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The Role of Sport in the Reconstruction Process
of the Identity of a Person With an Acquired Body
Dysfunction

Abstract The article raises the notions of the changes that take place in the lives of physically dis-
abled people which are caused by their engagement in a sports activity. In the article, I will
attempt to prove that practicing sport may create advantageous conditions for self-discov-
ery and self-acceptance by a person with an acquired body dysfunction.

The purpose of the conducted research is to analyze the processual dimension of the trans-
formations of a disabled person’s life which take place under the influence of experiences
related to practicing sport.

There is qualitative information applied in the research, collected through the techniques of
in-depth free interviews and observations, conducted among disabled people who practice

sport. Analysis and interpretation of the research material was performed in accordance

with the procedures of grounded theory.
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Introduction

People who became disabled because of various
circumstances need to face numerous physical, so-
cial and mental difficulties. If an accident or other
event which led to the dysfunction, regardless of
being willful or not, brought significant changes
to the person’s previous circumstances, which ap-
peared stable, it can trigger deep, often traumatic
experiences. The future of a person may depend on
an instant, a split second, which will have serious
consequences, exerting considerable impact on the
future life of both the individual and those from
their closest surroundings. This in turn causes new
challenges and previously unknown problems to
appear in such a person’s life which they need to
face. The character and type of the acquired dys-
function will influence their life to various extents.
Nevertheless, they will almost always be connected
with the necessity to reorganize their previous lives,
to adjust to the transformed conditions and new,
unexplored circumstances. However, first of all,
such events have serious consequences related to
the psycho-social field. They often adopt a negative
character, leading to a mental imbalance of the indi-
vidual. They may trigger feelings of loss, alienation
or social exclusion (Major, O’'Brien 2005:393-421).
What is more, they cause a deep transformation in
the manner of seeing themselves, which is related
to the reconstruction of the previous vision of them-

selves and the loss of self-identification continuity.

Therefore, the process of supporting the disabled
is seen as especially significant, and this includes
their broad activation in various spheres of life. One

such form of activation is sport, which may lead not

only to physical fitness, but also to changes in the
manner in which they perceive themselves (Pieszak
2012:136). Regardless the manner and character of
the sport activity of the disabled person, it is as-
sumed that it is a specific type of action, related not
only to corporeality but also “being a social phe-
nomenon, which is ascribed with certain meanings,
and which is perceived by a given community in
a particular manner” (Heineman 1989:238). As em-
phasized by Klaus Heinemann (1989:239), sport is
a result of circumstances which are a framework of
actions of an individual, which include elements of
social acceptance and patterns to follow, life expe-
riences, and individual and social identity. Hence,
sport may be treated as an activity of a man which
leads to transformations on the “I” level of an indi-
vidual, and the accompanying process of the social
reconstruction of the definition of disability (Shep-
hard 1991:51-56).

Identity and Change - Theoretical
References and Practical Inspirations

According to Piotr Sztompka (2006:437-439), a social
change is a difference between the social system sta-
tus (e.g. a group, organization) in a single moment,
and the condition of the system itself at a later time.
Within this context, the change means transforma-
tion of one system status to another. At the same
time, separate changes are interconnected and en-
tangled. Therefore, they create a series of subsequent
phases or stages of a given process, causally condi-
tioned. The transformations may take place on vari-
ous fields and in different dimensions, and they may
be analyzed on various levels: macro-social (in whole

societies and international systems), mezzo-social
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(taking place in local communities and large organi-
zations) and micro-social (within small groups and

human attitudes).

In the article, I focus my attention on the last level,
at the same time adopting a cognitive perspective of
the theory of symbolic interactionism, rooted in the
interpretative paradigm. The nature of the social re-
ality is of processual dimensions here, changeable
and dynamic (Blumer 2007; Prus 1999). Particular
individuals do not recreate a certain scheme, they
are rather creative entities. A human reacts passive-
ly to the desires, feelings and actions of others, the
requirements or expectations towards them, but
they do it consciously, using their ego and mind
(Blumer 2007:52). People are actors here, acting on
the basis of meanings ascribed to objects, therefore
co-creating reality, and not reacting passively and
lifelessly to external stimuli (Turner 2004:418-421;
Szacki 2002:545 and further). Hence, symbolic inter-
actionists are inclined to perceive people as active
social actors who reconstruct the picture of them-
selves, of their surrounding reality and of the place
in life space imagined in that way, continuously and
during interactions with the remaining members of
a given community. Continuous dynamic changes
create the identity of an individual which, accord-
ing to Zbigniew Bokszanski (1989:12), may be deter-
mined as a collection of the concepts, justifications
and beliefs of a social actor constructed towards

himself and towards others.

While raising the matter of identity analysis of peo-
ple who acquired disability in adulthood, I adopt —
according to Andrzej Piotrowski (1998:54) — an inter-

actional model of identity, where it is treated as “an
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object, result and resource of an interaction”, connect-
ed with the mechanisms of identification and inter-
pretation of oneself and of others in the mutual rela-
tionships of social actors. Following the words of An-
selm Strauss (1959), I treat the concept of identity as
an agent which serves the organization of empirical
material and reflection over self-perception of those
who, having acquired a disability and having “bro-
ken” the continuity of “I”, reconstruct their self-iden-
tification, where a significant role is played by their
actions within the sport environment. On that basis
I make an attempt to reconstruct the transformations
that take place in how disabled people perceive them-
selves, from the moment of their identity crisis result-
ing from the acquisition of permanent body dysfunc-
tions, to the time when, being influenced by experi-
ences related to their engagement in a sports activity,
order-creating transformations take place in their
system of self-definition. These changes, especially
in the period taking place directly after the disabil-
ity arises, are connected with traumatic experiences
which trigger a feeling of alienation, related both to
difficulties in accepting their body and the physical
and social incompatibility with the environment.
Such experiences, characterized by changeability
and repeatability, are called turning points by Anselm
Strauss (1959:93). The turning points take place when
an action program for life is “locked and its course
is being destroyed” (Strauss 1959:93). According to
the mentioned author, a turning point is a situation,
or a kind of social patterning process, where the indi-
vidual discovers — both in object and subject manner
— that their previous self-references were wrong (or
non-compliant with the transformed circumstances).
In such a situation it is impossible to maintain the

feeling of continuity, separation and self-esteem, and
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the individual experiences strangeness of their own
body (Golczynska-Grondas 2014:111). Extreme cas-
es of identity transformation are called alternation
(Berger and Luckmann 1983), or conversion (Goffman
2006). Both kinds are related to the loss of their previ-
ous social world, breaking the bonds that connected
them to it, and accessing the “new” world, which is
accompanied by a radical transformation of the sub-
jective reality of an individual (Golczyniska-Grondas

2014:113).

The process of transformation of the personality,
called a moral carrier, has been also described by
Erving Goffman. It refers to experiences connected
on the one hand with separation from the previous
life, from previous roles and interconnected identi-
ties, and on the other it is accompanied by adapta-
tion techniques, which reduce tension, and tenden-
cies for self-reflection expressed in lamentation or
apologias (Goffman 2011:24). The transformation of
a system of identity of a social actor frequently re-
sults from an identity crisis, triggered by processes
of negative life experiences and interferences in the
realization of previous identities in specific interac-
tional systems and the interconnected feeling of in-
compatibility with the socio-cultural environment
(Golczyniska-Grondas 2014:111). At the same time,
identity transformations may be connected with
elimination from the previous social world, mar-
ginalization, participation in a group deprived of
meaning, experiencing of otherness or inability to

accept a certain identification.

In the presented research I focus on a group of dis-
abled people who, regarding their dysfunctions,

are in numerous areas which are marginalized

and pushed out of the main sphere of social life,
therefore while raising the problem of identity of
this group of people, I put great emphasis on the
process of stigmatization and its “identity” conse-
quences (Golczyniska-Grondas 2014:26). Howard S.
Becker (2009:183) claimed, for example, that such
stigmatization “places the actor in a situation that
makes it harder for him to live a normal life, there-
fore provoking him to ‘abnormal’ actions.” Accept-
ing the role of a deviant and the internalization of
attributes connected with the stigmatized identity
may be treated as self-stigmatization. Self-stigmati-
zation results in transformations in the individual’s
self-definition arrangement, the reduction of ele-
ments of the scheme, its fragmentation, and with-
drawal from certain definitions (identity refraction),
for the sake of returning to previous identities. In
the categories of Goffman’s analysis (2005), stigma-
tized people are characterized by spoiled identity,
because stigmatization leads to the social exclusion
of individuals regarding their features which are
disqualifying in other people’s eyes. At the same
time, such people try to manipulate the stigma so
they can avoid or at least minimize the effects of so-
cial odium (Melchior 1990:183; Goffman 2005:41-43).
On the other hand, transformations in the disabled
person’s life may be of a constructive character, pre-
senting, in fact, an example of actions that provide
the individual with mental strength. The system
of self-definition of a social actor is transformed,
which results in the individual becoming some-
one different from what they used to be, perceiving
and valuing themselves in another manner (Strauss
1959:91-92). Such a “new identity” is revealed in
the process of identification of self and of others in

the course of interactions which are related to the
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physical activity and engagement of the disabled
personin asports activity — which I attempt to prove.
The work on disabled people led by specialists (in-
cluding physiotherapists, psychologists and ther-
apists) and members of their closest surroundings
(first of all family) is undoubtedly significant, which
above all is brought down to the notions connected
with fighting a real-life blow, that is, dramatic mem-
ories that accompany the situation of change (often
also rapid and unexpected), resulting from traumat-
ic events, which became a part of the individual (cf.
Strauss et al. 1985). Kaja KaZzmierska, while referring
to the concept of Anselm Strauss, speaks about “the
effort of interpretation of one’s own biographic ex-
periences in relation to one’s own identity, images
of oneself, behaviors and undertaken activities”
(Kazmierska 2008:29). Because a person, within the
biographical work process, refers to their own biog-
raphy, this work is of a self-interactive character, but
does not exclude the influence and participation of
other people — first of all their significant others —in

the course of this process (Strauss 2012:518-519).

Biographical work understood in this manner ac-
companies developmental crises, turning points
and breaking moments of life stories caused by life
circumstances, or entering new social worlds. It is
emphasized that biographical work becomes “more
intensive when a man undergoes difficult, unexpect-
ed situations, forcing himself to redefine identity,
change the previous lifestyle”, and is of special sig-
nificance in the case of people who, forced by diffi-
cult, traumatic experiences from their consciousness,
are unable to deal with currently experienced dilem-
mas (Kazmierska 2008:29; Strauss 2012). Biographical

work creates a framework where work may take pre-
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cedence over identity. As Markieta Domecka writes
(2010:208-209), “a belief in possessing certain attri-
butes means that while reconstructing one’s biogra-
phy, those fragments are selected and highlighted,

which confirm assumptions about oneself.”

Hence, the purpose of the performed research is to
analyze the processual dimensions of transforma-
tions which take place in the life of a disabled per-
son, which are proved by certain physical activities.
The subject of my reflection is the reconstruction of
the process connected with heading towards the an-
nihilation of an identity as a result of a traumatic,

trajectory experience of “acquiring disability”.
Methodology of Research

The research material applied in this study encom-
passes information obtained from disabled people
realizing their physical activity through participa-
tion in various forms of sport. Non-structure free in-
terviews were conducted with representatives of this
category of interlocutors. Furthermore, the studies
employ notes from observations made during meet-
ings and sport events, training sessions and consul-
tations, as well as existing materials (including legal

act, terms and conditions, statutes, chronicles).

The premises that support the selection of the
abovementioned techniques arise first of all from
the accepted ontological (human experiences, in-
terpretations, knowledge, evaluations, interactions
are perceived as significant interdependencies of
the social reality) and epistemological assumptions
(the legal manner of data generation on the basis of

those ontological assumptions comprises interac-
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tion, conversations with people, listening to stories
and achieving access to knowledge, evaluations,
impressions of individuals). Second of all, the ob-
tained data are complete and in-depth, which com-
plies with statements by Rubin and Rubin (1997:205)
“qualitative research is applied in the case of no-
tions that require deeper comprehension, which
is served best by detailed examples and expanded
narrations.” What is more, a motif for selecting the
pointed qualitative methods was the need to iden-
tify “factual” manners of life, actions of units, pro-
cesses of creating meaning, and therefore the desire
to bring the sociological science closer to “life” and
“recognition of social reality from the perspective of

the subject that creates it” (Wyka 1993:34).

Analysis and interpretation of the research materi-
al was conducted in compliance with the principles
of grounded theory methodology (Glaser, Strauss
1967, Glaser 1978; Strauss, Corbin 1990; Konecki
2000; Charmaz 2006; Gorzko 2008). Hence, the selec-
tion of subsequent cases for research was of a theo-
retical character (theoretical sampling), based on the
constant comparative method. Thanks to theoreti-
cal sampling, a researcher while collecting, encod-
ing and analyzing the materials, makes simultane-
ous decisions about where and what data to collect
(Glaser 1978:49-50; Strauss, Corbin 1990:177). While
applying the constant comparative method in my
search for other data, I made an attempt to choose
cases that are both highly varied and similar to each
other, to grasp the maximum number of conditions
differentiating the presence of categories and their
mutual correlations (Glaser 1978:45-53, Charmaz
2009:74). Such a manner of performance resulted in

people representing various kinds of physical dis-

ability being a part of the researched sample. There
were people with quadri- and paraplegia, spastic
paralysis and those with amputated legs. The re-
search has been conducted since July 2013, across
the whole of Poland, in centers adapted to the needs
of the disabled practicing sport.! While starting to
prepare this text, the empirical material was com-
posed of: 51 interviews and 23 records from obser-
vations (as of 1 December 2014). The interviews were
performed with 20 women and 27 men between 16
and 50 years old. The interviews usually lasted from
40 to 120 minutes. Before analysis, the interviews
were transcribed word-for-word, preserving the de-
tails of the interviewees’ utterances as faithfully as
possible. The selection of cases lasted until theoret-
ical saturation was achieved, that is, to the moment
when subsequent cases confirmed previous analyti-

cal findings (Glaser 1978:142).

Data analysis was supported by CAQDAS — Com-
puter Assisted/Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Soft-
ware. Work on the analytical-conceptual level was
performed with NVivo 9 software, which supported
the process of sorting and coding data (Niedbalski
2014; Niedbalski, éle;zak 2012:141).

In the Face of the “New” Reality — the
Experience of Disability by People With
an Acquired Body Dysfunction

The surprising loss of the framework of everyday

existence, which is our physical capability, causes an

! The category of disabled people who practice sport is
approached widely in this paper, embracing all interlocutors
whose physical activity was of a cyclical, repeatable character,
lasting continuously for a period of at least one year.
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individual to suffer (Melchior 1990:27). At that time
we deal with the eradication of the previous biography,
which means that a man is deprived of his previ-
ous life order, and there is a need to adopt a new
attitude towards everyday matters, played roles or
positions occupied in various social structures. For
people who acquired their disability at a certain
time of their lives, such circumstances pose par-
ticular experiences of the new reality, which the
individual becomes “disabled” in. The objective
results of disability are accompanied by subjective
transformations in the ego sphere of the individu-
al, and in the arrangement of categories and marks
applied towards himself and other people, related
to the reconstruction of the image of their previous
life and themselves (Rokuszewska-Pawetek 2012:17-
18). It is a process in a mental sense, connected with
the development of a certain cognitive perspective.
The course of this process triggers numerous fac-
tors, and its effect is a reconstructed identity of the
individual (Strauss 1969). It is reflected in the words

uttered by one of my interlocutors:

Unfortunately, the truth is that I was totally out of life
for a certain time after the accident. I simply thought
that it was the end, and nothing good would ever hap-
pen to me, that it was pointless to live. I was afraid,
I was afraid that nothing would be the same as it had
been, and that people would point their fingers at me.
So I was afraid, I didn’t believe and I was ashamed,

I think it was that way. [interview No. 10]

A common theme in case of the researched individ-
uals was that they felt depreciated in the eyes of oth-
er people, as “different” and “other”, because of their

disability. All of this meant that they were unable to
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get away from the feeling of shame and humiliation
which they felt towards others, especially able-bod-
ied individuals. They saw the source of their par-
tial self-confidence in their body dysfunction. They
believed that they would not be accepted, and they
would not find any understanding among able-bod-
ied individuals. Hence, it was impossible for them
to reveal their disability to those people (they made
every attempt to hide it), at the same time they were
afraid of exposure. As a result, they were pushed to
self-exclusion, which related to almost every aspect

of their lives:

It was simply humiliating for me, I was afraid that
someone would see me. I was a big man at one time,
I had strength, others respected me, and after the ac-
cident I was unable to wipe my bottom. This was the
matter that was the most disturbing for me. Not even
the fact that I would need to deal with it for the rest
of my life, but that the others, who remembered me
as a real man, would now see a cripple, who can do

nothing. [interview No. 12]

In the case of people with invisible or hardly recog-
nized dysfunctions, prevailing were emotions relat-
ed to the feelings of anxiety, threat, worries of being
exposed, or their “otherness” being revealed, there-
fore they would acquire a label identifying them as
not fully valuable. Erving Goffman determines peo-
ple whose stigma is hidden as discreditable individ-
uals. The main axis of interactive actions is focused,
in their case, on dilemmas: whether, which, when,
and where to reveal the stigma. Goffman claims
that the most significant problem for them is to
manage information about their disability properly,

and questions that accompany this dilemma may be
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grasped in the following form, “To reveal or not to
reveal? To tell or not to tell? To give myself away or
not? To lie or not to lie?” (Goffman 2005:77-78). In
turn, people with a visible kind of stigma are called
discredited, by Erving Goffman. Here, an individual
needs to manipulate the conditions of the environ-
ment to decrease the tension connected with mutu-
ally difficult circumstances — for the individual and
for those around him. The problem of manipulating
the stigma depends in this case on whether the stig-
matized social actor is known to the environment
in a closer, more personal manner. With this kind
of relationship, the people adopt a certain identity.
The type and character of this identity exerts some
influence on the manner of manipulating informa-
tion, because the stigmatized person subordinates
the application of interaction strategies to the man-
ner in which they are perceived by others (Goffman
2005:158).

However, regardless the character of the stigma, the
existence of stigmatized people, according to Erving
Goffman, is determined — in almost all respects —
by the society of people who identify themselves as
normal (normals), which pertains both to the deter-
mination of a certain life sphere, and subordination
to strong control, which may relate to the creation of
separated enclaves of “misfits” (Goffman 2005:155).
Furthermore, Goffman (1961) highlighted the fact
that significant factors that decide the manner of
conduct and self-identification of an individual con-
stitute a part of social reactions. Public response to
a given behavior supports not only its consolidation
but it also changes the manner of defining the iden-
tity of a “stigmatized” person. According to Howard

S. Becker (2009), a negative feature ascribed to a giv-

en person becomes generalized by the environment.
This in turn means that within the course of further
negative stigma, an individual is inclined to identify
himself with the ascribed role. Such situations were
also experienced by people who took part in the re-
search. They felt that the manner in which others
had approached them somehow reflected the dis-
ability of my respondents. Hence, the environment
consolidated the disabled people’s belief about their
“otherness”, and meant that they were unable to
think about themselves in categories different than

their not being fully capable:

Others did everything for me, and around me as well,
because I couldn’t, I had no strength, I didn’t want
to. I simply lay in bed staring at the ceiling. It was
the end for me, I thought it would have been better
if I had simply died instead of living such a life. In
hindsight, I believe that they pitied me too much,
they treated me like I was incapable of anything, and
I think it was even more depressing for me, it took

away my strength to do anything. [interview No. 7]

Despite the fact that a stigma ascribed by society
is often a very strong determinant which shapes
their lives, still the stigmatized individual may try
to take actions which enable him to fight the feel-
ing of social and personal degradation, therefore
limiting or minimizing the negative influence and
pressure exerted by their environment. One such
action is the physical activity of a disabled per-
son, which may support considerable transforma-
tions in their lives, starting with an improvement
in their general health and physical condition,
through the development of their interests and

the establishment of new interpersonal relations,
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and ending with mental empowerment. However,
the fact that seems crucial from the perspective of
notions considered in this paper is that sport, and
everything that it entails, may support significant
changes in the manner in which the disabled see
themselves and their life situations. I will make an
attempt to take a closer look at his notion in subse-

quent points of this article.

The Process of Transformations at the
Level of Self-Identification of an Individual
as a Result of Engagement in Sport

Stigmatization does not necessarily need to result in
the development and maintenance of a stigmatized
identity. If emotions connected with such a set of
self-definitions pose a source of strong discomfort
or suffering for an individual, they may start search-
ing for new manners to characterize themselves

(Melchior 1990:181; Golczyniska-Grondas 2014:152).

Hence, a social actor whose attitude is active when
compared to the stereotype, may transform this neg-
ative image of themselves, and object to the harmful
stigmatization, obtaining the definition of a person
who is an exception to the rule. They may also re-
define the concept of themselves and negative attri-
butes related to the stigma, so they become a source
of positive self-evaluation (Goffman cites statements
of disabled people, adopted thanks to their dysfunc-
tions, regarding their special sensitivity in perceiv-

ing themselves and the world Goffman 2005:42-43).
The people who experience eradication from the pre-

vious biography, may become aware of their identity

by referring to what they were deprived of (Melchi-
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or 1990:27). However, to make it possible, certain
transformations need to take place connected with
working out the matter of disability by the disabled
individual and others. This refers to the process of
continuous confirmation of identity of an individu-
al. Refusal to validate a single element of an identity
means that the individuals need to reinterpret their
actions and reconstruct themselves. Discrepancies in
the determination of identity means the necessity to
assume a certain attitude towards those definitions
through making a choice: adoption of an imposed
image, refusal of that image, or an attempt to achieve

a compromise (Golczyniska-Grondas 2014:140).

On the basis of the performed research, it was found
out that “freeing” oneself from the stigmatization
feeling and biographic “breakup”, and moving to-
wards a new plan of action and a redefinition of self
and one’s own role, takes place within a three-di-

mensional process:

e first of all, it focuses on oneself, which means

IIIII

the introspection of “I” and concentration on

interactions with one’s body.

¢ secondly, it changes the object of comparison,
that is, seeking a new reference group and

significant others.

¢ thirdly, it is a revision of social identity, mean-
ing the development of a strategy of coping
with public proclamation of disability and

the presentation of oneself.

These are not separate phases as they overlap one

another to varying degrees and in different scopes.
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In other words, regarding particular people, their
biography will present overlapping phases, men-
tioned above, which means that the course does not

follow step-by-step, but it is synchronous.

Bodily Transformations and the Process of
Reconstruction of Self by a Disabled Person

Who Practices Sport

The researched people, in the period before the
sport activity, felt clear discomfort, both physical
and psycho-social, connected with their not being
tully capable. According to those I spoke to, body
dysfunctions hindered, and in some cases even ren-
dered it impossible to function independently and
“normally”. What is more, a dysfunctional body
was perceived by those studied as a source of suf-
fering, caused by its limitations. According to the
researched individuals, their bodies took control
over themselves, and forms of this power were de-
termined by resistance, experienced in various sit-
uations of every day life. Here, it is worth recalling
Thomas Osborne’s (1997) words, who claimed that
the matter, which did not allow a person to forget
about their body was stigma. Stigma, as a bodily me-
mento, hinders the process of freeing oneself from
the body, which becomes the main problem of those
with disabilities (Osborne 1997).

I was unable to do a lot of things. Actually, I was able
to do nothing on my own. Someone needed to help
me clean myself, get up, get dressed (...); I was even
unable to get to the toilet on my own. It was torture,
I thought I'd be nothing anymore, but it wasn’t the
worst, because it was like my problem, until I started

going out, being among other people. Then, I simply

felt bad, I felt that something was wrong, I felt it all

the time. [interview No. 11]

A body stigmatized with disability was a source of
stigma for the researched individuals, first of all in
those social relationships where it became a reason
for discrimination. The respondents stated that they
did not like their bodies, they were ashamed, be-
cause it differed from the generally accepted norms.
The shame related to a dysfunctional body meant
that these people tried to hide their handicap and
mask their deficiencies. Only practicing sport and
its accompanying experiences caused a gradual
transformation in the manner of perceiving their
disability. As emphasized by those I spoke to, it
was connected with becoming familiar with their
bodies and their possibilities “again”. These indi-
viduals very often found out that actions and ac-
tivities which seemed hard or even impossible to
them became achievable thanks to sport practicing.
What is more, the disabled individuals who practice
sport talked about exploring “unknown” possibili-
ties of their bodies, and the “unidentified potential
of their bodies”. Hence, the boundaries of not only
their bodies but also of their belief in their strengths
moved. The vision of the individual changes, from
a feckless and dependent person, towards an indi-
vidual capable of acting in a manner and in a scope

that they had been unfamiliar with.

You know, a man doesn’t know himself until he faces
a particular situation, until he tries to do something,
especially if it seems impossible. And it was the case
with me, I also didn’t believe that I could do some-
thing with myself, that I could be so capable (..) this is

what sport gave me. [interview No. 5]

Przeglad Socjologii Jako$ciowej ® www.przegladsocjologiijakosciowej.org 35



Jakub Niedbalski

For the researched individuals, sport became a route
which could be followed to support the process of
accepting themselves and their disability effective-
ly. A person with disability who took up a sports
activity began to perceive their disability different-
ly. At the beginning the changes took place slowly,
over the course of time they were bigger and clearer,

connected with “training” the body’s fitness.

Thus, a disabled person sees positive effects of their
engagement in practicing sport, pertaining not
only to transformations in the body’s fitness, but
first of all in terms of acquiring greater control over
the body, and improving self-confidence, the feel-
ing of self-reliance and independence from others.
This, in turn, constitutes an inclination to take up
further challenges, which maintain and enhance
the influence of sport on their bodies, psyche and
interpersonal relations with those around them.
This was accompanied by intensive work over the
body. It usually consists in compliance with partic-
ular regimes, related among others to intensification
of certain actions and a higher level of self-control.
My interlocutors were usually aware of the fact that
by neglecting their physical activity, they would
achieve not only the functional regress of their bod-
ies but they would also lose their “external image”
— a definition attached to the disabled people’s indi-
vidual identity by Katarzyna Kowal (2012:190):

I get involved because I can see the effects, not be-
cause it’s important to me, and I can’t imagine any-
more that it could be different, like it was some time
ago. It costs me a lot as I train 12 times per week, add
trips, training camps and competitions of course.

But it’s my life now, and I need to give in to this sit-
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uation if I want to make something out of it. [inter-

view No. 12]

Sport in the lives of the researched individuals be-
came a factor responsible for the process of regain-
ing faith in themselves, their possibilities, and it
posed a source of belief in their own value and in
the fact that despite a physical dysfunction, they
remain fully-valuable and entitled members of so-
ciety. Disabled people talked to themselves on the
one hand about the manner in which they see them-
selves, and on the other, about the manner in which
they are seen by others. Such a dialog, in both cas-
es, was determined by certain stimuli coming from
their environment. The more positive the stimulus,
the higher the degree to which the disabled per-
son was able to develop a more beneficial image of
themselves, and the quicker they were able to “get
over” the traumatic experiences connected with the

situation that led to their disability.

A handicapped body with dysfunctions was not per-
ceived by the disabled as something to be ashamed
of, to be hidden from the world. While observing the
changes of their body caused by sport practicing,
such a person became satisfied and self-fulfilled.
Therefore, a disabled body, which quite often was
the reason for stigma, negative emotions, or even
humiliation, was not associated with such experi-
ences anymore. Hence, the body, as an outline of
the actions and practices of an individual, became
a significant element of constructing the feeling of
their identity, through engagement in sport activi-
ty, and the control held provided a basic resource of
maintaining this biographic continuity (Jakubows-
ka 2009:170).

The Role of Sport in the Reconstruction Process of the Identity of a Person With an Acquired Body Dysfunction

The Role of Significant Others in the Process of
Reconstructing the Identity of Physically
Disabled People Practicing Sport

In terms of the conditions of biographic and identi-
ty process, special significance is given to contacts,
interactions and bonds with others, encountered at
various levels of social life. A central place in con-
firming (and shaping) identity is occupied by signif-
icant others, that is, by people who the individual
is connected with and who have intense and emo-
tional relationships with (Berger and Luckmann
1983:231). Ansel Strauss (1959:132) drew consider-
able attention to the relationship between the ego
and significant others, claiming that maintenance
of a coherent definition of self by an individual de-
pends on positive validation of each new element
of their identity. Refusal of such validation equals
a necessity to reinterpret the individual’s actions,
which means reinterpretations of the concept of
oneself. What is more, Strauss notices that a signif-
icant role in the perception of self by an individual
is played by whether they feel an integral part of
the group they belong to. As he writes, “the path of
the group becomes the path of the individual, and
the mistakes of the group become his mistakes”

(Strauss 1959:41).

The above statement also bears a significant mean-
ing from the perspective of my research, as prac-
ticing sport means that an individual is met with
a more significant number of people. It often hap-
pens that contact narrowed down to family and
close relatives is, thanks to practicing sport, expand-
ed by people who train and exercise together, or

who simply attend social meetings. Hence, the circle

of people who the individual directly interacts with

becomes larger:

I was withdrawn for a certain time, I was an introvert
closed to others. I didn't want to show myself, talk
to anyone, because I was totally devastated. Nothing
was important for me at that time. People weren't
important at all. And it would probably have stayed
like this, but when I was brought here (to the training
sessions - note by JN), I started to meet people. And
I still do, because the group is constantly expanding

(laughter - note by JN). [interview No. 10]

The creation of a group takes place here on the basis
of the commonness of a life situation connected with the
dysfunctions and resulting needs of the individuals
(cf. Sajkowska 1999:11; Niedzwiedzki 2010:85; Gol-
czynska-Grondas 2014:146). The researched individu-
als had the possibility to become members of groups
which included other disabled people. In such a situa-
tion, anindividual perceived themselves as an integral
part of the group, identifying with its goals (Strauss
1959:41). Participation in such a community was con-
nected with the socialization processes, which consist
not only in shaping a collective identity, but also in
the potential (re)construction of the whole self-defini-
tion of the social actor (Golczynska-Grondas 2014:139).
Through observing and identifying other people,
a disabled individual internalizes new roles, accom-
panying identities, motivational and interpretational
schemes, as well as various entitlements, regarding
their social value (cf. Berger and Luckman 1983:214-
218; Golczyniska-Grondas 2014:105).

In this context, the notion of a reference group may

also be applied as a comparative scheme in relation
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to which people form basic judgments and evalu-
ations, regarding their social position. Therefore, it
becomes a basic element in shaping the self-evalu-
ation of an individual (Kuhn 1972:175; Ziotkowski
1981:77). This happens because they compare their
social position with that of others. An effect of such
a process is identification with groups of people
with similar relative privileges or impairments. As
a result, the individuals adopt the attitudes and pat-
terns of behavior of members who belong to those
groups (Merton 1982). Within those groups, the
individual agrees on plans of actions, and perma-
nently reinterprets the reality in interaction with
its members, leading to a discussion with himself.
Thanks to those interactions and specific auto-nar-
rations, they obtain a key to interpret their place in
the world (Mead 1934).

After the accident I was down in the dumps. My world
actually collapsed. I thought it would have been better
if I had died and not become disabled. It was a hard
time, so when Maria (name changed — JN) came, and
said that I could do this or that, and that people such
as myself can even play, I thought she was nuts. De-
spite all of this, I wanted to go out as I could not sit
in this cage anymore. I listened to reason. (...) Now
I know that it was the best thing I could do in that
situation. It allowed me to look at my life differently,
set myself free from the dark thoughts and think that
I can still live, work and function among other people

relatively normally. [interview No. 14]

A sports activity allows a person to build the feel-
ings of self-esteem and trust towards himself and
also his environment (Wilski et al. 2012:86). This is

down to the gradual transformation in the scope

38 ©2015 PSJ Tom XI Numer 3

of perception of the individual’s surrounding en-
vironment. Such positive strengthening, created
thanks to building group bonds, as well as possi-
bilities to show the environment that one is a func-
tional unit, is on the one hand an important source
for the realization of one’s life plans, and on the
other, it supports self-acceptance. From this perspec-
tive, individuals become subjects of consideration
for themselves. This process is additionally en-
hanced by people who became especially import-
ant for the individual in a group (they obtain the
status of significant others), as they play the role of
specific guides, teachers and mentors. Such peo-
ple may also become guardians of the individu-
al’s biography, exerting a strong influence on their
identity and faith. The description of relationships
between a disabled person practicing sport and
the one that makes a certain ‘road sign’, pointing
towards a desired action, may be applied to the
notion of coaching, introduced by Anselm Strauss
(1996:94). Such a relationship is most often estab-
lished between people who are characterized with
certain features, significant in terms of a given sit-
uation. In the case of disabled sportsmen, the func-
tion of the coach may be adopted by another play-
er or an institutional trainer. The latter had such
a possibility because of the formal status, while
another team (group) member may be considered
this way when they have several significant attri-
butes at the same time. First of all, it needs to be
an experienced person with considerable seniority
who knows the institutional rules, but also the in-
formal organizational principles perfectly; second-
ly, this person needs to be older; and thirdly, they
should have certain trophies and titles. The main

qualities of the coaching relationship are rooted in

The Role of Sport in the Reconstruction Process of the Identity of a Person With an Acquired Body Dysfunction

the fact that a pupil, while going through subse-
quent stages, needs a guide. This is not only about
the conventional sense of teaching skills but also
about the fact that while the “coached” is moving
within the social space, there are highly important
processes taking place, requiring an explanation,
and so here a crucial role is played by the “coach”.
These notions are also raised by Bourdieu and
Wacquant (2001:220), emphasizing that “learning
the professions, craft, vocation, (... requires peda-
gogy that is slightly different from the one applied
in knowledge acquisition (...). There are numerous
manners of thinking and acting, which can often be
quite lively, transferred in a practical form thanks
to practices based on direct contact between the
one teaching and the one being taught.” While the
mentioned authors highlight characteristics of the
“teaching” process, Strauss refers in this context to
identity transformations, which became a part of

the “student” himself.

Alex was a couch of ours here, as far as I remember.
I'think it had always been like this, that’s what I heard.
And when I came here, he took care of me, showed me
around, explained the principles and everything, he
simply took care of me. I felt more confident when he
was here, telling me what to do. Others also listened
to him, because he knows a lot, and he played profes-

sionally in the past. [interview No. 10]

A highly significant element of “coaching” is the
time schedule. A guide-coach needs to balance things
when completing subsequent stages, so they can
apply certain strategies. A frequently encountered
strategy is the so called prescription, regarding how

to act, i.e. to realize oneself in sport and to achieve

successes. Therefore, the coach’s role is to point out
what needs to be done, what you need to do to dis-
tinguish yourself, which qualities need to be devel-
oped and which need to be gotten rid of. In a word, it
is a formula which may not guarantee success on its
own, but the application of which may bring a giv-
en person closer to the goal. What is more, coaches
apply schedules which determine subsequent steps
that need to be followed by a disabled individual
to achieve progress gradually. A coach takes care
of the player’s development, not only shaping their
career, but also exerting a certain influence on their
biography. Therefore, they perform continuous
work over the individual’s biography and identity.
For a disabled individual, the completion of stages
is not only the achievement of subsequent levels but
of pushing their own, often symbolic, boundaries.
Therefore, a coach may not only motivate a disabled
person, but also trigger their positive emotions re-
lated to the achieved successes, which pertain to the

completion of subsequent challenges.

Public Presentation as a Manner of Manifesting

One’s Disability by People Practicing Sport

Anselm Strauss believed that each of us presents
ourselves to others (and ourselves) while examin-
ing ourselves in the mirror of our own judgments
(Strauss 1959:9). In such a context, some of the re-
searched individuals held the belief that they would
not be accepted or understood by those who are
able-bodied. This meant that they were unable to
reveal their disability in front of others while at the
same time being afraid of exposure. Here, it is worth
citing Erving Goffman (2005 [1963]), who believed

that people with a stigmatizing feature are afraid of
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a lack of acceptance from their environment. This
in turn pushes them toward self-exclusion and so-
cial insulation. On the other hand, as suggested by
Strauss (1959), an individual may oppose the im-
posed definitions, adopting a clearer identity proj-
ect (cf. Golczynska-Grondas 2014:139). Therefore, the
moment of public performance is seen as important
by a person with a disability. Then, the person may
reveal himself in an open space, through for exam-
ple, participation in a sports competition. These cir-
cumstances include the elements of “facing a chal-
lenge”, but it is also connected with public proclama-
tion. According to Strauss (1959), it is an individual’s
statement about their certain views or attributes. It
is a certain passage in the process of the exposure of
a disabled individual, which means revealing him-
self to a larger group of people, including also those
who are able-bodied. What is more, it suggests that
a disabled individual encounters another turning
point in their biography, making a decision to ex-

pose their dysfunction in a wider social framework.

For me, the first performance in front of an audience
was unique. When you see all those people, who
observe you, look at you, and you don’t know what
theyre thinking, it’s really paralyzing. You have
a thought then, wouldn't it be better to run away, to
pull the plug on it. But it would mean that you give
up halfway, you'll be defeated by your own fears. [in-

terview No. 17]

In such conditions, a disabled individual needs to
make a qualitative jump in their biography, con-
sisting in showing off hidden qualities of their bod-
ies. Such a circumstance may be compared with

the open context of awareness described by Anselm
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Strauss and Barney Glaser (1965), where parties of
the interaction do not hide the existence of a cer-
tain situation — disability in this case. The audience
knows who they are dealing with, and presents no
comments or takes no depreciating actions, and the
social actor tries not to hide the attributes which are
an indispensable part of them (which, according to
them, are depreciating), and this is reflected to some

extent in how they perceive themselves:

For me, it was almost like, I don’t know how to put
it, simply like something unreal, (..) that I took the
plunge and took off the prosthesis with everyone
around, simple as that. But it was easier than I'd
thought, because I wasn’t thinking that I was remov-
ing the prosthesis, in my mind I was in a different
place. I thought more about the competition, about
the game, the result, that I'd need to sweat, to do my
best. And this was what counted, nothing more. And
when I understood that it can be done, that there’s
nothing more to it, I stopped being afraid of showing
myself without the prosthesis, that others can see me,
what I really am like. And say to myself that, when
you don’t think about it so much, you can do a lot
more when you aren’t afraid and blocked anymore.

[interview No. 19]

Hence, sport supports positive thinking about one-
self and one’s own possibilities, which leads to the
fact that the disabled ascribe a higher value to their
“life vitality” than to the remaining life spheres.
Sport may pose a certain bridge between physical
activity and other types of actions of a disabled per-
son. It means that for an individual, sport may pose
a source of inspiration, but also of creation of an in-

ternal power, which stimulates activity within oth-
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er fields of life. From this perspective, an especially
significant aspect — as suggested by the disabled
— is to regain the belief in one’s own possibilities,
leading to the reconstruction of life goals and prior-
ities. It very often means greater openness of such
a person, which in turn supports life progress, both
in the private and public spheres. Within the first
aspect, it is mainly about courage in establishing
relationships with other people, and the potential
establishment of closer contacts (sometimes leading
to marriages). On the other hand, the courage and
self-esteem derived from a sports activity means
that an individual starts to present a more assertive

attitude in regular relationships of everyday life.

It is worth emphasizing that practicing sport, espe-
cially when combined with participation in sport
events, may become a manner of creating a positive
image of the disabled among healthy people, even
prestige. Therefore, it is an opportunity to prove to
able-bodied individuals that the disabled are suf-
ficiently strong, motivated and resourceful to be
active, brave and passionate. Then, sport seems to
be a perfect tool for changes in perception of the
disabled. Through sports events, the disabled show
their “world”, often demystifying it for completely
non-oriented and unaware able-bodied members of
society (cf. Wilski et al. 2012:86). Therefore, this is
also an attempt to reach society, a form of present-
ing another image of disability and of people with
disabilities, as people who are self-reliant, but also
able to achieve life successes and undertake various

tasks, and seek challenges and rivalry.

You know, it’s fun when people who watch me say

afterwards, “wow, it was great, I didn’t know you

could do that.” Then, I feel that [ have proved that the
disabled can do much more that many people think.

[interview No. 17]

In this context, sport plays an important role, as it
is one way than serves not only to incorporate dis-
abled people into society, but it also allows them to
present themselves from a more advantageous per-
spective, as self-reliant, valuable, but also brave and

passionate people.

Conclusions

On the basis of the performed research and anal-
ysis of the collected material, it may be concluded
that a disabled person who takes up physical activ-
ity starts to strive for improvement in their physical
condition and obtains an opportunity to take part in
actions with individuals with similar life problems.
The individual begins to change the manner in
which they perceive themselves and the surround-
ing world. This process is usually accompanied by
positive emotions which are reflected in the whole
life of the individual, strengthening them mental-
ly through certain experiences which result from
psycho-social processes. It is a kind of passage from
the feeling of hopelessness and lost opportunities
to a new life path. Therefore, the individual adapts
to life in transformed conditions in relation to the
period before the incident, not completely giving
up a certain lifestyle. This is a process consisting in
the development of a new manner of functioning,
which will provide the individual with the minimi-
zation of potential losses or the necessity to remodel
previous plans. It is reflected well in the words of

the people I spoke to:
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I believe that the fact that I started to practice sport,
that I found myself here, is one of the best things that
could have happened to me. After the accident, I was
withdrawn, depressed, deprived of the sense of life.
Only others pulling me out of my shell and showing
me that something can be done with me despite the
disability, made me believe in myself. It happened that
here [in the club - note by JN) I found myself, and it
helped me to pull myself together. [interview No. 18]

The performed research proves that practicing sport
may influence the manner of perceiving oneself and
one’s life situation, leading to a gradual recovery
of self-esteem and to restore the faith in one’s own
strength. A sports activity can be the basis for social
and mental transformations of a disabled person.

Through sport, an individual gains support but also
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Rola sportu w procesie rekonstrukcji tozsamosci osoby z nabyta dysfunkcja organizmu
Abstrakt: Artykul porusza kwestie przemian dokonujacych sie w zyciu oséb niepetnosprawnych fizycznie, ktére zwiazane sa z ich
zaangazowaniem w aktywnos¢ sportowa. W artykule staram sie wykazad, ze uprawianie sportu moze stworzy¢ sprzyjajace warun-

ki do samopoznania i samoakceptacji osoby z nabyta dysfunkcja ciata.

Celem przeprowadzonych badan jest analiza procesualnego wymiaru przemian w zyciu osoby niepetnosprawnej dokonujacych sie

pod wplywem doswiadczen zwigzanych z uprawianiem sportu.
W badaniach wykorzystane zostaty dane jako$ciowe uzyskane za pomoca poglebionych wywiaddéw swobodnych przeprowadzo-
ne wsrdd osob niepelnosprawnych uprawiajacych sport. Analiza i interpretacja materiatu badawczego prowadzona byta zgodnie

z procedurami metodologii teorii ugruntowane;.

Stowa kluczowe: niepetnosprawnos¢, ciato, sport, zmiana, tozsamos¢
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