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Summary

”LIKE EVERYONE ELSE”
GENDER, FUNCTIONALITY AND SPORTING BODIES

The main aim of this thesis is to explore young women’s lived experience
of the body, which, on one hand, is viewed as deviant — the disabled
body — and, on the other hand, is viewed as accomplished — the sporting
body. The questions posed in the thesis are the following: how do the
young women handle the two subject positions that emerge as a result of
the perception of them as respectively deviant and accomplished, which
forms of femininity are available to them and what are the strategies of
resistance they develop.

The research fields within which this thesis is situated are the Sociology
of the Body, Feminist research, the Sociology of Sports, and Disability
Studies. With this thesis I wish to contribute to greater insight in Social
Science research regarding the disabled body as well as the able body. By
studying what exists at that margin, insight into the centre can be gained;
through the study of the Other, the deviant body, the normal body can

be made visible.

CONTEXT OF THE THESIS AND THE RESEARCH AREA

Several shifts have occurred within the part of the disability movement
that has as its purpose to organize people with physical impairments. The
first was the shift from philanthropy to self-determination. The move-
ment’s dependence upon charity shifted at the end of the 1970s, when state
support was established. The movement became a political power factor


Elisabet
Maskinskriven text

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text
Elisabet Apelmo 2015-01-20 Do not distribute!

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text

Elisabet
Maskinskriven text


SUMMARY

as a result of collective organizing during the 1960s (Férhammar 2004:
63). At that time demands were made by the radical factions for greater
individual freedom, self-determination and equity (Bengtsson 2004: 39;
Holme 2000: 67-68), demands that during the 1980-1990s were generally
accepted within the movement.

Other later shifts in social politics are discussed. Since the 1990s the
allowance levels have been lowered and the inclusion criteria have become
more restrictive (Lindqvist 2000: 414). The selective social and civil rights
introduced during the 1990s have, when taken together with decentral-
ization, resulted in increasing differences, due to place of residence and
socio-economic status (Lindqvist 2000: 413). All this entails a shift from a
disability politics that is characterized by an "emphasis on politics, collec-
tive organizing and gender equality to an emphasis on the market, indi-
vidualism and freedom” (Barron et al. 2000: 138), as well as a transition
from a universal welfare state to a more liberal-conservative welfare state
(Lindqvist 2000: 413).

In Sweden disability research developed during the 1970s with the pur-
pose of evaluating the extent to which the aims of the disability policies
had been achieved. Disabled people were defined as problematic and in
need of special support, a view that continues to prevail to a large extent
within Swedish disability research (Soder 2005: 96—97). Internationally
similar criticism has been made by researchers who do disability stud-
ies, which is research that with an emancipatory aim developed during
the 1990s in the United Kingdom and the USA (Thomas 2007: 161-162).
British activists and researchers criticized the medical model that they
viewed as the dominant model in disability politics, treatment and care, a
model that regarded individuals’ functional or psychological limitations as
“the problem” rather than a limitation posed by society. Disability studies’
researcher Michael Oliver refers to this model as based upon a perception
of "the personal tragic theory of disability”: disability is viewed as a tragic
occurrence, which randomly has affected certain individuals, who, there-
fore, should be met with special tolerance (1996: 89). Oliver maintains that
there is no causal relationship between the physical impairment and the
socially constructed disability. For this reason the body is not of interest
for the disability movement. Issues associated with the body are considered
private issues and can cause dissention with the movement (Oliver 1996:
39, 38—39; 2004: 25; se also Thomas 2007: 122). Ciritics, however, maintain
that, in an effort to turn the experiences of disabled people into politics,
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the body has been medicalised (Hughes and Paterson 1997: 331). By disre-
garding the subjective experiences associated with the body, the differences
that have to do with gender, race, sexuality, age and class are disregarded
(Crow 1996: 221; Thomas 2007: 123).

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

Based on the work of philosophers Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1945/2006)
and Simone de Beauvoir (1949/2008), phenomenologies create in this
thesis a sociological theoretical framework that includes the body. Accord-
ing to a number of researchers, phenomenology’s strength lies in its ability
to overcome the body-mind dualism (Fagrell 2005; Hughes and Paterson
1997; Turner 2001). Consciousness is embodied; it is not a matter of I
think that”, but rather of "I can” (Merleau-Ponty 1945/2006: 99-100).
The body is situated in time and place. Situatedness is influenced by how
I have lived and how I live in the world, and how the world interacts with
me. The body I have and my physiological pre-conditions are central, as
are how those whom I meet react to my body. Diverse situatedness results
in different practices and body stiles (Young 1990/2002).

In interaction with the environment, an individual become an acting
subject. The role of the acting subject is, however, not without conflicts,
as the ability of the subject to act can be limited by other actors or struc-
tural power relations, and can therefore result in oppression (Beauvoir
1949/2008: 30, 37). Beauvoir maintains that an individual also has a
responsibility to act (1949/2008: 37). On the other hand, the ability to
act needs to be seen in light of the magnitude of the limitations. Politi-
cal philosopher Lois McNay’s (2004) interpretation of Pierre Bourdieus’
(1987/1990) the social room’s phenomenology” clarifies the dynamics
between structural limitations and an individual’s space for action. Three
of political philosopher Iris Marion Young’s (1990/2002) five aspects of
oppression are used to sharpen the analysis: marginalization, cultural dom-
inance and violence.

In the Swedish language there is no equivalent for the category of people
who in English are referred to as “able-bodied”. Even in disability studies
“able-bodied” appear as a non-identity, more naturalized than, for exam-
ple, heterosexuality (Shildrick 2000: 1). While research on gender, class,
ethnicity and sexuality has focused on both groups that are dominant and
subordinate, such focus is relatively unusual in empirical research on func-
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tionality (Soder and Gronvik 2008: 19). A few attempts in the Humanities
have been made to move the focus to the able body (Garland-Thomson
1997: 8; McRuer 2006). The common ground that these authors share is
that they link the able-bodied position to normality. Normality is defined
through and by that which is considered deviant, making it dependent
upon deviance. The order between these two concepts is hierarchical: nor-
mality is dominant and entails power.

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS
Standpoint theory

Feminist methodology has challenged traditional ideas in qualitative
method and stressed the hierarchical relationship between the researcher
and that which is researched (Harding 2004: 3; Narayan 2004: 217—218;
Skeggs 2000: 35-36). The young women who have participated in this
study are the knowledge subjects, rather than passive knowledge objects.
In an effort to reconcile the dichotomy between bodies seen as fully func-
tional and those that are seen as the damaged and tragic, this thesis iden-
tifies itself with feministic standpoint theory’s emancipatory ambition.
Filmmaker and postcolonial theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha (2002: 219) main-
tains that those who belong to the dominant category have a responsibility
to try to understand the subordinate’s position and to try to communicate
the experiences and the knowledge that has previously been silent or has
been seen as unimportant. The core of standpoint theory as well as that
of this thesis is that the situated body is a source of knowledge (Haraway

1988: 589).

Method and participants

To get an initial understanding of the field, participant observation was
conducted at a disability sports camp for young disabled people with phys-
ical or intellectual impairments (or both) and at four disability sports
contests — one national and three international. The participants were
recruited from both the sports camp and disability sports clubs. They
played sledge hockey, wheelchair basketball, table tennis, and rode on
horseback. Since female teams are rare within Swedish sports for disabled
people, women must play on mixed teams, where they are in the minor-
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ity. For this reason both team and individual sports were included in the
study. Ten semi-structured interviews were done with young women ages
15 to 28. Most of interviews took about an hour. An interview guide with
thematically ordered questions was used as a reminder, but the interview-
ees were encouraged to speak freely. In addition informal interviews were
conducted with five leaders, coaches, and volunteers at the camp. All the
interviews were taped, transcribed and then analyzed.

In order to grasp the experience of disability from the view points of
the young women themselves, three of the participants were asked to keep
video diaries: they were lent a small camcorder and a lightweight tripod
for two months. While the interviews dealt with the participants’ relation
to physical activity, their body, and their physical capacity, the scope of
the video diaries was broader. The young women were asked to videotape
their daily lives, as though they were going to show a stranger about their
lives. This enabled the collection of not only oral data, but facial expres-
sions and body language as well. The diaries were approximately between
85 to 110 minutes long.

FINDINGS
"I am just like everyone else”

In these young women’s accounts of their lives they appear as independent,
capable, individuals, expressed as "I can”, as well as striving for normality,
expressed as I am like everyone else”. In both of the cases there is an
implicitly expressed ”despite” my disability. Several of the participants dis-
tance themselves from the subject position assigned them as dependent or
weak. In their attempt to gain autonomy and normality a dichotomy arises
between strength and weakness. Autonomy is linked to masculinity when
they speak about the girls whose mothers are overprotective. Distancing
oneself from weakness and dependency can be understood in light of, on
the one hand, the frequently occurring discussions about overprotective
parents, and, on the other hand, the accounts in the media and in the
political debate in which the image of the free and independent women is
reproduced (Garland-Thomson 1997: 26; McRobbie 2007). The interview-
ees cannot achieve autonomy to the extent that they can do everything
themselves and that fact makes them deviant.
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Their femininity appears to be questioned due to their disabilities —
being an attractive female in a wheelchair appears to be inconceivable.
They talk about their boyfriends and portray themselves as attractive and
heterosexual young women who "can anyway”, despite their disabilities.

Several of the interviewees say that they were depressed as they were
growing up. At the same time as they describe themselves as normal and
talk about their friends and boyfriends, they also describe how they have
been stigmatized and, in one case a young women describes how she has
been harassed. The encounter with the disability sports movement and
with "others in the same situation” is experienced as a turning point. They
understand that "things could work out anyway”.

One of their resistance strategies is a negation of differences: I am like
you (autonomous, capable, heterosexual), despite my disability. Sometimes
dis-identification and othering is used as a part of this strategy: I am not
like those who are overprotected or lesbian. One interviewee chooses con-
sciously to meet the stares of others to avoid othering: ”I smile. Then
people notice that 'wow’ like, 'what a girl"””, while another young woman
describes her teenage revolt, which she expressed with clothing, her taste
in music and “the wrong” kind of friends.

Bodily experiences

In this section experiences that are more specifically associated with the
body are explored. In the analysis ambivalence towards medical care is
apparent in many of the interview persons’ experiences. Operations are
made with the interviewees’ best interests in mind, but at the same time
these same operations lead to a loss of control and integrity. Refusal to
wear the prescribed underwear provided by the hospital and discussions as
to which colour of plaster is most attractive are interpreted as attempts to
guard one’s personal integrity in a situation in which the body is entrusted
to others. One of the participants felt that her ability to make decisions
regarding her own life was called into question, when hospital person-
nel conducted a NUPP-test during her pregnancy, without acquiring her
consent. She objected immediately by protesting against the test and the
amount of ultra sound examinations.

The changing nature of impairment is illustrated. The situation for sev-
eral of the participants in this study is in a constant shifting state on a
continuum and they do not see themselves as disabled when their state is
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“normal” on the continuum. Merleau-Ponty (1945/2006) maintains that
the body is composed of two “layers”. A staircase can be handled by the
habitual body, the body we are used to, but it cannot be handled by the
body that one presently has, the newly operated body (Merleau-Ponty
1945/2006: 32).

Interviewees describe how they have experienced cultural domination
in the form of stereotyping and othering when those in their environment
assume that physical impairment is associated with an intellectual impair-
ment, with others treating them with pity. They describe how they control
or hide their bodies to avoid stigmatization, that which Erving Goffman
terms “passing” (1963/1990: 92). One of the participants expressed a
double consciousness — due to previous experience she knows how others
usually view her and define her on the basis of her impairment. When she
falls down, her strategy is to smile instead of showing her real feelings, in
order to avoid others’ pity.

The participants described the joy they feel when they exhaust them-
selves or when they make a goal. They describe the pleasure and thrill they
experience when they take a walk or bike. They reject the negative view
of disability that is associated with loss and tragedy, or, to put it another
way, “missing discourses of joy and happiness in relation to disability”
(Sunderland et al. 2009: 703).

According to one of the young women, the accident and the impair-
ment that has resulted from the accident have made her body less attrac-
tive. When she describes her husband’s body as “very attractive” and that
she came to finals in a modelling competition for women in wheelchairs,
she shows that she still has (sexual) appeal. One of the participants com-
plained about her acne: it is “not humane”; it is so “terribly unfair” that
just she should have such acne. When she describes her situation, acne
appears to be a worse problem than her disability. Expressing displeasure
over the body in such a manner, they represent themselves as "normal”
young women.

Technology as an extension of the body

Merleau-Ponty’s (1945/2006: 107-108) assessment of how a new instru-
ment through habit can become an extension of the body, taken together
with science historian Donna Haraway’s (2008) metaphor of the cyborg is
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used to analyze how the hybrid machine-human can be used to problem-
atize the idea of whole, homogenous body.

The wheelchair has a central role in the othering of the participants
in this study. They describe how strangers ask questions and stare, which
contributes to a definition of themselves by others on the basis of their
diagnoses or their injuries (Hughes 1999: 165). The staring appears to be
more difficult to cope with than the questions, as it occurs from a distance
and does not require a direct answer, as do the questions. Even positive
discrimination can be linked to the use of technology, when, for example,
people are impressed that an interviewee “despite” impairment can drive
a car that is not specially designed for her.

The wheelchair has become an extension of the body and, therefore, its
appearance and function is important. “The armchair” or ”the shabrack”
represents immobility and is, therefore, dismissed. The participants chal-
lenge stereotypical notions of gender in sports by displaying toughness,
strength, and risk-taking (Koivula 1999: 54), while embodying a more tra-
ditional femininity when resisting the widespread view of disabled women
as non-gendered and asexual: one interviewee describes her wheelchair as
if it was a handbag, as "tremendously fine” and really gorgeous”. Like
heterogeneous cyborgs, they question the dichotomies between organism
and machine, able-bodied and disabled, active and passive, normal and
deviant, female and male, as well as the idea of the essentialist wholeness
of the human body.

The lived body and the welfare state

The relationship between the young women’s needs and rights, on the one
hand, and the welfare state, on the other hand, is analyzed, as is how this
relationship is expressed in contacts between The Social Insurance Agency,
child rehabilitation and medical care. The interview persons are dependent
upon public institutions in order to receive, for example, financial support,
assistive technology, car allowance and the necessary adjustments in their
homes. One of the young women describes the discomfort she experiences
when she is called to the annual "meeting” at the child rehabilitation
centre when a number of specialists examine her body. The medical look
objectifies her body, and she becomes a being that exists in itself, instead
of a being who exists for herself, to use Beauvoir’s words (1949/2008: 195).
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The ambivalence that these young women show in relation to their
applications for financial allowance is understandable when it is linked to
the view that is expressed in the discussions on Sweden disability policy
and disability research. This view portrays disabled people as a dependent
and problematic group, a view that the participants in this study reject.
The individualization that has occurred within the framework for Swedish
social policy since the 1990s also contributes to this view in two differ-
ent ways. In the first way previous research shows that individualization
has resulted in increased demands as regards the individual’s knowledge,
commitment and capacity to demand her/his rights (RFV 2002: 23). This
situation is clear in the data, as the interviewees say they find it difh-
cult to understand the regulations concerning the disability aids and the
importance of the applicant’s social position for a successful application.
The second way that individualization has affected social policy is that it
has in general led, on the one hand, to an idealization of the responsible,
self-determining subject and, on the other hand, a portrayal of the legit-
imate applicant as a particularly dependent and severely ill or dysfunc-
tional deviant (Lundstrém 2o11: 160). In the interviewees accounts this
is expressed by a rejection of the subject position as weak, dependent and
negative, and a portrayal of one’s own strength and autonomy. As citizens
the young women express ambivalence concerning the support provided
by the welfare state that they have the right to and are dependent upon.

"I feel that we should also have a... chance to be included.”

As regards the issue of the school subject Sport and Health, six of the
interviewees discussed problems. Mainly the problems dealt with expe-
riences of exclusion special treatment and being singled out, as when a
teacher says in front of the whole class "you do it in your own particular
way’. In the cases where the possibility of a dialogue with the teacher is
not provided, the possibility for the young women to influence their edu-
cation and how it is given is non-existent.

It appears to be difficult for teachers to see these young women as the
sports interested youths that they are. One explanation can be that these
young women cannot compete with others in some of the aspects of Sport
and Health instruction. Insufficient muscular strength or paralyzed mus-
cles make it impossible for the participants in this study to perform all
of the different aspects that are included in Sport and Health instruction
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in the same manner as their classmates. Another interpretation is that
teachers in general wish to protect the girls from the aspects that are seen
to be too demanding or difficult for them to perform (Larsson et al. 2005:
21), which is in turn emphasized by the view of disabled persons as not
capable.

The participants in this study use different strategies of resistance. While
a pair of the young women do not participate in some of the aspects,
another young women has chosen not to participate in the Sport and
Health subject at all. Refusing to be physically active is, according to Lars-
son et. al. a common form of resistance among girls and is interpreted by
teachers as lack of interest (2005: 21—-22). An important difference is, how-
ever, that in this study the young women are very physically active in their
leisure time. One of the young women makes use of a strategy which has
the potential for changing the view as regards disabled pupils: she shows
her teacher the medals she has won in the Swedish national swimming
championship, as a way to show her competence and receive a higher
grade. When the interviewees finally describe the stigmatization that they
have been subjected to, they avoid positioning themselves as victims. This
is accomplished by minimizing the seriousness of the situation by using
such phrases as ”it wasn't something she said out of spite” or by using in
the interview the word ”we” instead of ”I”, and in this manner describing
the incident in collective terms.

(Dis)abled bodies, gender, and citizenship in the Swedish sports move-
ment

A text analysis of two policy documents, Disability Sports Policy Programme
(Handikappidrottspolitiskt program, SHIF 2006) and Sports Objectives —
Summary of Aims and Guidelines for the Sports Movement (Idrotten vill — en
sammanfattning av idrottsrorelsens idéprogram, RF 2009b) examines ways
in which sports are supposed to affect people’s bodies and contribute to
society. Counter to its own aim to integrate disabled people, 7he Swedish
Sports Organization for the Disabled (SHIF) constructs such people as dif-
ferent and subordinate to able-bodied people, setting up an insurmount-
able boundary between the two groups. Descriptions of disabled people
as weak, in need of social integration, and burdensome to public finances,
as suggested by the SHIF program, perpetuate old stereotypes. By not
mentioning gender in the document SHIF also contributes to a discourse,
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which regards disabled people as genderless and contributes to the further
exclusions of disabled women from sports. Finally, by omitting demo-
cratic fostering and any possible positive contributions to society, SHIF
constructs disabled people as passive recipients in the Swedish welfare
state instead of capable, active citizens who are valuable assets to society,
including the world of sports.

Sporting bodies

In the analysis of the young women’s experiences of the disability sports
movement it is apparent that they wish for hard and serious training. They
reject the exaggerated consideration with which they are treated and the
infantile training that is offered in some sports associations. A form of
”pampering” within disability sports can be understood as an extension
of the view of these people as victims of personal tragedies. This view is
apparent in, for example, SHIF’s policy program.

In Swedish disability sports there are no women’s teams, with only a
very few exceptions. Girls and young women are offered to participate in
male teams, where they are in the minority. While one of the participants
in this study was not allowed to play in the match with the team that she
had trained with for a long period of time, several of the other participants
describe the problems they encountered with taking a place and being
offered a place and responsibility on the playing field or as a leader, and
the feeling of being continuously kept one step behind others. The partici-
pants document what Young (1990/2002) terms as violence: a homophobic
and sexist jargon within disability sports, with in one case even incidents
of sexual harassment on the part of both team members and coaches. The
young women find themselves excluded to a certain extent from the social
context in the men’s team. Even if SHIF has social integration as one of
its main goals, the young women’s experiences show that social integra-
tion does not function well for these young women. Taken together these
experiences result in a limitation of these young women’s possibilities to
move through sport from their positions as objects for others to a position
as active subjects (Bourdieu 1998/1999: 82).

It is only in the male teams that those who are interested in team sports
can get the physically demanding training that they desire. A pair of the
young women maintains that training with the physically stronger and
quicker men challenges them. One of the interviewees said that she enjoys
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the occasions when she manages to tackle the tall men during the matches.
She feels an affinity towards women in the other teams and shares their
pleasure in their success on the field. The women’s struggle against the
men takes on the appearance of a match within the match of which only
the one partner is aware. But, as one of the young women pointed out:
”[one has to] really think that the sport is very much fun in order to keep
playing”.

Resistance is expressed as a form of active work for change, which the
young women themselves have begun. The work being done to create a
women’s national team in one of the sports is an example. The female
groups that have been formed in several associations and that work for
making the young women’s voices heard is another example.

CONCLUSION

In this study a polarization paradoxically is apparent between the weak,
which is expressed through the expression of belonging as "we”, and the
strong individual. The subject position as strong, positive and capable —
as a reaction towards the weak, the negative — is one of the few positions
that are available to them. With the positive and strong attitude, as with
distancing from the victim position, the consequence is the difficulty, not
only to complain but also to express pain, despair or discomfort in one’s
everyday life. In this study many critical voices are raised. They talk about
stumbling and incontinence. At the same time the answer "no, its fine”
is given in many different forms. In this thesis this is interpreted as an
unwillingness to express negative emotions.

The phrase "I am like everyone else” and the many variations on the
same theme in the empirical material are interpreted as a wish for normal-
ity. Using the same logic — that attributed weakness leads to the expression
of strength — the deviance that is attributed leads to a nearly extreme
expression of normality. The lack of gender attributed to disabled people
appears to imply that if functionality is not "normal”, there is no room for
another categorization. One interpretation of the material is that disability
is seen in the family and in society as a different landscape, in which vul-
nerability needs to be compensated for by normality, which in turn results
in the interview persons’ socialization into a compensatory normalcy.

The aim of this thesis is to make apparent the young women’s lived
experiences of the body, which is, on one hand, seen as deviant and, on the
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other hand, seen as accomplished. This is this thesis’ contribution to the
four research fields, i.e., the Sociology of the Body, Feminist research, the
Sociology of Sports, and Disability Studies. During work with this text the
able body has also been present: in the form of philanthropy in the child-
hood of the disability movement and later a promoter of philanthropy
or as a media consumer, who pities the victim and admires the hero who
succeeds, despite his disability, in the research world who study the vul-
nerable and dependent group as well as the especially strong, healthy and
accomplished version that is found in the sports movement. More impor-
tant is the presence of the able body in the interviewees self-presentations,
which are expressed in the phrases ”I can” and ”I am like everyone else”.
The ambition is that making apparent even the able body will contribute
to an altered perspective within the four research fields mentioned above.

Translation: Mina O’Dowd
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