
its diverse actions, and the body may be seen as an

object and as an agent.

Therefore, to study their actions, a researcher is al-
ways dependent on the bearer of the body. Such
a situation requires challenging the methodology
and research methods, which enable us to touch the
experience of the body, especially its unconscious,
incorporated knowledge (Jakubowska 2017). Addi-
tionally, as a physical entity, it is always analyzed
by a researcher as an embodied actor, with their
feelings, emotions, sensations, social roles, and ex-
periences. It may be both advantageous and disad-
vantageous when conducting research (Byczkows-
ka-Owczarek and Jakubowska 2018).

When it comes to the essential concept of SI—iden-
tity—it is considered to be a result of interacting
with others (Berger and Luckmann 1983), but also
undertaken actions (Hughes 1997:393). The time
spent on various bodily activities (dancing, yoga,
work, medical operation, conducting an orchestra)
builds individual and group identities (including
bodily identities) based on these actions. It is not
only an activity that constructs a person’s identity,
but also a lack of one. People who had undergone
severe physical changes due to illness or accident
deal with a deconstructed identity, as they cannot
use their bodies the way they used to (see also:
Manderson 2011:30, 67). Persons who are, in some
way, perceived as undergoing a physical crisis are
stigmatized (as understood by Erving Goffman
2005), so they do not define themselves with the
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normal rules of interaction. Strangers approach
and ask about the most intimate details of their
disabilities, whereas loose friends avoid contact.
In both cases, the status of normals has been sus-
pended and, consequently, different rules of inter-
action apply. A person who is ill is forced to create
a new identity in interactions with others, learn
new rules of interaction, and take on the role of
a person with stigma. A vital element of those new
interactions is a “flattened” interactional identity.
For disabled partners, the disability is in the fore-
ground, which reduces the importance of other
aspects of their identity (Manderson 2011:88). It
involves entering another, a new reality, and the
need to face new, interactive challenges (Goff-
man 2005). Such an individual needs to learn to
interact with their new “set” of physical features
and capabilities. They may also need to incorpo-
rate technology into their bodies, to replace the
lost capabilities (e.g., wheelchair) or the bodies of
others (people or animals) who help them (Strauss
1993:110). The definition of “my body” is, in this

case, reconstructed.

The way our bodies are transformed is dependent
on social processes on several levels. The first one
is a cultural dimension, which includes the media
(as described in Goffman’s Gender Advertisements
1979), specific subcultures of social worlds, and
subworlds. Socially constructed ideas of beauty,
health, femininity, or masculinity influence the
way we act towards our bodies. The looking-glass
self is highly sensitive to all the interactional in-

formation concerning our bodies.” What is more,

7 The cultural changes concerning norms of beauty and health
may take a destructive form of, for example, anorexia, bulimia,
or orthorexia nervosa. Such diseases do not only change the
physical body, but may lead to severe dysfunctions or death,
which shows the strength of social influence concerning the
human body.
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the body is our primary tool of being in the world
and of completing tasks connected with our so-
cial roles. The individuals develop their bodies in
a gym, at a beautician, tattoo artist, along with the

expectations of the generalized other.

Our bodies are also socially constructed on
a group level, as bodily conduct differs signifi-
cantly not only between national or regional
cultures, but also in different social groups and
communities. Each role-making requires differ-
entiated bodywork, different perspectives of per-
ceiving one’s body, as social groups need a “so-
cial body” to perform various responsibilities.
The physical skills concerning any social role, the
process of doing work show the bodily charac-
ter of socially constructed knowledge and how
theoretical knowledge is acted out in the practice
of work (see also: Hughes 1958; 1971; 1997). Since
interpretation underpins every action and inter-
action, the body becomes symbolically meaning-
ful. Bodily processes, parts, movements, systems,
gestures are interpreted by the social actor or by
others and acquire meaning (Strauss 1993:120). To
use the body properly as a tool of role-making, we
need to learn how to use and incorporate technol-
ogies specific to our social roles and the groups
we participate in. The processes mentioned above
are realized in interactions between humans, but
also between humans and objects, such as pho-
tos, food, technical equipment. All the cultural
and group norms concerning the human body are
brought to life through symbolic interaction, in-
cluding emotions, persuasion, exchange, identity
construction. Based on such interactions, humans
direct particular actions towards their bodies and
construct them socially (Strauss 1993). There is no
interaction without body and no body / nobody

without interaction.
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