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A B S T R A C T 

Pierre Bourdieu's conception of personhood as both embodied and 

socioculturally situated, has recently given rise to the notion of 'social suffering' -

experienced by individuals inhabiting problematic sociocultural 'sites'. Working 

with this framework in the context of career-ending injuries in sport, this study 

explored the manner in which participants (retired elite athletes) were able to limit 

the impact and duration of their suffering. While such a (relatively privileged) 

'site' may include the means of resisting suffering, the precariousness of position 

occupied by the participants has also made them self-conscious about assumptions 

generally taken for granted within sport but now at stake in retirement. This 

approach has generated insights into the workings of athletic 'habitus', the field of 

sport, and certain ideals and practices relevant to athletic injury and retirement. I 

have also attempted to address some of the limitations of Bourdieu's framework, 

and make suggestions about its potential expansion. 
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C H A P T E R O N E 

Introduction 

Injury in sport is both a relatively common occurrence and a particularly 

threatening experience for many athletes. In this thesis, I w i l l be focusing on career-

ending injuries as a unique, or potentially the most serious, form of athletic injury. 

Athletes who sustain a career-ending injury must deal simultaneously with the 

frustrations of injury and the involuntary end to a whole way of life. The distress these 

athletes experience arises and is experienced multiply - in physical pain, functional 

disability, loss of identity, changed relationships with others, and so on. 

I w i l l orient my investigation toward discovering what matters about this kind of 

injury. In this, I am drawing on separate but overlapping meanings of the term 'matter': I 

am interested in both what is material and physical about injury, and what is important, or 

"of consequence." M y account of career-ending injuries w i l l be based on an 

understanding of human experience as constituted in the embodied integration of 

interpersonal, sociocultural and historical influences. Further, because there is always 

something at stake in the change and continuity of human endeavor, this investigation 

into 'what matters', seeks to frame individual perspectives on career-ending injuries 

according to concerns with coherence and integrity - of both the retired athlete, and the 

field of sport as a whole. I hope that this (socioculturally and historically informed) 'close 

look' at career-ending injuries, w i l l be both respectful of individual experience and 

insightful about the broader implications of particular social structures and practices. 

Such (primarily) empirical questions provide an opportunity for investigating 

some important theoretical questions, in particular, those related to the notion of 

embodiment (as a condition of human existence and agency), and its articulation with 

respect to psychological conceptions of identity, subjectivity and agency. While such 

questions are necessarily framed in terms of an empirical problem (i.e. the psychology of 

career-ending injury in sport), they have been central to both the type of insights 

generated through the research and my approach to various aspects of the method and 

analysis. That is, while I have taken a relatively fluid approach, I have been constrained 

by the content of the interviews which I conducted, as well as by the theoretical 

framework (indicated above and described in detail below) which has made a broader, 
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'theoretically charged' mode of investigation possible. I have therefore structured my 

thesis in the following manner. 

I w i l l first present an outline of the nature and limitations of a contemporary 

psychological perspective on athletic injury and retirement (Chapter One), followed by a 

discussion of Pierre Bourdieu's sociological framework in Chapter Two. This features an 

account of human action as embodied and socially/historically embedded, and the 

individual agent thereby simultaneously empowered and constrained. In this chapter I 

w i l l describe the approach I have taken to this investigation, drawing on Bourdieu's 

notion of "social suffering", which suggests that the most intensely personal experiences 

often also provide access to questions of larger social issues and problems. I w i l l also 

discuss certain methodological issues. 

In Chapter Three, I w i l l outline the ways in which both my participants and 

myself were 'positioned'1 in the context of this investigation. This w i l l include a brief 

summary of some of the themes within the sociology of sport literature (which have 

produced a very different perspective on athletic injury than the psychological literature), 

a description of the particular sports from which I have drawn my participants, and a 

discussion of my own point of view, as a researcher who is also a former athlete. In 

Chapter Four, I present an amalgamated summary of some of the major themes which 

came up in the interviews I conducted in the first and second phases of research. This w i l l 

serve as a point of departure for further analysis. In Chapter Five through Chapter Eight I 

w i l l present my analysis of the interviews I conducted with five retired elite athletes, and 

in Chapter Nine, I w i l l summarize the insights generated, and discuss some the broader 

implications associated with career-ending injuries and the point of view which my 

participants took on them. 

The Psychology of Athletic Injury 

There has been little research published on the topic of career-ending injury in 

sport - most has focused on either injury or retirement. I w i l l therefore review the two 

literatures separately, beginning with athletic injury. The vast majority of the research 

conducted post-injury (written by and directed at both sports medicine professionals and 

A description of the sense in which I am using this term is included in Chapter Two. 
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sport psychologists), is concerned with issues of intervention (either to promote recovery 

or minimize psychological trauma), and is therefore based on a functional (rather than a 

discursive, phenomenological or critical) analysis of athletic injury. 

A l l recent, available studies have either focused on athletes with acute injuries 

(although injury severity and projected recovery times varied) or have not distinguished 

between different kinds of injury. There were a few instances in which recovery of 

athletes was reported as incomplete or protracted, but these athletes were not followed 

beyond the initial scope of the study (usually two months or less, though there were two 

studies which ran for up to four and six months). The majority of studies have been based 

on the repeated administration of questionnaires and psychological measures at various 

points post-injury and during the rehabilitation process. 

Generally, athletes have been reported to experience negative emotions post-

injury: frustration, anger, depression, anxiety, tension, helplessness, fear etc. (Smith, 

Scott, OTallon & Young, 1990; Chan & Grossman, 1988; Leddy, Lambert & Ogles, 

1994; Brewer, Linder &Phelps, 1995). Some studies have linked the extent of "mood 

disturbance" to severity of injury and the recovery process: the closer an athlete gets to 

recovery, the better he or she feels (Smith, Scott, OTallon & Young, 1990). There has 

also been investigation of the effect that injury has on various self constructs. Decreases 

in self-esteem (Chan & Grossman, 1988; Leddy, Lambert & Ogles, 1994) and global 

"self-concept" (McGowan, Pierce, Williams & Eastman, 1994) have been associated with 

injury. Generally though, the number of athletes experiencing serious psychological 

distress (i.e. clinical levels of depression) is considered small but notable (Brewer, Linder 

& Phelps, 1995; Weise-Bjornstal, Smith, Shaffer & Morrey, 1998). While this is of 

concern, researchers seem to agree that most athletes cope relatively well with injury. 

Within the literature there is disagreement about the type of model which should 

be used to interpret responses to athletic injury. Many of the earlier works (often written 

from a clinical perspective or based on anecdotal evidence) advocate the relevance of 

'loss of health' models - generally that of Kubler-Ross (1969). However, as more recent 

works have argued, empirical investigations did not find support for the stages of 

grieving as outlined by Kubler-Ross (1969) in her study of dying hospital patients 

(Brewer, 1994). Instead, other models and/or perspectives on injury, considered by some 

to be more specific to athletic populations, have been proposed. Weiss and Troxell (1986) 

were the first to suggest that injury should be conceptualized as a stressor and that the 

relevant psychosocial processes are those related to coping. Their suggestion that 
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psychological skills training (relaxation, goal setting, positive self-talk, imagery etc.) 

could be used to improve athlete's means of coping and thereby her ability to recover 

quickly, has been echoed by many authors since. 

The conceptualization of injury as a stressor has been considerably elaborated in 

more recent research. Many authors have proposed "stress process" models based on 

Lazarus and Folkman's (1984) account of stress and coping, and which emphasize the 

role of cognitive appraisal. Along with personal factors (such as type of injury, 

personality, self-esteem, athletic identity, pain tolerance etc.) and situational factors (type 

of sport, level of competition, social support etc.), the manner in which a person 

interprets injury is considered to significantly influence emotional and behavioral 

responses, and thereby, psychosocial and physical outcomes (see Weise-Bjornstal et al., 

1998; for the most recent and broadly inclusive of these models). 

While such models have become increasingly broad in the types of factors and 

processes which they include, many authors have chosen to focus on or frame research in 

terms of coping skills and processes (rather than, for example, on the stress/stressor itself 

or the appraisal of stress). This could be due to the fact that sport psychology research 

and practice has often taken the form of performance enhancement, the training for which 

is considered to be effective in promoting coping skills (and hopefully a speedier 

recovery). Thus, frustration, anger, depression and tension have been seen as components 

of the injury experience to be addressed through improved coping. For example, Smith, 

Scott and Weise (1990) suggested that "Positive self-talk, positive imagery, and mental 

rehearsal introduced in a supportive manner may benefit the depressed athlete." There 

has been a tendency to treat diverse and potentially intense emotional experiences as 

different manifestations of stress, which can be addressed through the application of 

various coping skills (Weiss & Troxell, 1986; Smith, Scott & Weiss, 1990; more). 

Another interesting focus within this literature is on the nature of identity in 

athletes. Brewer, Linder & Phelps (1993) and Brewer (1993) have investigated the 

association between an "exclusive identity" (i.e. dependent on continued athletic 

participation and community membership) and post-injury mood disturbance. Many 

authors before and since have echoed their assertion that athletes should be encouraged to 

develop broader, more flexible identities in order to avoid potential trauma in the event of 

injury. As I w i l l discuss, this theme is also picked up in the retirement literature. In 

contrast, an issue that is entirely neglected, is quality of treatment (as assessed by the 

athlete). It is nowhere investigated as a variable contributing to recovery or psychological 
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impact, despite its obvious importance to the quality of experience and success in 

rehabilitation. Such gaps indicate that there may be serious limitations to models which 

are based on the perspective of intervening therapists and medical professionals, rather 

than that of the athlete. 

Athletic "Retirement" or "Career Transition" 

The literature on athletic retirement or "career transition" is much smaller than 

that of athletic injury. Much of the work has come from sociology and counseling 

psychology rather than sport psychology. There was some interest (within the social 

sciences as well as the popular media) in the 1960's and 70's focusing on the trauma 

experienced by retiring professional athletes. Subsequent work has sought to replace 

these mostly anecdotal works with empirically supported theory. Though there were 

originally investigations into the applicability of thanatological and social gerontology 

perspectives (i.e. "social death", disengagement theory, activity theory etc.), recent work 

has generally supported conceptualization of retirement as a "career transition" (Taylor 

and Ogilvie, 1994; Allison & Meyer, 1988; Greendorfer & Blinde, 1985). Though some 

athletes have difficulty making this transition, it has been argued that effects are generally 

not as traumatic as was earlier promoted (Allison & Meyer, 1988; Greendorfer & Blinde, 

1985; Werthner & Orlick, 1986). 

As in the injury literature, various factors have been seen to influence the relative 

difficulty of the transition for individual athletes. Here the focus has been on 

"adjustment" rather than coping (though coping skills have been considered important). 

Taylor and Olgive (1994) have provided the only model of retirement among athletes to 

date, but it is broadly representative of the research done so far. They theorized "quality 

of adaptation" to be determined by: reasons for retirement (age, deselection, injury, free 

choice); personal factors (self and social identity, developmental experiences, perceptions 

of control); and available resources (coping skills, social support, pre-retirement 

planning). Perceptions of control, self and social identity, and pre-retirement planning 

were emphasized in a context of (more or less difficult) developmental transition. In 

general, throughout the literature (and echoing much of the injury research described 

above), athletes with an "exclusive" identity, limited involvement in other interests and 

little concern for post-career planning, have been considered to be "at risk." Authors 
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concerned with promoting a "healthy career transition" rather than "retirement crisis" 

have generally advocated a "preventive" approach within which athletes are encouraged 

to pursue other interests (especially educational ones) and social connections, thereby 

broadening the basis of identity and self-esteem, and subsequently, the ability to adjust to 

"career transition" (Ogilvie, 1987; Pearson & Petitpas, 1990; Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994). 

In the case of retirement due to injury (or other unexpected and involuntary 

reasons such as "deselection"), it has been recognized that this ideal may be more 

difficult to achieve. However, explicit investigation of career-ending injuries has been 

limited. While some studies have included it as a factor influencing well-being and life 

satisfaction post-retirement, it has often been confounded with other variables such as 

race and pre-retirement planning, or based on extremely limited samples. Though 

findings have been somewhat unclear, retirement due to injury has generally been 

considered to be more difficult and possibly traumatic (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994; Ogilvie, 

1987; Werthner & Orlick, 1986; Blinde & Stratta, 1992). Thus, the use of the metaphor 

of loss to describe experiences of athletes forced into retirement by injury has been 

relatively prevalent and seemingly less problematic. Some authors have found the 

Kubler-Ross stage model helpful in interpreting the reactions of retiring athletes (Baillie, 

1993; Hallinan & Snyder, 1987; Ogilvie, 1987). It has been considered to be a highly 

personal yet process-based experience, the exact details of which cannot be predicted but 

are nonetheless understood as meaningful and relatively normal. 

Overall, research into athletic retirement seems still to be struggling to define the 

"problem" with which it is concerned. Unfortunately, it also appears that many recent 

efforts to answer certain definitional questions (i.e. should retirement be characterized as 

a traumatic experience or as a developmental transition?) are misguided in that they can 

only provide answers to the extent that the sample of participants is homogenous (i.e. 

within a single sport) and the investigation tightly constrained (i.e. the comparison of 

average scores on standardized measures). Similar to the injury literature, such 

limitations are likely to produce relatively banal insights such as: 

The phenomenon of difficulties in athletic retirement from sports can be best 

understood as a complex interaction of stressors. Whether the stressors are 

physical, psychological, social, educational, occupational, or financial, their 

effects may produce some form of distress when athletes are confronted with 

retirement (Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994, p. 13). 
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Within such a research context - which is focused on the possibility of 

intervention - injury is conceptualized as one more "factor" which influences 

psychological (and potentially physical) outcomes. The associated lack of interest in 

experience (within research conducted on both injury and retirement), is potentially 

damaging to the athlete - who may suffer even as she copes or adjusts. In addition, it 

limits the broader understanding of cultural themes, historical circumstances and social 

practices that attention to suffering, large or small, always affords. In what remains of 

this chapter, I w i l l attempt to describe the nature of and reasons for, such limitations in 

mainstream sport psychology research. 

Limitations of a "Stress Process" Approach to Athletic Injury and Retirement 

The conceptualization of injury and retirement as relatively neutral stressors is 

both morally and theoretically problematic. The context of injury and return to 

competition are more emotionally complicated and morally loaded than that for which 

stress process models can account. In particular, a career-ending injury is an event with 

interpersonal as well as intrapersonal implications. In a profound and permanent way, 

such injury changes what kind of person the athlete is capable of being, which is more (as 

I w i l l discuss below) than a change in social role. The incorporation of more and more 

(functional) factors - situational and sociological as well as personal - w i l l not improve 

our understanding of what matters about career-ending injury or give access to the 

formulation of broader questions about the lived implications of cultural ideals associated 

with competition, health and physical fitness. 

The stress process approach has generally been based on a cognitive 

conceptualization of stress. Cognitive appraisal of the stressor (i.e. injury or retirement) is 

thought to most significantly influence how an individual responds to and copes with 

stress, and thereby, the amount of psychological distress she experiences, as well as the 

degree of recovery, or success in other areas of her life, that she can achieve. A l l 

empirically discernible aspects of the injury/retirement process can be included in such a 

model (as influencing both response to and means of coping with, the stressor). As such 

models represent some of the most cutting-edge research in sport psychology, I want to 

investigate some of the implications and associated problems inherent to such an 

approach. 
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While such models include situational and/or sociological factors, the focus is on 

the individual, and in particular on her mental state. Among other things, this enables 

psychologists to create interventions for injured or retiring athletes. While aspects of the 

situation such as the injury itself, the reactions of others etc. may be mostly out of the 

athlete's control, her perceptions and attitude are not. Just like other psychotherapeutic 

clients, athletes can benefit from an increased sense of control. Certainly, elements such 

as anxiety and muscle tension - which can be detrimental to the recovery process or to the 

pursuit of new activities - can be controlled through psychological skills training. 

However, as a representation of a complex and multiply meaningful experience, such 

models fail to create insight into the suffering associated with athletic trauma, at the same 

time that they can be considered oppressive and/or conservative of existing social 

arrangements. This is, to a large extent, because they cannot address objective sources of 

suffering - the physical damage to the athlete's body and the circumstances within which 

it occurred. 

It is for instance, widely reported that injuries are increasingly prevalent within 

North American sports participation (e.g. Smith, 1996; Brewer, 1994; Duquin, 1994). 

Many athletes, especially at the elite level, where physical and emotional demands are 

highest, accept pain and the risk of injury as normal components of competition and 

training, and may injure and reinjure themselves many times during a career (Nixon, 

1994; Hughes & Coakley, 1991; as I w i l l discuss further in Chapter Four). Thus, many of 

the injuries investigated by psychologists are likely to be recurring or chronic injuries, 

making them both more complicated medically and emotionally loaded. Also, injuries 

occur within many different contexts. What, for instance, is the significance of injuries 

which result from aggressive actions of the athlete and/or other competitors? Such issues 

are important, not just for understanding the psychological impact on individual athletes, 

but for our understanding of the significance of the problem on a broader level. What do 

these injuries, and their effect on the emotional and physical health of athletes tell us 

about social practices and cultural ideals generally? Perhaps athletic injury should not be 

taken for granted, but investigated simultaneously as reflective of the need for serious 

changes at a social and political level. Obviously, stress process and cognitive appraisal 

models of injury and retirement do not allow us to do this. 

The most comprehensive of stress process models (i.e. Taylor & Ogilvie, 1994; 

and Wiese-Bjornstal et. al., 1998) include social, sociological or situational factors as 

well as personal. However, not only is there no way of comprehensively addressing the 
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manner in which different factors relate to or influence one another, their inclusion is 

relatively meaningless, given the individualistic, subjectivist frame of the models in the 

first place. It is cognitive appraisal which is at the centre - different personal or 

situational factors are seen to feed into it, while individual differences in emotional and 

behavioral responses develop out of it. Thus, even i f social factors, such as the degree of 

pressure from a coach, are included in the model, the way in which the athlete interprets 

or thinks about that pressure, is what is considered significant. For example, it would be 

unusual within the psychological literature, i f an experiment included comprehensive 

information about the quantity or quality of pressure from the coach (let alone whether or 

not that pressure could be considered reasonable or excessive, given other circumstances, 

the nature of the coach athlete relationship etc.). Instead we are much more likely to find 

research which relates measures of attributional style, optimism or coping skills to 

emotional and behavioral responses. 

As Sampson argues, in such "interactionist" models, an active subject meets 

relatively passive objects. Thus the world and its objects are treated uncritically, as given, 

and the individual as capable of treating them as she chooses. He writes, "We deflect 

attention and understanding away from the social world that casts situations and objects; 

instead we emphasize the subjectivist and individualist actions taken once casting has 

been accomplished" (1981, p. 735). If we cannot incorporate an understanding of the 

circumstances and significance of things like injury and retirement into our account of 

athletes' experiences, then we w i l l not be able to produce any insight into their suffering, 

as human beings in a particular time and place. Experience is shaped by social structures, 

local practices and personal relationships. It cannot be meaningfully understood without 

attention to its situation as such. Further, because as far as cognitive models are 

concerned, the meeting of knower and objects takes place primarily within the mind of 

the subject, there is no way of understanding how the objects themselves may be changed 

by the encounter - how other team members may be affected by an athlete's injury, for 

example. In particular, when injury and retirement occur simultaneously, the context and 

significance of the experience implicate a large array of others - who both participate and 

are affected by its unfolding. A stress process model which emphasizes the individual and 

her "cognitive appraisal," cannot access or articulate the full significance of suffering and 

change, or the potential which both may contain for social and personal transformation. 

It may be argued that such issues should be reserved for sociological rather than 

psychological research. However, ignorance about social structures and cultural norms of 
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individuals within the society of which they participate, can be detrimental and is not 

inevitable. A n understanding of the broader issues, and an acknowledgment of the role of 

social practices and one's relationship with others, may help the athlete to experience her 

injury or retirement as meaningful - as a struggle with social, cultural, even moral, 

significance. This in turn may best enable her to learn something from it, and become 

better able to understand and support the experiences of others. Unfortunately, because 

cognitive interpretations focus exclusively on the individual, they cannot address such 

possibilities (even though they are presumably part of what motivates psychological 

research and intervention in the first place). 

Without contextualized understanding - either within herself or on behalf of the 

psychologist - the athlete is likely to feel isolated as well as misunderstood. The 

promotion of "mind over matter" serves to deflect attention away from individuals (and 

institutions) who might otherwise be expected to take more responsibility for the health 

of the athlete and the quality of her experiences. For the injured athlete, such an effect 

may be manifest locally - as when the authority of medical practitioners is taken for 

granted - or more generally, as the manner in which sport practices are romanticized and 

glorified rather than critically examined. A cognitive approach, in its focus on things like 

perception and attitude, effectively minimizes the importance of real circumstances, the 

actions of others, physical pain etc. In this, the burden of responsibility is placed on the 

athlete, and she is left, in a manner which may feel both overwhelming and lonely, to 

successfully recover or to adjust to retirement. 

The failure to produce a situated or contextualized understanding of athlete 

experiences also prevents us from pursuing change in social structures, local practices or 

the prevalence of damaging cultural ideals. As Sampson warns, "Existing arrangements 

of power and domination within a society are served when people accept a change in 

their subjective experience as substitute for changes in their objective reality" (1981, p. 

735). To the extent that they rely on stress process models in work with injured and 

retiring athletes, this is what psychologists offer athletes and sport in general. 

Due to the potentially problematic nature of sport psychological interventions, 

and the limitations on understanding which can be generated from the models at their 

basis, the next two chapters w i l l outline an alternative framework for coming to terms 

with what matters about career-ending injury, and my intentions for its application to 

psychological research (both in terms of this project and more generally) and its potential 



expansion i n order to adequately address questions relating to the investigation o f 

individual perspectives. 
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C H A P T E R T W O 

Pierre Bourdieu's Framework and its Application to a Psychological Investigation of 

Career-Ending Injury 

Distress in serious injury arises and is experienced multiply - in physical pain, 

functional disability, changed relationships with others etc. This reflects - not just the 

interaction of different "factors" - but the extent to which sport can be considered a world 

and also a game (which includes multiple ways of winning and losing). I think that Pierre 

Bourdieu's account of human agency and the social order1 wil l help to outline a direction 

for research which can better articulate what matters about career-ending injury. 

The Field of Sport and the Athletic Habitus 

Bourdieu conceives of social space in terms of fields. The field is a specifically 

bounded realm of social space within which people struggle to either change or maintain 

positions of relative status and privilege, and which reflects specific material 

circumstances and a history of relations which members of the field both adapt to and 

work to transform. It is an enduring social structure which nonetheless undergoes 

continuous (although gradual) transformation by virtue of the participation of its 

members. As a member of a particular social group or as a participant in a particular 

field, the individual acquires, bodily, through processes of socialization and social 

participation, a particular habitus - a set of "durable, transposable dispositions" which 

enable him to think, perceive and act in particular ways, and to participate in the 

reproduction and transformation of the field. Thus, it is considered a "structuring 

structure." Modes of thought, perception and action are produced by the 

(unselfconscious) application of a few general principles/categories of meaning which 

have 'worked' for others in the past, under similar circumstances. In this, the habitus 

represents a very specific capacity to action: individuals are empowered to pursue their 

own interests (within particular fields and, in a related manner, social space generally) 

In my discussion of Bourdieu's basic framework, I will be drawing primarily from the following works: 
TheLogic of Practice (Bourdieu, 1980/1990), Invitation to a Reflexive Sociology (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992), ana Pascalian Meditations (Bourdieu, 1997/2000). 
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but they are constrained to do so according to a particular vision of the world and the 

associated practices which make sense within it (both of which are themselves a 

reflection of the already given structure of the field). 

For example, in the field of visual art, the individual must be able to identify and 

produce works which, according to other artists and art critics, qualify as art. This entails 

not just a familiarity with the criteria and standards of the field but also the capability to 

acquire and manipulate the relevant tools effectively, and the capability to see both the 

world and the world of art in a way that is sufficiently unique (as to represent an artistic 

vision) and at the same time recognizable (as 'art'). Similarly, in the field of athletics, 

participation requires specific personal and practical commitments (i.e. the desire and the 

time to pursue rigorous training for competition), and acceptance of a particular set of 

social values (i.e. those that support the pursuit of competitive excellence), as well as a 

whole range of individual abilities. Such commitments are simultaneously solicited and 

enacted in the ongoing practices agreed upon and contested among members of the field. 

For example, when, as part of her training program, an athlete goes to the gym to lift 

weights, she is engaging in a practice which is specifically significant (both to herself and 

others). In preparing for successful future participation in a specific activity, she is also 

acquiring and/or reproducing an embodied sense of herself as an 'athlete' (i.e. physically 

strong and ready for a particular kind of competition). In other words, 'practicing' for 

sport both engages and reproduces the athletic habitus. 

For Bourdieu then, an attention to practices is central to an understanding of 

human action and social life. According to him, action and interaction is always directed 

towards the practical (i.e. through practice) pursuit of particular interests. This is 

generally accomplished through the changing or maintenance of relationships with 

others, according to positions occupied within particular fields (or social space generally) 

and the different kinds of capital (economic, cultural or symbolic resources) which are 

associated with those positions. In the field of athletics, such relationships - among 

athletes, coaches, administrators, physical therapists etc. - are worked on both within and 

outside of actual competition, according to agreed upon practices and their shared 

meaning. 

In order for participation within the field to be experienced as meaningful, there 

must be a certain consistency between practice and belief. The acquisition of both, as 

habitus, takes place simultaneously and according to the capacity of the body to function 

as "a living memory pad, an automaton that 'leads the mind unconsciously along with i t " ' 
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(1980/1990, p. 68). The body "takes metaphors seriously," and through social "bodily 

instruction", there is an "integration of body space with cosmic space and social space" in 

practice (1980/1990, p. 77). Such practice is made meaningful through the application of 

categories of meaning which share a "fuzzy coherence" with the practices themselves. 

For example, many qualities acquired by or attributed to athletes - such as strength, 

endurance, aggressiveness - have both 'physical' and 'psychological' meanings. It is not 

just that we can speak both of a 'physical' and 'emotional' strength (both of which are 

required of the athlete) but that a sense of both is acquired at the same time, through 

practices which are multiply meaningful (even though we refer to them singularly in 

conversation). Just as the athlete knows that the strength gained by lifting weights 

enables her to jump higher, ride faster, push harder etc., she also knows (as do others who 

know she is an athlete) that the hours spent in the gym contribute to her overall "focus", 

her confidence - all the components of a 'mental' or 'emotional' strength that enable her to 

approach the starting line or step on the court with certainty. Knowledge of both 'kinds' of 

strength are embodied, together, in the habitus. Thus, as the habitus is acquired - through 

practice - the individual comes to "believe" in the world within which these practices 

make sense. 

Bourdieu often likens the field to a game (e.g. in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992), 

whereby individuals compete against one another, employing a bodily (rather than 

intellectual) knowledge of the game, which enables them to act confidently and 

effectively, but without needing to think about their actions. This knowledge, acquired 

through participation over time, enables them to anticipate the play, and engaged in this 

anticipation, to invest themselves in it completely, forgetting the game as a game and 

instead taking it for granted, as a world. A person is thereby situated - in a world of 

meaning - by what it is 'natural' for him to see, think or do within that world. Therefore, 

his experience of coherence - the sense of self as a person - is very specific. It depends on 

the continued enactment of specific practices - and thereby the (practical) relationships 

which constitute a whole world of meaning - which 'make sense'. Thus, ways of knowing 

the self as a particular kind of person - constellate around an intersection of (inherently 

historical) sociocultural practices and meanings in the body. 

Bourdieu asserts that "To think in terms of field is to think relationalty" 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 96; emphasis in original). In other words, an 

investigation of individual experiences and perspectives nonetheless entails a 

consideration of the individual's position within a configuration of objective relations, as 
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well as his more or less explicit 'position-taking'. What athletes say about injury, 

retirement and sport, arises out of their position within the field and the possession of 

different forms of capital associated with that position. Participation within the field 

means that there is something at stake for the individual (e.g. privilege, power and 

prestige), but due to a "rarity of certain positions", he must engage in an ongoing 

struggle, either to increase his capital, or to change the relative value of different forms of 

capital, so as to benefit his own position. For example, successful competition at various 

levels within sport requires a certain amount of economic capital (to pay for equipment, 

travel etc.), social capital (i.e. membership on a team, access to coaching etc.), and 

cultural/informational capital (i.e. bodily, strategic and technical knowledge about the 

different aspects of competition). Success in competition can also enable the individual to 

acquire more of the various forms of capital, thus improving her overall position within 

the sport (and giving access to the associated symbolic capital, or forms of power, 

privilege and prestige). Presentation of the self (in more or less formal) interactions with 

others, can be seen as part of a similar struggle - either to alter forms of classification and 

thereby, the terms of exchange within the field, or to secure and protect various forms of 

symbolic capital (which depend in part on objective relations, but also on competing 

interpretations of one's actions). 

Bourdieu writes, "...the social world is both the product and the stake of 

inseparable cognitive and political symbolic struggles over knowledge and recognition..." 

(1997/2000, p. 187). For him, social life is characterized by different modes of 

domination. In addition to domination by the state, it is generally the case that there are 

only a few individuals at any given time, within a particular field, who occupy positions 

of significant influence (according to the forms of capital which they hold), and who are 

thereby able to impose the classifications most favourable to maintenance of their own 

positions. As Bourdieu puts it, 

The specifically political action of legitimation is always carried out on the 

fundamental given of original acceptance of the world as it is, and the work of the 

guardians of the symbolic order, whose interests are bound up with the common 

sense, consists in trying to restore the initial self-evidences of doxa (1997/2000, p. 

188). 

Thus, there is often a strong conservative element within fields, which is generally 

disguised as such through different forms of symbolic domination - primarily, through 
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the apprehension, via the habitus, of arbitrary (i.e. historically specific) modes of thought 

and practice as 'natural' or 'common sense'. 

In summary, an interpretation of social life in terms of practices displaces the 

focus from the individual to the objective relations within and according to which 

individuals orient their day to day practice. In trying to understand career-ending injury 

from this kind of perspective, we need to locate what is said or done within the structured 

space of objective relations which constitutes the broader field of sport (as I w i l l attempt 

in the next chapter). Though I w i l l be dealing primarily with individual perspectives, my 

attempt to discover what matters about (what is at stake in) injury and retirement 

experiences w i l l require that I orient myself to discovering the practical logic which 

organizes dispositions of the habitus (revealed in the point-of-view expressed by 

participants and in their efforts to either transform or maintain athletic modes of practice), 

and attempt to relate this to larger sociocultural themes. Through all this, w i l l be the 

assumption that there is something vitally at stake - both for the injured, retiring athlete 

(e.g. what kind of person is it possible to be before and after a serious athletic injury?) -

and the field of sport itself, which owes its continued integrity to the participation of its 

members. 

Injury and the Field of Sport 

Ongoing participation in a particular athletic field creates and/or reproduces a 

sense of coherence within which action and representation generated by both institutions 

and people tend to be adjusted to one another. Embodied, one's integrity as a particular 

kind of person is thereby thoroughly integrated, as well as dependent (in the first place), 

on continued participation within a particular field. Thus, in the same manner that 

competitive victory is a physical as well as an emotional elation, injury can be an 

overwhelming experience. The certainty of practice and practical relationships is 

threatened and maybe even temporarily or partially lost. The injured athlete is the same 

person she always was and yet she is not - her physical capacities reduced and the nature 

of her positioning within a particular field suddenly and fundamentally altered - she 

cannot experience herself or the world in the same unselfconscious way anymore. As 

Bourdieu puts it, the habitus may be both divided and torn, and her vision of the world 

(and the sense of coherence between self and world thereby embodied) disrupted. 
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Bourdieu describes such experiences - when an individual's situation (within the 

relationships of a particular field) is painfully constraining or contradictory - as instances 

of "social suffering." He argues that, in the stories which such individuals have to tell, 

that which seems deeply personal is, at the core, also thoroughly social. By this he means 

that they enable us to understand how individual suffering grows out of and reflects the 

interpersonal and material circumstances inscribed in a particular sociocultural context. 

What appears at first to be psychological is also simultaneously social, cultural and 

historical. Thus, to understand and be fully insightful about 'what matters' with respect to 

this kind of experience, we must try to capture its full significance - as reflective of both 

the way things work within a particular field, and the implications of being part of that, 

before and after injury. 

To the extent that all individuals acquire a particular habitus (which equips us for 

social life generally as well as participation within particular fields), human experience is 

always embodied and fully integrated. However, within the realm of athletics, where 

individual participants invest themselves practically and emotionally in bodily training, 

the embodied/integrated nature of human experience is perhaps more apparent and/or 

accessible to articulation. Additionally, i f serious injury disrupts and potentially makes 

the (embodied) habitus irrelevant, it also makes it visible. Thus, it is through the lens of 

social suffering that the significance of individual perspectives - situated at the 

intersection of conflicting demands and contradictory interpretations - can be best 

understood. 

W o rking with Bourdieu's Framework in the Context of Interview Research 

To Bourdieu, the individual is only interesting as an agent of a particular field, 

and for the information which can be generated about the workings of the field, through 

him. Thus, "It is the field which is primary and must be the focus of the research 

operations" (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 107). This is a somewhat problematic 

assertion given psychological interest in the experiences and perspectives of individuals. 

However, because it is through the field that individuals are constituted as agents, capable 

of specific forms of action, "...it is knowledge of the field itself in which they evolve that 

allows us best to grasp the roots of their singularity, their point of view or position (in a 

field) from which their particular vision of the world (and the field itself) is constructed" 
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(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 107; emphasis in original). Thus, psychological research 

proceeding from such a framework is based both on a fundamentally different 

conceptualization of the individual (as inherently constrained in the specificity of his 

agency, rather than as a free, rational and self-contained being), and on investigation 

which moves in two directions at once, or back and forth between analytic perspectives 

(on the individual point of view, and the logic of the field as a whole). 

Bourdieu has also used the term 'position-taking' as well as 'point of view', 

implying that there is a subjective or constructive response to objective relations - most 

commonly (according to Bourdieu), efforts to protect or somehow improve one's position 

(within the structure of objective relations - which are nonetheless open to influence 

based upon the differential valuation of different forms of capital within the field). 

However, this response is based on the incorporation of objective structures, since that is 

what makes participation within the field possible to begin with. Thus, Bourdieu has 

defined social space (and fields) in the following manner: 

It is the relatively stable site of the coexistence of points of view, in the dual sense 

of positions in the distribution of capital (economic, informational, social, etc.) 

and of the corresponding powers, but also of practical reactions to or 

representations of that space, produced from these points through habitus that are 

structured, and doubly informed, by the structure of the space and by the structure 

of the schemes of perception that are applied to it (1997/2000, p. 183). 

Thus, as far as he is concerned, "The field of positions is methodologically 

inseparable from the field of stances or position-takings" (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, 

p. 105). Consideration of participant accounts of the field and their actions within it , 

represent singular points of view, which are informed by and seek to act upon, the space 

of objective relations. I should emphasize that, by 'point of view' Bourdieu is referring (as 

am I) to both practices and perspectives on (or as in the quote above, "practical reactions 

to or representations o f ) the field. In other words, what retired athletes say about sport, 

gives us access to both the logic of participation (via athletic habitus and the field of 

sport), and their orientation to the way they have been positioned according to that logic 

(e.g. as a more or less committed, talented or successful athlete). 

Given the inseparability of positions and position-takings (and the ongoing 

struggle to improve or maintain one's position), the relation between the two must be 

theorized. The notion of 'symbolic capital' is important to understanding this relation, and 



19 

thus to interpreting what is said by participants. Symbolic capital can be defined in the 

following manner: "...the form that one or another of [the species of capital] takes when it 

is grasped through categories of perception that recognize its specific logic or, i f you 

prefer, misrecognize the arbitrariness of its possession and accumulation" (Wacquant in 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 119). That is, instead of seeing a particular action, or 

representation of action, as an attempt by an individual to secure some form of capital, 

one sees the action as immediately meaningful - in terms of practices or values which are 

sensible to participants of that field. 

For example, an athlete who does not share her pain with her teammates can be 

seen as (emotionally and physically) tough, and dedicated to her sport, rather than 

concerned with her position on the team (in terms of her connections to various forms of 

support, the esteem others have for her, etc.). By virtue of successfully securing a 

particular interpretation of her actions (from others and for herself), she retains the 

symbolic capital associated with her position before the onset of pain. This is important 

to the maintenance of other forms of capital (e.g. continued membership on the team and 

financial sponsorship, which are both based on her athletic ability), and perhaps, 

eventually, to that symbolic capital which has currency within other fields. 

In a similar manner, the accounts which retired athletes construct and present of 

their injury and retirement experiences, both trade on, and seek to establish, forms of 

symbolic capital. This is because retired athletes are likely to remain influenced by the 

mode of "symbolic domination" inherent to a particular field, via habitus, the effect of 

which 

...is exerted not in the pure logic of knowing consciousness but in the obscurity of 

the dispositions of habitus, in which are embedded the schemes of perception and 

appreciation which, below the level of the decisions of the conscious mind and the 

controls of the w i l l , are the basis of a relationship of practical knowledge and 

recognition that is profoundly obscure to itself (1997/2000, p. 170). 

Thus, the ongoing search for recognition (which Bourdieu sees as "one of the motors at 

the origin of all...investments" 1997/2000, p. 166) must proceed, at least initially, 

according to the previously (and enduringly) acquired logic of participation and 

associated symbolic capital. 

This does not mean that, i f what participants say about their actions and sport in 

general is consistent with what is promoted about sport (i.e. in terms of cultural ideals 
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and social practices), then what they say is untrue; just that it is only part of what is true 

about sport and the way the field works as a whole. While the symbolic often conceals 

the 'practical logic' according to which a particular field operates, it w i l l nonetheless be 

coherent with it - i f only loosely so (in fact, the contradictions and inconsistencies that 

can be discerned through objective analysis often hold the key to understanding this 

logic, as I w i l l soon discuss further). Bourdieu warns that, just as what is said by 

participants cannot be taken at face value, "Social science cannot be reduced to an 

objectification incapable of giving its due place to the efforts of agents to construct their 

subjective representation of themselves and the world, sometimes against all the objective 

data..." (1997/2000, p. 188). Rather, 

...one can only strive to hold together, so as to integrate them, both the point of 

view of agents who are caught up in the object and the point of view on this point 

of view which the work of analysis enables one to reach by relating position-

takings to the positions from which they are taken (1997/2000, p. 189; emphasis in 

original). 

Thus, the methodological and analytic stance which I have taken in this project, is 

double in two senses. First, in the inclusion of both my participants' points of view and 

my own (in the interviews themselves, as well as my approach to the analysis), and 

second, in the movement between an interest in individual points of view, and the logic 

of the field as a whole. In both cases, this has required movement back and forth between 

perspectives, as well as continual revisitation of the transcripts, my own assumptions and 

intuitions, and Bourdieu's framework. While I w i l l attempt to describe my own position -

from which I have both conducted, and been affected by, this research - in more detail, in 

the next chapter, I w i l l outline here the method I followed in conducting and analyzing 

the interviews. 

Description of Methods: The Unfolding of a Critical Narrative Analysis 

The empirical research for this project was conducted in two phases. In the first 

phase I gathered background information on both support services and the nature of 

competition and training in various sports (from which I eventually drew my participants 

for the second phase). In the second phase, I conducted interviews (two each) with five 
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retired elite athletes. I w i l l now describe what was specifically entailed in both phases, 

and my rationale for selecting participants. 

Phase One 

Due to its location on campus, I was able to conduct much of the background 

research through National Sport Centre Calgary (N.S.C.C.) - one of seven such centres in 

Canada for the provision of services to support and aid in personal development of elite 

athletes. This research, ethnographic in nature, consisted of a review of materials 

produced by N.S.C.C and/or available to injured and retiring athletes through the centre, 

as well as informal (i.e. unrecorded) interviews with various individuals working at, or 

associated with, the centre. In this, I talked to one administrator, three sport psychologists 

and two physiotherapists, about their perspectives on the provision of support to injured 

and/or retiring athletes (please see Appendix A for a list of the type of questions I asked 

them). The nature of the understanding which I gained about values and practices related 

to athlete support in Canada are described in Chapter Four. 

As a result of my discussions with sport psychologists and physiotherapists, I was 

able to make some decisions regarding the sports from which I would attempt to draw 

participants. First, I decided that the best way to get a well-developed sense of a 

particular field would be to limit the research to a couple of sports which I could then 

explore in depth. Then I decided to focus on individual (not team) sports, due to the 

consistency of requirements expected of these athletes (as opposed to the variation of 

skills and attributes required for different positions in team competition). Of the sports 

accessible to me (by virtue of athletes training in or near the Calgary), I excluded 

consideration of contact sports, such as wrestling, because I felt that the infliction of 

injuries on or by other athletes, would complicate comparisons with other non-contact 

sports. In the end, I was able to do research on, and find athletes willing to participate 

from downhill skiing, freestyle skiing (moguls), and speed skating. These individuals 

were informed of my project and referred to me by people working at N.S.C.C, the 

Olympic Oval and Alpine Canada. 

Overall, I recruited six individuals, but was only able to use five sets of transcripts 

in my analysis, due to some concerns with content in one set of interviews. These 

individuals had all been national team members in one of the above mentioned sports, 

and had all sustained a serious injury or developed a chronic health condition which led 
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to an involuntary retirement.2 Unfortunately, despite much effort on my part to secure a 

gender balance within the group, only one of the five was female3 (and all were 

Caucasian). They ranged in age from twenty-three to thirty-two. Once I was contacted by 

one of these individuals, I would then begin background research on that particular sport 

(discussion of which in Chapter Four w i l l be important to a further understanding of 

individual backgrounds). Generally, this involved reading about the sport in books and on 

websites (often the most up to date source for information on amateur sports), watching 

video of world cup competitions, and conducting more informal interviews with 

individuals who were currently, or had been recently, involved at the elite level in that 

particular sport (about the nature of membership, training and competition within that 

sport). 

Thus, by the time I conducted the interviews in phase two , I had a thorough 

knowledge of the structure of the particular sport (including accessibility, qualifications 

for the national team, financial support, popularity and media exposure etc.) and a sense 

of what it took to be successful within it. Importantly, this research was also facilitated by 

my own background in an individual sport (I competed for eight years at the provincial 

and national level in cross-country skiing) which I w i l l address further in the next 

chapter. 

Phase Two 

I conducted (and recorded) two interviews with each of the participants. While I 

used a relatively flexible format (i.e. the list of questions which I used to guide the 

interviews changed with each participant, based on what I knew about the sport, injury 

and nature of retirement), I generally used the first interview to establish the content of 

the individual's injury and retirement experience (which usually took just over an hour), 

and the second to ask more specific questions, designed to generate more in-depth 

discussion (lasting for up to an hour and a half) around certain aspects of the experience, 

and the participant's perspective on issues such as injury, retirement, athlete support and 

sport in general. A list of sample questions is included in Appendix A, but since the 

questions changed between interviews (the second interview especially was different for 

For the sake of convenience, I will refer to all cases in terms of injury. I see this as appropriate since 
injury can refer more broadly to the incursion of bodily harm. 
3 There is some evidence to suggest that male athletes sustain more serious injuries (see Nixon, 1996), and 
more injuries overall (McCutcheon, Curtis & White, 1997; White & Young 1999). However, it is not clear 
to what extent this is a result of higher participation rates among males. 
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each participant) and generated a variable amount of discussion, it w i l l be important to 

describe my guiding interests, and the approach I took, more generally. 

I opened my first interview with each participant by describing my interest in 

injury and retirement experiences, and emphasizing my concern that we talk about what 

interested him or her (i.e. they should feel comfortable in refusing questions, or 

suggesting new topics of discussion). I also told each participant that I myself had 

sustained a career-ending injury, and that this was in part why I was interested in doing 

this research. From there, most participants (except for one individual, who branched into 

discussion of other areas more freely), stuck to responding to the questions I asked, at 

variable length. Once the interview was complete, I would take notes about my 

impression of the participant and the nature of his or her experiences, as well as my sense 

of the overall tone and comfort level of the interview. Then I would listen to the tape 

recording, making notes as to aspects of the participant's experience and perspective 

which were of interest to me, as well as his or her emphasis on particular statements, 

topics and themes. 

In this, I tended to focus on the following areas, which reflect both my (already 

described) interest in the shaping and situation of individual experience and perspective, 

and the sociological categories of Bourdieu's framework: the perceived significance or 

meaning of the injury and/or retirement; bodily and emotional experience, and 

connections between them or with the mental/psychological; support or pressure from 

others; impact on or influence of significant relationships; changes in day to day 

experience, perspective, or the self; continuity in experience, perspective, and the self; 

physical and emotional trauma; potential sources of contradiction or conflict (in 

relationships and structures within sport); reference to psychological skills or processes; 

and any form of criticism or critical insight. M y list of questions for the second interview 

was generated from this set of interests. These interviews featured a somewhat more open 

and in-depth discussion. The tapes from both interviews were then given to individuals 

who transcribed them for me, word for word.4 

Analysis 

The approach I have taken to the analysis draws to a large extent on that followed 

by Bourdieu and his colleagues in The Weight of the World (1993/1999). This is the work 

within which Bourdieu sought to discover and articulate different forms of social 

4 Please see Appendix B for a description of transcription conventions. 
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suffering through interviews with individuals from all 'locations' in French society. 

Important to this project, was the presentation of individual points of view in a manner 

which minimized distortion. About this approach, Bourdieu wrote, 

We have thus striven to transmit to the reader the means of developing an attitude 

towards the words that she is about to read which w i l l make sense of them, which 

w i l l restore to the respondent her raison d'être and her necessity; or, more 

precisely, to situate herself at that point in social space from which the respondent 

views that space, which is to say that place in which her world-vision becomes 

self-evident, necessary, taken f o r granted... (Bourdieu, 1996, p. 33, emphasis in 

original). 

At the same time, my research is unique in the sense that (as I will soon discuss further), 

the athlete 'world-vision' is both somewhat well-known within North American society 

(since the life of an elite athlete is such a celebrated one), and based on widely 

recognized sociocultural ideals (i.e., of individual achievement). Thus, while I have 

considered it equally important to preserve a coherent and unified sense of my 

participants' points of view (and have therefore produced an analysis based, in the first 

place, on individual attention to each set of transcripts), my approach is more explicitly 

critical than Bourdieu's (as demonstrated in The Weight of the World). That said, I now 

turn to a detailed description of the analysis. 

One set at a time, I would listen to the tapes, correct any errors of transcription, 

and make notes about content. Then I would begin reading through the transcripts, 

highlighting themes and particular comments which were: a) of interest to me by virtue of 

their consistency or inconsistency with the theoretical framework; b) of importance to the 

participant (as demonstrated by repetition, special emphasis or voluntary introduction of a 

new topic); c) consistent with sport psychological interventions (as described in the first 

chapter); or d) seemingly reflective of contradiction, constraints or conflict - either 

experienced by the participant, or evident in their description of values, practices and 

structures within sport. I then read through the transcripts a second time, this time making 

notes about the themes/categories that I had identified, their possible significance and 

relation to one another. 

On the final reading, I constructed a flow chart connecting the various themes and 

categories (usually about thirty or forty in total), and selected the ones which seemed 

most central. I also summarized the insights that I had discovered while reading that set 

of transcripts (into injury, retirement, sport in general, and what my participants seemed 
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to be doing in their interviews with me). Reading Bourdieu at the same time helped me to 

think through all this in terms of my theoretical interests. Once I had completed this 

process with each set of transcripts, I was thoroughly familiar with all of them, and 

prepared to make some generalizations about individual points of view. 

However, given the volume of transcribed material, the next stage of analysis 

required that I narrow my attention to the articulation of a few specific theoretical and 

empirical questions which I would be able to most insightfully address within my written 

analysis. It had also become increasingly apparent through this process that I had not 

gotten exactly what I expected. Based on both my own experiences (as an athlete forced 

to retire due to injury), and on my interpretation of Bourdieu's framework and 

particularly his notion of social suffering, I had expected that retirement would have been 

more of a struggle for these athletes, and that they would be experiencing more 

uncertainty and instability in life after sport. However, as I w i l l describe in Chapter Four, 

this was a very positive and apparently well-adjusted group of individuals. While most of 

them had struggled to a certain extent, the tone of my interviews with them was 

surprisingly positive, and they framed their experiences in terms of personal growth 

rather than suffering. 

That this might be in some ways problematic, was indicated in their almost 

universal reluctance to turn any critical attention toward sport, or to consider the 

circumstances of their injuries in terms of a broader perspective. However, as I w i l l 

describe in the next chapter, athletic injury is an increasingly prevalent phenomenon for 

which individual athletes take almost complete responsibility, despite the vast network of 

others involved in promoting and sanctioning risk-taking at every level of sport. 

Consequently, my approach w i l l be that of a critical narrative analysis, in which I 

interrogate the impetus, the means and the consequences for constructing the (largely 

positive) account which my participants offered me (summarized in Chapter Four). M y 

assumption is that such an accomplishment (undoubtedly psychological as well as 

narrative) is central to both how sport 'works', and 'what matters' about career-ending 

injuries. However, this is not to suggest that the accounts of my participants are in any 

way inauthentic, just that their experiences, and chosen responses, are important on a 

larger scale. In fact, the summary I present in Chapter Four is probably a good 

representation of'what matters' to them. For this reason, it w i l l provide me with an 

indication of what is at stake in representations of their experience, and thereby, a means 

of investigating the following issues. 
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First, because, a career-ending injury, understood via Bourdieu's framework, is 

fundamentally destabilizing (regardless of the often apparent lack of deep or prolonged 

suffering) it provides us with the opportunity to investigate aspects of habitus and field 

normally taken for granted. The formerly unselfconscious mode of participation must 

now be accounted for, and any contradictions or inconsistencies contained therein 

negotiated (in this case, within the context of a relatively formal discussion with a 

psychologist). In giving attention to gaps, missing pieces, contradictions, inconsistencies, 

and anything that seems 'smoothed over', I have attempted to articulate the 'practical 

logic' according to which athletic habitus and the field of sport 'work'. This is useful in 

that it helps to make what is otherwise familiar or sensible (by virtue of both my own 

background, and the significance of sport in North American culture) strange, and, 

thereby, helps to outline some of the implications of 'the way things work', as well as to 

reveal modes of symbolic domination otherwise invisible as such. 

Second, I want to address exactly what it is participants are doing in these 

interviews. As I asserted above, there is always something at stake in the construction of 

representations of one's actions, but the nature of investment, and the means of its 

defense, must be established empirically. There are two related theoretical concerns 

associated with this question. To begin with, while it seems that my participants have, in 

certain ways, maintained their membership within the field of sport, it is not clear where 

they might be located'. That is, in the sense of the positions available within the field 

(but, outside of coaching, largely dependent on modes of participation no longer 

accessible to them). Thus, understanding their actions (and representations of those 

actions) w i l l require, in part, a theorization of positions open to retired elite athletes, and 

what might be gained through their maintenance. 

Also, there are aspects of Bourdieu's (sociological) framework which may be 

inadequate for the investigation of certain psychological issues. It is based on a 

conception of individual agency that is inherently specific and constrained, and therefore 

accounts well for social order, and the continuity of human action within certain realms. 

However, containing a limited (and often implicit) psychology, it cannot necessarily 

provide as satisfactory an explanation of individual responses to unexpected and 

profound change (as in the case of career-ending injuries). For example, Bourdieu's 

theorization of subjectivity is based on his description of the bodily incorporation of 

objective structures. For him, the agent has, via habitus, "...a generating, unifying, 

constructing, classifying power, [but] this capacity to construct social reality, itself 
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socially constructed, is not that of a transcendental subject but of a socialized body..." 

(1997/2000, p. 136). While I think it is important to counter the ideal (but ultimate 

illusion) of a "transcendental subject", I am also interested in possibilities for individual 

change (and, in a related sense, the potential to pursue social change). Thus, I have 

attempted, in this analysis, to test the adequacy of Bourdieu's psychological assumptions, 

and make some suggestions about the expansion of his framework to include a fuller, i f 

not unconstrained, conception of agency. 

Finally, in pursuing these two lines of investigation, I hope to outline the broader 

implications of both. For one, I am interested both in the possibility that injury (and its 

related practices) may be part of the way sport 'works', and in the extent to which ideals 

and practices within sport reflect broader sociocultural themes. Also, because sport is 

similar in many ways to other fields (particularly in the sense that athletes go on to have 

other careers from which they w i l l also eventually retire), I hope to make some 

suggestions about the way individuals respond to such change in general, and to question 

the effect of such responses - are they reproductive of structures within the field, or do 

they hold the potential for transformation of those structures? 
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C H A P T E R T H R E E 

Sport, Athletes and the Athlete-Researcher's Point of View: 

The Space of Possible Positions Roughly Outlined 

Before I proceed with presentation of the analysis, it w i l l be important to, in a 

preliminary and general sense, situate my participants and their points of view. This 

chapter w i l l therefore attempt to outline some of the (general and sport-specific) aspects 

of sport in contemporary North American society, important to understanding the space 

of possible positions which elite athletes occupy (not as privileged as is often portrayed in 

the media) and what is potentially at stake for injured and retired athletes. I w i l l also 

attempt to describe my own position (as both a retired athlete and a psychologist) and the 

point of view from which I have conducted this research. 

Important Characterizations of Sport i n Sociology 

The social significance of sport is relatively obvious and straightforward. Whether 

it is considered a "microcosm" of society, or uniquely pervasive in human social life (at 

least within North America), sociologists study sport as both reflecting and contributing 

to, sociocultural ideals, 'value systems' and ways of life (Leonard, 1998; Eitzen & Sage, 

1989). Some, (e.g. Overman, 2000), emphasize its ties with the Protestant work ethic and 

the assignment of worth based on individual achievement. From this perspective, modern 

sport is characterized by values and ideals associated with competition, work ethic, goal-

directedness and individualism, among others. The rationalization of sport in particular is 

consistent with the Protestant ethic, leading to increasing standardization and regulation 

of athletic participation, as well the (at least partial) substitution of extrinsic goals for the 

intrinsic satisfaction associated with play. As Overman puts it, "Athletes have become 

producers of performances and records under the supervision of trainers and coaches, 

whose objective is to increase productivity. Sports champions are heroes of efficiency" 

(2000, p. 339). This happens within a context where individual achievement is most 

celebrated, despite both the overwhelming popularity of team sports and the vast array of 

groups and individuals involved in producing successful athletic performances. 
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Birrell and McDonald (2000) see sport as the site of significant sociocultural 

stakes. Sport helps to defend and/or perpetuate modes of domination in contemporary 

(North American) society such as hegemonic masculinity, heteronormativity, economic 

power and white privilege. A n important component in this relationship is the mass 

media. As Trujillo (2000) argues, representations of sport in the media tend to display 

and uphold dominant values and ideas. He writes, "...mediated sports reaffirm 

mainstream values such as teamwork, competition, individualism, nationalism, 

achievement and others" (p. 17). While, as Birrell and McDonald (2000) argue, the 

dimensions of power relations overlap and interpenetrate one another, my main concern 

in this project (and related to my interest in injury), w i l l be with the maintenance of 

'masculine hegemony', and the role of 'hegemonic masculinity' within sport. 

Bryson (1987) argues that sport provides important forms of support for 

masculine hegemony (i.e. relative dominance of the masculine over the feminine) in two 

ways. She writes, "First it links maleness with highly valued and visible skills and second 

it links maleness with positively sanctioned use of aggression/force/violence. The process 

of co-opting sport for males has the effect of inferiorizing femaleness and female 

activities" (p. 350). This 'co-opting' takes place on a number of different levels and is 

directly concerned with women's participation in sport. She describes masculine 

dominance in terms of the definition of sport, control of women's sport, as well as the 

ignoring and trivializing of women's sport. On the other hand, men's sport is widely 

legitimated, celebrated and highly visible. Also, "sporting events have a ritual element 

which continually strengthens the hegemony and the dimension of male solidarity, not 

just for the teams, but for men in general" (p. 357). 

More recently, masculinity has been conceptualized hierarchically. Thus, the 

concern in relation to sport is with 'hegemonic masculinity' and its inferiorization of 

other ways of being (i.e. other forms of masculinity as well as femininity). Trujillo (2000) 

describes five features of hegemonic masculinity in American culture: physical force and 

control, occupational achievement, familial patriarchy, frontiersmanship, and 

heterosexuality. He then asserts that "perhaps no single institution in American culture 

has influenced our sense of masculinity more than sport" (p. 17). This is (as noted above) 

in part due to the participation of the mass media, which privileges, naturalizes and 

personalizes ideals of masculinity, in its celebration of individual male athletes. 
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Injury, Masculinity and the Domination of Athletes 

One of the consequences of the centrality of hegemonic masculinity in sport is the 

valuation of risk-taking and normalization of pain and injury. White and Young (1999) 

suggest that higher rates of serious injury among male athletes, may be due to the 

predominance of such hegemonic masculine values and the celebration of personal 

qualities such as 'physical toughness' and 'emotional stoicism' (which may lead athletes 

to disregard pain and injury, to the detriment of their health). Because boys (and 

sometimes girls) are socialized into such forms of participation at an early age, sport 

represents a means of continually affirming their masculinity. 

That this is broadly relevant (i.e. to female athletes as well as male), is suggested 

in another study by Young and White (1995), in which they interviewed elite women 

athletes. They found that the responses of female athletes to questions about pain and 

injury differed little from the responses of male athletes in a similar study. They used 

similar "techniques of neutralization...to displace the centrality of pain in their sport 

lives" (p. 51). Thus, while there appear to be some differences in the number of serious 

injuries sustained, strategies such as 'hiding' or 'disrespecting' pain (according to the 'no 

pain no gain' rule) enable both male and female athletes to continue participating in 

training regimes and competition schedules which are often detrimental to their health. 

Young and White (1995) suggest further that women do not experience their 

participation in a male-dominated realm in a non-complicated or empowering manner. In 

fact, the athletes they interviewed were either reluctant or resistant to framing their 

experiences in terms of gender, or any other political dimension. Perhaps in part because 

it is hegemonic, the pervasiveness of masculinity within sport is not recognized as such.5 

It seems that participation in sport involves a widely sanctioned approach to risk, pain 

and injury. In Nixon's (1994a) research into coaches' perspectives on these aspects of 

sport, he found it "striking that there were so few gender differences" (p. 84). 

While pain and injury can be considered inevitable at a certain level of athletic 

commitment (e.g. according to Nixon 1992,1994b, 1996), and even 'part of the game' in 

contact sports, there are a number of problematic dimensions to its treatment as such. 

First, it seems that, overall, rates of injury in sport are rising (Smith, 1996; Brewer, 1994; 

5 However, it would be saying something similar to say that the pervasiveness of masculinity is also likely 
an effect of habitus, and the forms of symbolic domination which make a particular orientation (e.g. to pain 
and injury) sensible and seemingly natural to participants. 
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and see Duquin, 1994; for statistics relating to physical trauma more broadly conceived -

i.e., including chronic injuries, anorexia and drug abuse). Second, athletes often continue 

training and competing while they are injured (e.g. 9 5 % of the injured athletes surveyed 

by Nixon, 1996, did), or train so hard that they develop overuse injuries. Finally, 

seriously injured athletes are often 'silent'. Especially i f they can no longer compete, we 

rarely hear about their suffering and or ongoing disability (Duquin, 1994). In contrast, 

there is a celebration of athletes who compete injured (both within sport and the popular 

media) because they are real 'team players', or courageous, and dedicated to sport 

(Hughes & Coakley, 1991; Nixon, 1993). 

Sociologists frame such problems according to a "culture of risk" (Nixon, 1991, 

1992,1994b), "overcomformity to the sport ethic" (Hughes & Coakley, 1991) and the 

(associated) normalization of pain and injury (Albert, 1999 & Curry, 1993). Nixon (1992) 

describes sport culture in terms of "...processes of rationalization and socialization that 

implicitly or explicitly induce athletes to believe that accepting the risks of pain and 

injury is their only legitimate or viable choice i f they want to play" (p. 128). Hughes & 

Coakley (1991) see this as part of the "sport ethic" and warn that athletes may not only 

accept such norms but "internalize them and use them as standards for evaluating 

themselves and others as 'real athletes'" (p. 308). Albert (1999) and Curry (1993) 

describe the manner in which pain and injury are normalized within certain sports 

(cycling and wrestling, respectively) to the extent that they are constitutive of the sport 

subculture. 

Thus athletes are widely pressured, encouraged or supported in their decisions to 

play hurt and disregard pain. At the same time, they occupy positions of relative 

disempowerment - often dependent upon the approval and decisions of coaches and 

management and socialized into relations of relative submission with those same 

individuals (Duqin, 1994). Ultimately athletes are caught in the paradox of competitive 

sport: they are encouraged and expected to take risks with their health, but w i l l not be 

compensated (and are often poorly supported) i f they become injured. Individual athletes 

bear sole responsibility for their injuries as well as the suffering and potential disability 

associated with it. Thus, as I have already indicated, they are often silent about the pain 

and suffering associated with athletic injury. They are also apparently ill-equipped to 

interpret their experiences in terms of institutional constraints and other forms of 

domination (see Young & White, 1995; Young, White & McTeer, 1994; Nixon, 1993). 
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On this account, elite athletes possess a special and esteemed social status, yet 

occupy positions within the field of sport characterized by (symbolic and practical) 

domination. Their achievements as individuals may be celebrated, but they are not 

empowered to make autonomous decisions about their mode of participation and the 

effects that it might have on their health (short term and long term). Worse, in the case of 

injury, they carry the burden of responsibility even though their options in the actions 

leading to injury are always limited - both by interested others, and by structures within 

the field of sport itself. 

Although such themes can be framed in terms of sport in general, it is also 

important to be more precise about the context of participation and injury within 

particular sports (i.e. those from which I drew my participants), and the way such athletes 

may be positioned in retirement. 

Racing Against the Clock: 

Descriptions of Downhill Skiing, Moguls Skiing and Speed Skating 

These three sports have a number of things in common. First, and perhaps most 

significantly, they are all individual sports. That is, athletes generally belong to clubs or 

teams, but compete alone, and are ranked as individuals (except in the case of relay 

events in speed skating and overall club or team rankings). This means that the 

individualism inherent within the celebration of individual achievement in contemporary 

sport is not mitigated by significant responsibility to, or dependence on, one's team. A l l 

of my participants talked about athletes being selfish, self-centred, self-absorbed and/or 

independent. 

Second, in all these sports, performances are timed (although in moguls, athletes 

receive a score which is based on the technical quality of the turns, and height and 

execution of jumps, as well as speed), but run 'against the clock' rather than against one's 

competitors (although speed skaters generally race at the same time as one other 

competitor, and moguls skiers sometimes compete in 'dual' events). This means that 

athletes don't really have much opportunity to influence the performance of their 

competitors, and must focus exclusively on their own performance. 

Finally, these are all winter sports, which have come out of Northern continental 

Europe and Scandinavia, and have traditionally been dominated by athletes in those 
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countries. Therefore, and due also to the significant financial commitments required, 

these are sports made up predominantly of white, middle class athletes (although this is 

less pronounced in speed skating). Moguls skiing of course (as a discipline of freestyle 

skiing), has a much shorter history (the first competitions appeared in the U.S. 

approximately thirty years ago), and much of its development was based on the 

experimentation of American downhill skiers. However, since most freestyle skiers come 

to the sport through downhill, the ethnic and socioeconomic make-up is very similar. 

I want to emphasize that the relation these sports bear toward one another (as 

individual, 'timed' sports) is important to my analysis. Their similarities make it possible 

to generalize in terms of athletic habitus, but their differences (between one another and 

within the field of sport as a whole) also need to be kept in mind. While I w i l l often refer 

to the field of sport or athletic habitus in general (in part for the sake of convenience), 

what I have to say w i l l be most precisely attuned to conditions within the sports I have 

investigated. Nonetheless, I think that (due in part to a homology of structure between 

different sports) there is much that these athletes, and others, would feel they had in 

common. In particular, relative to non-athletic fields of endeavor, there is a great deal that 

can be said of sport in general. I w i l l now attempt to briefly outline some of the more 

important characteristics of these sports. 

Downhill Skiing 

Downhill or alpine skiing is divided into four different disciplines: downhill and 

super G constitute the 'speed' events, while slalom and giant slalom are considered 

'technical' events (because the turns are much tighter and require an emphasis on 

technical skill rather than speed). The individuals I interviewed were downhill racers, 

meaning that they trained and competed predominantly in the downhill and super G 

events (speed and technical events are held separately, in different locations, because the 

course requirements for each are also different). 

Downhill racing includes a high risk factor (relative to other sports), due to the 

speeds which skiers reach during competition (up to 130 km/hr). The element of speed 

also makes this a sport within which athletes emphasize feelings of exhilaration and 

excitement. Thus, taking (well-timed and skillfully executed) risks is an integral 

component of competition, as well as the ability to make split-second 'decisions', a well-

rehearsed familiarity with the mountain, and a willing, sustained submission to 

knowledge and skills of the body. This is a sport within which athletes sustain injuries 
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which are sometimes very serious (leading to paralysis or even death), and often 

debilitating. Surgery and rehabilitation are very much a part of elite competition for 

downhill skiers. 

It is also a sport with relatively high prestige, despite the difficulty of getting 

spectators to the site. Sponsorship is not as good for athletes in Canada as in Europe, but 

it is nonetheless better than other, less popular winter sports (such as speed skating or 

cross-country skiing). There is at least, sufficient funding so that Canadian athletes with 

talent have a relatively good chance of achieving international success. That said, it is an 

expensive sport to get started in, and earlier on, athletes must cover their own (extensive) 

travel costs. Time commitments are also significant, as athletes must spend a lot of time 

travelling to the limited number of sites worldwide where they can train and compete. As 

this goes on almost year round, having a job, or pursuing an education during one's 

skiing career is almost impossible. It is then, a sport open primarily to individuals coming 

from a background of relative economic privilege. At the same time, a broad range of 

sponsors provide retiring athletes with important contacts for beginning post-athletic 

careers. The skiers I interviewed, had received job offers before they officially announced 

their retirement. 

Overall, based on the background research I did, and my interviews with retired 

downhill skiers, I would characterize alpine skiing as a sport with very high commitments 

(in terms of economic expense, time expended and risks to long term health) but also 

high dividends (in terms of personal enjoyment, good sponsorship, recognition for one's 

achievements and post-athletic career opportunities). 

Moguls Skiing 

As I have already indicated, freestyle skiing has much in common with downhill 

skiing (especially in terms of socioeconomic considerations and educational opportunity). 

However, it does have a special history and associated 'identity' which sets it apart (as a 

more 'extreme' sport). As the term 'freestyle' implies, it was initially developed by skiers 

who saw themselves as breaking out of the mold of traditional alpine skiing and 

'experimenting' with what it was possible to do on skies. Freestyle skiing has therefore 

been considered uniquely American because, at least in terms of its history, it celebrates 

ideals of adventure and individual expression. However, with its growth and inclusion in 

F.I.S. (the international regulating body for all forms of competitive skiing) and the 

Olympics, the sport has changed in format, and become increasingly regulated. 



35 

While athletes often used to compete in all three disciplines (aerials, moguls and 

ballet), the (internationally) active disciplines (aerials, moguls and more recently 'big 

air'), are now effectively separate sports. Moguls competition takes place on a special 

moguls course, into which are built two sets of jumps. Skiers must ski the course as fast 

as possible (usually well under a minute), but also with the best possible technique (i.e. in 

the quality of turns) and the most impressive jumps. Scores are based on a combination of 

scores from judges who evaluate all three components. 

While there is a certain amount of exhilaration, similar to downhill skiing, speed 

is subordinate to technique. Thus, training is more focused on a particular form of skiing 

(i.e. that suited to moguls). Also, there is less opportunity for spontaneity and personal 

style (i.e. in jumps) than in the past. However, 'having fun' is still a high priority within 

the sport - both in terms of subculture, and in terms of producing the best performance. 

In its relatively rapid growth, this sport has seen a lot of change - from regulations 

and standards of judging, to construction of the moguls and the size and style of jumps 

considered most impressive. It can therefore be difficult for athletes to keep up, 

especially given that injuries (predominantly of the knees) are common, and require time 

away from the sport in rehabilitation. There is thus a certain amount of flexibility 

required of athletes: one's position on the national team requires that you 'keep up' with 

changes within the sport. In addition, support from sponsors has decreased dramatically 

in recent years (with the rise of snowboarding and 'free skiing') because it is dependent 

on the sport's popularity over other kinds of skiing. 

Overall, I would characterize moguls skiing as a young, volatile sport, which is 

particularly hard on its individual athletes (especially in terms of the regular punishment 

of the knees), but which also carries with it a unique athletic identity which allows those 

athletes to cultivate a sense of fun at the same time. 

Speed skating 

Most speed skaters compete both in long track and short track when they are 

younger, and then specialize once they get more seriously involved in the sport. The 

speed skaters I interviewed (in both phases of the research) were long track speed skaters. 

Short track racing - initially simply a means of holding competitions indoors (on hockey 

rinks) earlier in the season, before the outdoor ice was ready - has become a sport of its 

own because it is a much different form of competition than long track. A shorter track 

means tighter corners, and heats of up to six skaters on the ice at once creates both the 
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need for strategy, and potential injury. In contrast, long track is much more 

straightforward: there are fewer uncontrollable elements and less chance for injury. Thus 

the focus is on technique, fitness and mental toughness. Skaters must be able to exert 

maximum effort, maintain their form and endure pain as the body becomes progressively 

fatigued. There are few serious injuries and those which do occur are usually overuse 

(rather than traumatic) injuries. However, different forms of more minor bodily 

discomfort (e.g. sore backs) are considered by some to be a normal part of training and 

competition. 

Most speed skaters in Canada move to Calgary when they become serious, in 

order to use the Olympic Oval year round. In some ways, this makes life a little less 

transient for skaters, since they can do most of their training in one place (although they 

do travel extensively for about six months of the year in order to compete at international 

competitions). Thus, skaters are more likely to acquire an education of some form, 

though they do not generally have time to work during their athletic career. Sponsorship 

is not as good for speed skaters, and exposure is somewhat lower than for skiers. Thus, 

they may not have access to the same kind of career opportunities after retirement. 

Speed skating seems to require a lot of the same sacrifices as other sports, with 

fewer obvious rewards. A l l year round, athletes follow grueling training schedules to 

improve technique, strength and (both physical and mental) endurance. However, there 

is a certain amount of exhilaration associated with skating fast. Also, all of the speed 

skaters I interviewed, emphasized the closeness of the speed skating community. Made 

up of a small group of athletes who train, travel and compete together as members of the 

same team for up to ten or fifteen years each, they tend to relate to one another as family 

(although this can lead to interpersonal conflict as well as closeness). 

Overall, I would characterize speed skating as a solitary, almost internal, sport. 

Not only did the athletes I interviewed emphasize the 'independent' or 'self-centred' 

nature of speed skaters, the central components of performance reside within the body (as 

opposed to the relation between body and mountain in skiing), in the form of technical 

control and the ability to endure certain forms of pain. Nonetheless, it is also a small, 

tight-knit community within which athletes form enduring bonds. 
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Positioning and Point of View of an Athlete-Researcher 

One of the most important characteristics of Bourdieu's sociology, is its 

reflexivity. For him, social science must always include a theory of itself and its 

practices. Further, he has, on a number of occasions, turned his empirical efforts (which 

are always simultaneously theoretical) toward his own world(s). In Homo Academicus 

(published 1984/1988) he presented his own sociological research on French academia 

(to which he owes his own credibility and acclaim), a project which he called both a 

"socioanalysis" (i.e. "the collective counterpart" to psychoanalysis) and "a labor of 

anamnesis".6 Reflecting on this experience he wrote, "Sociology can be an extremely 

powerful instrument of self-analysis which allows one better to understand what he or she 

is by giving one an understanding of one's own conditions of production and of the 

position one occupies in the social world..." (as quoted by Wacquant, in Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 62n). 

My research into career-ending injury is not directly concerned with my own 

position within academia, however, it is in some sense still socioanalysis, or a 'labour of 

anamnesis' in that it both draws upon, and interrogates my former position and point of 

view within the field of sport. Although I am no longer an active participant, I retain 

(more or less visible) traces of the 'athletic habitus', at the same time that I have 

developed an objective and critical point of view on the field. Thus, my analysis is 

simultaneously directed toward the positioning and point of view of my participants, and 

reflected back onto myself and the dispositions embedded within my own point of view. 

If I am critical of the field of sport (via analysis of the athletic habitus) then I am, in some 

ways, critical of myself. M y own point of view is therefore somewhat double. And 

because I have already extensively outlined my academic point of view on sport, it w i l l 

now be important to describe my point of view as a former athlete. 

As I have already indicated, I raced cross-country skiing for eight years before I 

injured my back and had to stop. While I had a lot of success at the varsity and provincial 

level, I did not qualify for the national team or compete internationally. Thus my position 

within the field was not as privileged or prestigious as those of my research participants. 

Also, in the year or so leading up to my injury, I was beginning to feel dissatisfied with 

the life of a committed athlete (which leaves time for little else and yet can still be 

6 Webster's dictionary provides the following definition of anamnesis: "The recollection or remembering 
of the past; reminiscence." 
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thoroughly exhausting) and to see some of the more negative aspects of sport. Thus, 

when I retired, although it was not under conditions of my own choosing, I had a 

somewhat different point of view than those of my participants. 

Mine has been a difficult transition as I continue to have back pain which both 

prevents me from skiing (or doing any other sports), and makes many other daily 

activities difficult. In some important ways, this has required that I learn to live my life 

and experience myself differently. I am no longer the physically fit, universally capable 

individual that I once was, and I have had to revise much of what I value about myself 

and my life, in order not to be in perpetual misery. Thus I have experienced the tension 

between the mysterious pull of dispositions which no longer work to my advantage, and 

the difficulty of finding new ways of seeing, thinking and acting within a world whose 

boundaries are very different than they once were. 

In this, and also in engaging Bourdieu's framework, I am well prepared, through 

my analysis to, as Birrell & McDonald (2000) put it, "make the familiar strange." For 

them, sport is familiar by virtue of being ubiquitous in North American culture, and when 

they talk about 'reading sport' they are talking about textual analysis of representations in 

the popular media. However, I think it is also possible both to work from a more 'lived' 

familiarity, and to 'read' individual accounts of (experiences in and perspectives on) 

sport. B y reading this set of transcripts in a "theoretically charged" manner (as Birrell & 

McDonald advocate), I hope to draw out 'what matters' about career-ending injuries 

(including the broader implications for the field of sport as a whole) at the same time that 

I discover what I have always known but, until now, never fully recognized or 

understood. 

The Meeting of Retired Athletes and a (Critical) Psychologist 

At the beginning of each interview, I told participants that I was also a former 

athlete and had sustained a career-ending injury myself. However, beyond this initial 

statement (which I felt was important to creating an atmosphere of relative comfort and 

understanding), I generally said little about my own experiences or perspective on injury, 

retirement and sport in general. Thus, it was my sense that the participants, for the most 

part, related to me, as a psychologist. Given the increasingly prominent, and largely 

unquestioned, role of sport psychology within sport, it is likely that this involved some 
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influential (although not necessarily conscious) assumptions. Most importantly, that I was 

primarily interested in their ability to cope with injury and make a successful transition to 

life after sport. I also think it is likely that they would not have anticipated that I might 

take a critical perspective on the predominant psychological interpretations of injury and 

on sport in general. 

Actually, this was not a decision I made ahead of time (at least not consciously). 

When I conducted the interviews, I was (as far as I was concerned) present as much as a 

former athlete, as a (critical) psychologist. Thus, everything that the participants said 

made sense to me, and I respected (even admired) both what they had been through, and 

how positive a perspective they had managed to maintain. It was only after the interviews 

were over, and once I began to read the transcripts that I began to feel surprised at the 

points of view to which I had been given access. This surprise, in addition to my reading 

of articles about injury from the sociology of sport literature, has led me to take a critical 

stance in my approach to the analysis. 

However, this critical stance (which is after all directed upon a point of view 

partly reflective of my own), has not in any way reduced my respect for my participants. 

This is in part because I recognize their choices and interpretations as reasonable and 

even necessary, given the nature of the forms of agency open to them (both within and 

outside sport), and also in part because their point of view is still in many ways heroic, 

requiring an enormous amount of flexibility and personal resilience. Thus, one of my 

major challenges in this project wi l l be to both critique and understand the point of view 

taken by my participants (and myself, to a certain extent). Another way of putting this 

would be to say that I w i l l be concerned with articulating the fundamental contradiction 

(expressed in multiple forms) which is at the heart of sport - that is, that it is at once so 

important, and so problematic. 

Having outlined the space of possible positions relevant to this research (based on 

my own point of view as both researcher and former athlete), I now turn to a preliminary 

summary of the points of view presented to me by retired athletes, and by individuals 

involved in athlete support. It w i l l be important to keep in mind the above outline of the 

field of sport, while considering the - in some ways very different - viewpoints offered by 

my participants. 
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C H A P T E R F O U R 

A Preliminary Summary of Different Points of View W i t h i n Sport 

In the first phase of research, as described above, I conducted ethnographic 

research through the National Sport Centre in Calgary (N.S.C.C.), located on campus, in 

order to get a sense of the structures (and associated practices) which exist within elite 

sport in Canada (although the following summary is specific to the centre in Calgary). In 

the first half of this chapter, I present this summary (based on materials available within 

the centre as well as numerous informal interviews with administrators, sport 

psychologists and physiotherapists) to give a sense of both the context of support to 

which the athletes I interviewed had (official) access, and the ideals and practices 

(relating to injury, retirement and athlete support) which have currency in the field of 

sport as a whole (the logic of which underlies local and sport-specific manifestations). In 

the second half, I present an amalgamated account of my participants' experiences of and 

perspectives on, injury and retirement. This wi l l serve as a point of departure for the 

remainder of the analysis. 

Athlete Support i n the Context of Injury and Retirement 

Like many non-profit institutions, N.S.C.C is, at least in terms of ideal operating 

conditions, somewhat under-funded. Consequently, there is a certain amount of 

discrepancy between the model that N.S.C.C has developed of an ideal support system, 

and what has been established on a concrete and ongoing level. Most significantly, there 

is some concern that not all athletes in need successfully access the resources available to 

them. This is attributed both to lack of awareness and (as I w i l l soon discuss further), a 

lack of initiative on behalf of individual athletes. As things stand now, in terms of injury 

and retirement in particular, there is less a system of support and more a loosely 

organized set of resources available to individual athletes in need. Nonetheless, N.S.C.C 

is considered to provide important forms of support that were not available to earlier 

generations of elite athletes. 

The Athlete Resource Centre represents the hub of resources available to all 

athletes registered with the centre (membership is limited to national or development 
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team athletes). It gives athletes a place to go where they can access information on 

various topics (such as career planning), sign up for periodic workshops, or talk to 

administrators who can provide them with further access to resources. As far as injury 

and/or retirement go, there is a small collection of articles on the psychosocial aspects of 

injury, information about medical contacts, and the opportunity to sign up for a transition 

workshop which runs every two to three years depending on athlete demand. A peer 

support group for injured athletes and other workshops, offered in the past, have been 

discontinued due to a perceived lack of demand. There have been no special provisions 

made for athletes who sustain career-ending injuries, through the resource centre or 

otherwise. However, all retiring athletes may continue to receive medical support and 

retain access to most N.S.C.C services, including counseling, for one year after their 

retirement. In addition, any current or former national team member may access 

confidential non-N.S.C.C, counseling directly through a special nation-wide program. 

For the most part, injury and retirement related support is now provided through 

access to individual sport psychologists. There are currently eight psychologists on 

contract with N.S.CC Each is partnered with two or three of the national teams 

associated with the centre, and works with athletes on both a team and individual level. 

These psychologists work independently, according to their own training backgrounds 

and professional philosophies, but also in collaboration with other psychologists and 

N.S.CC administrators. Some are strictly sport psychologists while others are trained as 

counselors. 

Generally, they help injured and/or retiring athletes in one or more of the 

following ways (but asserted that the needs of individual athletes are always different): 

listening to the athlete talk about her experiences and concerns; acting as a source of 

neutral advice or psychological skills education; facilitating the "processing" of difficult 

realities or decisions which the athlete is facing; or, making connections for the athlete 

with other injured or retired athletes. Each of the psychologists I talked to emphasized the 

importance of helping the athlete to frame her injury/retirement positively - as a learning 

experience or a transition to something new (which w i l l potentially be equally exciting 

and satisfying). Some of them also talked about 'preventative' strategies (similar to the 

prescriptions suggested in much of the literature on athletic injury): trying to help athletes 

develop 'perspective' on their participation in sport, and encouraging them to pursue 

other interests.7 

The importance of perspective was also asserted by one participant, as I will discuss in the analysis. 
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It is important to recognize that the substitution of individual counselors for 

ongoing programs means that successful support depends on teamwork and effective 

communication between all the individuals involved. It also means that athletes who don't 

take the initiative, or express themselves effectively to the individuals involved, may feel 

isolated or misunderstood and not receive the support they need. In addition to 

identifying how athletes might 'fall through the cracks,' it is important to give attention 

to the manner in which the individuals involved manage this possibility, and to try to 

understand how it is part of the way things work, as well as part of what doesn't work. In 

other words, the reasons and circumstances associated with partial failures are themselves 

important to the forms of support that are successful. 

I found an emphasis, in both the literature published by N.S.C.C., and in my 

interviews with employees and associates, on the importance of being positive and/or 

proactive about the difficulties associated with injury and retirement. At the same time, 

the structure of services and resources within N.S.C.C., require athletes to be proactive. 

Athletes must seek out counseling and other resources from individuals associated with 

their team or N.S.CC It is not just a matter of showing up for a workshop or a peer 

support group meeting, but a matter of saying - to a coach, sport psychologist or N.S.C.C. 

administrator - 'I need help'. Due to this consistency of attitude, practice and institutional 

structure, the requirements of self-responsibility and self-expression are likely to be 

features of the relationships in which the athlete must engage in order to receive support. 

Nonetheless, there seems to be widespread awareness of the potential trauma and 

psychological significance associated with athletic injury and retirement. Surprisingly, 

the individuals I interviewed from N.S.C.C. seemed not to have encountered many 

career-ending injuries, although a number of them also told me that there is currently not 

enough funding or administrative support (either at N.S.C.C. or through the individual 

sport organizations) to adequately track all national team athletes after they leave their 

sport (therefore the reasons for retirement are often unknown). 

Athlete Experiences of Injury and Retirement: 

The Importance of a Positive Perspective 

I present the following summary in order to introduce the retired athletes that I 

interviewed, but also to give a preliminary sense of their points of view on injury, 
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retirement and sport in general - which are in many ways consistent with those described 

above. Most significantly, they model the positive (and for the most part, proactive) 

approach to injury and retirement which individuals at N.S.C.C. have advocated. 

Importantly, this account of their experiences demonstrates that it is possible to have a 

successful (if not always smooth) transition out of sport, and retain both positive 

memories and aspects of your athletic identity, as you move into a new career. I w i l l take 

this account as a starting point for my analysis, as an accomplishment which needs to be 

more deeply interrogated in order to understand both its significance and what is at stake 

in its production. 

Bad Timing 

For each of these athletes, the story of their retirement begins with the occurrence 

of injury or illness, at a point of maximum improvement or achievement within their 

career. For three of the participants, injury led to what was explicitly a premature end to 

their career. David, a downhill skier, described it this way: 

...well the timing couldn't have been worse. Um, you know I felt that I was in a 

major breakthrough. I felt that I was skiing, I was in the best shape in my life, I 

was skiing the best in my life, um, it was uh the year before the Olympics uh, 

which I had a very um, reasonable realistic chance of going to. I (pause), so in 

terms of timing I mean, I wasn't, I I I hadn't come close to accomplishing my 

goals in ski racing. Although I was tasting them, I could, I knew that they were 

right in front of me, so that was really bad timing (4, p. 30).8 

For the other two, injury occurred later on in their projected careers, but led to an 

involuntary retirement, and the circumscription of their athletic achievements. Sophie, a 

long track speed skater, described her excitement leading up to the season in which she 

first became i l l , saying: 

I was pretty excited because I was just making big gains and you know, it, 

constantly placing top ten, I was pretty excited. [...] I thought it was going to be a 

good year cause I was on such a high (5, p.7). 

The notation in parentheses at the end of each quote indicates the transcript set (there are two interviews 
in each), and the page number. 
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Thus, in every case, injury and retirement experiences included an element of 'bad 

timing'. 

The Trauma of Injury and Retirement 

As might be expected of career-ending injuries, there was a sense in which the 

experiences of these athletes were traumatic in some way. Some participants emphasized 

physical trauma, while others found injury more traumatic emotionally. For example, 

David sustained a serious knee injury, which he described in the following manner: 

...it was, it was an abnormal ski racing injury. Normal ski racing injuries you tear 

your A C L , usually from falling backwards from your knee separate a different 

way. I tore my knee by hyperextending it, um it was um, the doctor actually 

called actually a dislocation of my knee. Everything, all four major ligaments 

were torn. The A C L was actually only a partial tear, but the P C L which was torn 

from the hyperextension um, was a complete tear. The N C L on the inside and the 

L C L on the outside were both torn, and they were all torn off the insertion point 

so they weren't torn in half but they were torn right off the bone. Um, along with 

the ligaments I had two hamstring muscles that were torn off the bone, calf 

muscle, and major damage to my medial meniscus. So it, there was a pivot point 

on from the femur and tibia that crushed the meniscus and then dislocated it, so I 

had ah, ah, it actually, I went I went into shock right away... [Then] waking up the 

next morning and the pain had kicked in by then and I woke up and I was sick 

everywhere it wasn't very much fun because I started, my body had relaxed 

enough to realize the pain and uh, my stomach couldn't handle it and ah, ugly (4, 

p. 6-7). 

Andrew, a moguls skier, also sustained a serious knee injury, but emphasized that, for 

him, it was the emotional impact which was most traumatic. 

...when I was in the ambulance, it just hit me, like, I was just so sad, broke down. 

Because I went from like, peak of my career, that day, I would have been top 3. It 

would have been my first medal, because we doing duals, and I was in the last 

round, round of four. So, basically, i f I had just finished that race, I was in. But I 

crashed, or I would have got a medal. So I went from like, peak of my career 

ever, to like blowing my knee, all in the same event. And it ending, it was such a 

shock, it was just ( ) feeling. Totally cried in the ambulance, I was just so sad. 

Like, the worst day. The emotion was way more than the pain, for sure (1, p. 8). 
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Karl, who suffered from a health condition which was only partially debilitating, talked 

about the emotional difficulties he experienced in the period following his retirement, 

saying, 

For sure I went through the identity crisis thing that you hear about, athletes 

quitting. Cause I for so many years, I was Karl, the skier. And then I wasn't, so I 

uh, because of the, because of the complete 180 degree turn from skiing, doing 

that career, um, doing something different than skiing, I mean, and then uh, and 

then not being an athlete anymore and being in the limelight, uh, my relationship 

ended shortly after that too. So all these things at once, and I went through a really 

tough time. And I look back at my behavior now, and 'wow, who was that?' (3, 

p.4). 

So while the nature of each injury and its long term consequences were different for each 

individual, each injury had an impact which was in some way, or at some point, 

'traumatic' for him or her. 

Support for Injured and Retiring Athletes 

One of my main interests is in the extent and nature of support which injured and 

retiring athletes draw upon. I found that for some of my participants, support from or 

participation by others was a central part of the experience. For others, it was more 

difficult to draw out a sense of the other people involved and the roles they played. 

Overall however, it was clear that each athlete had access to some support. No one said 

that they had felt abandoned or completely isolated from others. However, most 

participants described instances in which they were let down or aspects of their potential 

support network which were lacking. For example, even though David consciously 

sought contact and support from members of his association, he emphasized that what he 

received was in some ways disappointing. In his opinion, this was a systemic problem. 

He felt so strongly about it that he offered to help Alpine Canada develop a "template" 

for the provision of support to injured and retiring athletes. I include the following (rather 

lengthy) excerpt of our discussion both in order to give a sense of how strongly David felt 

and because it contains an important message: 

D: ...one of the big things that you learn from being injured is um, is how 

people deal with you and where they leave you and how much they let you figure 

it out on your own, even though you shouldn't. 
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E: And you do you think that, that is a practical matter, is that an issue of 

people not having enough time or is there something else affecting the way 

people deal with you? 

D: I don't know what it is. I hope it's just a matter of people not having time. 

I hope it's just a practical matter that in hey, they're just caught up in in ah in 

doing their job and running the team and but, it's not part of the job right now, 

not, it should be, part of there job in running the team is making sure injured 

athletes are taken care of. 

E: Especially in such a dangerous sport. 

D: It happens all the time. It's such a flamboyant sport that we need, we need, 

we need the personality, we need the people out there talking on behalf of your 

sport and talking on behalf of your sponsors and um, and just by doing that it 

gives that injured athlete so much more confidence to know that hey I am 

something special here I have qualified for the National Ski Team, so. 

E: So did you, so I mean, did that cause you any doubt at the time as to 

whether you belonged on that team or whether you -

D: Yeah. Um, it did but it didn't affect me a lot. I know other injured 

athletes who definitely um, w i l l never support the National Ski Team for the rest 

of their life. Which is sad and so and so it does slip into and um an injured 

athlete's mind for sure. And it w i l l have an effect on their training and their 

motivation to come back and their and their next steps in whatever it may be for 

sure. 

E: Do you think, did it change the way that you saw the sport? 

D: (Big pause) A little bit, it, you think the sport is so special and you think 

that you, and really at the end of the day you know you're one of ten of people 

who are on the National Ski Team um, but really when you injure yourself and 

you're not around anymore you end up just being another number. And, that's not 

a nice feeling. And that's the feeling that we should try to avoid (4, p. 37-38). 

That David felt this way is especially significant because he did take some initiative and 

asked for support (the lack of which is often seen as a reason for poor support of injured 

or retiring athletes) but found it to be lacking. Ben, also a downhill skier, had both 

complaints about Alpine Canada (in that funding for his rehabilitation was contingent on 

a successful recovery and return to competition), and suggestions about the manner in 
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which head injuries (which he had sustained) could better be handled within the medical 

system. 

But I think, yeah, I think there's totally room for improvement on two aspects for 

people with injuries like that. I think just about any injury though, but uh you 

really need someone to be the leader that's proactive on finding solutions. Uh I 

think for any athlete, shouldn't have to just go try to find all the solutions for your 

problem, there should be professionals who are finding those things instead. [...] 

And also I'm glad that there are more definitive guidelines now with not letting 

athletes go back after head traumas too. You know, like uh now they're saying i f 

you're injured for eight months, i f you have symptoms for eight months, you 

can't go again for eight months. It's a great rule. You know, I would have not 

enjoyed it, i f it would have been in place when I was there, yet uh in hindsight 

that would have helped me out. And um we need some of those things because uh 

leaving it up to the person is not, sort of, don't realize the risks you're taking 

sometimes (2, p. 38-9). 

Ben felt that his second and third injuries might have been avoided had such a guideline 

been in place when he first tried to return to competition (too soon). 

Despite such criticisms however, each athlete referred to support provided to them 

- generally by family and friends, but sometimes also by teammates, coaches, sport 

psychologists or physiotherapists. Not surprisingly, it was generally difficult for 

participants to specify the kind of support they received. Often, it was emotional support 

of some form (i.e. someone to talk to) but sometimes it was more practical (i.e. getting 

driven to physiotherapy appointments or receiving help around the house). Overall, it 

seems that no one was left entirely to fend for themselves. However, it is interesting to 

note that many of the participants declined certain forms of support (i.e. access to 

counseling) or reported having worked through much of the difficulty on their own. For 

example, in the following excerpt, David describes how he had to make the decision to 

retire on his own. 

D: So, it would have been you know a month and a half before I, actually 

making the final decision. That was very tough. 

E: And did you talk to anybody about that? Was there anybody who helped 

you make that like, realize that you needed to make that decision? 

D: Nope. I didn't talk to anybody about it, not one person I don't think, ah I 

[hadn't] even talked to my own dad about it. Um, looking back, would it have 
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been easier talking to someone? I don't know, I think it's very very personal issue, 

and it's very, some people would like to have that um, conversation with 

somebody or have that encouragement or support to say yes, this is the right 

decision for you and yes this is how you should go about doing it, and I think 

personally 11 just, I started to make my own mind up and ah, and made my own 

decision (4, p. 35). 

A number of participants made similar statements about the very personal nature of their 

experiences or their relative emotional independence. 

Positive Perspectives 

Perhaps the most interesting (or impressive) characteristic of my conversations 

with these athletes is that, despite the often traumatic nature of their experiences, they 

managed to maintain a positive perspective throughout the interview. While this was 

likely at least partly due to the (generally high) level of satisfaction each of these 

individuals is currently enjoying in their lives, it also involved the deployment of certain 

coping strategies and interpretative frameworks which are of interest. For example, a few 

of the participants explicitly drew upon certain insights of sport psychology. Goal setting 

was described by several participants as a means of approaching both rehabilitation and 

life after sport. Two of the participants talked about the importance of perspective. 

Sophie described how having 'perspective' enabled her to realize she was more than just a 

speed skater. This is also beneficial outside sport: 

S: ...you just apply that to everything else like ok now my job - is that my 

whole identity? No, like what's the bigger perspective? I f I ever get fired, you 

know in Brian's [her husband's] world i f he gets cut or traded, is that the end of the 

world? No. That is just part of life. 

E: And is it just the other parts of your identity that - or are they the other 

things you do, or what what makes up the -

S: Who I am, like am I a good daughter, am I a good sister you know, am I a 

good wife? Those are all parts of my identity. And then just who am I, what do I 

believe in. Y ou know, who do I put faith in, what are my opinions, like that's all 

part of your identity (5, p. 60). 
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For both participants, enacting 'perspective' seemed to be a means of addressing identity 

issues, and making sense of their experiences as an athlete now that their careers were 

over. 

Every athlete asserted the importance of looking at things positively - both in the 

context of injury and rehabilitation, and as they look back at those experiences now and 

try to move forward in their lives. For example, David approached his rehabilitation with 

optimism despite the severity of his injury. He explained: 

I had almost lost my leg because of there's an artery that goes down the outside of 

your leg which is right beside one the hamstring muscles that was torn, and L C L 

that was torn and um, uh and he said that that artery is pretty close to being 

damaged and that could have been really bad. So, you know you could take that 

into consideration and and you could turn it into 'well, I almost lost my leg, but I 

didn't and so, there's no reason why I shouldn't be able to ah, to make a recovery' 

(4,p.9). 

Through somewhat different means, Sophie manages to remain positive about the 

difficulty associated with chronic illness. 

I think everything happens for a reason. You know and um, you know I kinda 

thought maybe this is this happened so that I could spend more time with Brian. 

Because were living apart so much and so I thought this is a good opportunity like 

it's, it's shitty and all what happened, but it's making our life better, like we're 

getting to pursue our relationship more and um, and be a married couple, (laugh) 

Because you know really skating only lasts so long but marriage should last a 

lifetime. So, I thought you know this is more positive, um, it's letting me find out 

what the future holds before I get too old. Uh you know there's, course there's a 

lot of negatives to having it and how it happened, but there's a lot of positives to 

it. So, I think that just what I try to focus on is what is it enabling me to do, as 

well. And I think that's what made me a better is to be able to look at it and see, 

you know what, there are positives that come from it (5, p. 42). 

In addition, every athlete also stated that they felt they had benefited in some way from 

their experiences. They were stronger, more mature, more well-rounded, more self-aware 

or just generally a better person. As Karl put it, "And so now, looking at that time, 11 

realize how unhappy I was and and I think I know why, like things that contributed to it. 

So it helps me be a better person now because I I'm aware of that and I can recognize that 

in myself or maybe my athletes too" (3, p. 59). Overall then, each of these athletes was 

capable of and committed to a positive outlook on their experiences and life generally. 
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Love of Sport and Lack of Criticism 

Associated with this positive outlook, was a commitment to and continued love of 

sport. To begin with, each individual described their willingness to 'try everything' that 

might help them to regain their health and previous levels of performance. This generally 

included an extended exploration of a wide range of therapeutic modalities. David 

provides a particularly striking example of this commitment. He explained, 

I had in my mind that uh, that I was going to try and do every single thing 

possible um, to make my knee better and strong enough to come back and ski 

race. That's why I had eight different surgeries, that's why I did every single bit 

of athletic therapy, physiotherapy, acupuncture uh, every time, every type of 

therapy you could think of I tried. Um, and so when I made my decision not, that 

I wasn't going to go back to ski racing, it was a decision to say you know, I can 

never say what if, you know, I knew I had tried everything possible (4, p. 10). 

Though a number of participants described having a changed perspective on their 

sport, potential criticisms were minimized and heavily qualified. For example, though 

Andrew described a heightened sense of the danger of his sport (in which he is now a 

coach), and a reluctance to take the same risks he had in the past, he said, "I still love the 

actual sport, Ijust see all the other things that come along." He avoided making a direct 

critique of the sport itself with the following explanation, 

I'm not going to go jump as big as I used to be because I've always got that in my 

mind. I don't, it's not worth it to hurt myself again (laughs), whatever, to jump that 

far. But I understand it. I have nothing against it, the dangerousness of it (1, p. 

60). 

Sophie, who is no longer involved in her sport, was similarly reluctant to be critical. 

What she did say was generally qualified in the manner evident in the following excerpt. 

E: When you say that sports associations could do more for their athletes did 

you have anything specific in mind? 

S: Um, no, just supporting the athletes more, but you know it's a vicious 

circle when it comes to funding and things like that. There's only so much money 

to go around and that's just way Canada is. Our focus isn't on athletes, (pause) 

compared to other countries (5, p. 55). 
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Athletic Identity 

While one of the participants has continued to compete (in another sport, in 

addition to coaching within the original sport), following his injury, the other four have 

moved out of the athlete role (one is a coach, the other three have begun careers outside 

sport). Nonetheless, all seem to demonstrate the continuation, in some form, of their 

athletic identity. They reported enjoying recognition of, and/or deriving confidence from, 

past achievements. For example, David said, 

...to be honest, 11 like being recognized as an athlete. To to ah to ah it's a pretty 

neat feeling and that's probably being very selfish but, um it's, it's just the way I 

feel really. And it's a nice feeling to have someone say, say "wow, what a great 

accomplishment that you are on the National Ski Team." And ah, it's nice to be 

recognized that way, so, yeah I, I think I'll always look at myself as an injured 

athlete and that's, cause that was the love of my life, it was what I wanted to do, 

it's what I did, that's what I put so much time and effort into (4, p. 49). 

The Big Picture 

Consistent with both their positive outlook and their continued love of sport, each 

of them employed a broader perspective (rather than focusing on the ending) when 

looking back on their careers. It was often said that, though his or her career had ended 

disappointingly, there were still many past achievements of which to be proud. For 

example, as Ben explained: 

I am fortunate, more fortunate than most, that, you know, my my key, my key 

objectives, my key goals when I started off in the sport, you know, I wanted to 

win a World Cup, that was the biggest thing I wanted to do. I just wanted to be the 

best in the world. And I was fortunate to attain that. So I, that's very satisfying to 

me, that I am able to retire with uh, you know, as you move up you set more and 

more goals, and more and more goals, and you want more. Yet the real 

fundamental ones that I wanted to retire with, 11 am, so, or I did retire with. So 

that's, yeah, that's really rewarding, I guess, and very satisfying (2, p. 51-52). 

Even David, whose career ended before he had had a chance to make a breakthrough 

internationally, repeatedly emphasized the importance (for him) of recognizing his 

potential as a downhill skier, now that his athletic career was over. 

D: ...I had the physical ability, I had the natural ability. I think for me it was 

obvious that I had more the natural ability than the physical ability or else I 

wouldn't have hurt myself so much (laugh). Really. And and knowing that um, is 
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pretty neat. And I've had ah, had a coach say that to me just two weeks ago. 

Coach, that same coach that I had for seven years, who said to me, he said "You 

know, you're the fastest skier that I've ever seen, and you know you had bad 

timing." And we talked about that earlier today in conversation. [...] Yeah it is 

bad timing. Um, the year before the Olympics, five days after I won the Canadian 

Championships, bad timing. 

E: Twenty-three is still young. 

D: Very young. Yeah, yeah. The average age of the top guy in the world is 

like Twenty-eight. So I would have been just be reaching my peak right now. 

Five years later (4, p. 50). 

Acceptance and Transition 

Ultimately, while sport and some form of athletic identity remained important to 

these individuals, all of them demonstrated their acceptance of the fact that life as an 

(elite amateur) athlete was over. Such acceptance seems in some cases to have been hard-

won, and there were some (but not many) expressions of sadness or disappointment. For 

example, David (who was the only participant who admitted to experiencing an ongoing 

sadness) said that there wasn't a day that went by that he didn't think about skiing: "I 

mean the career that I'm in and what I'm doing is the career that I would have chosen, but 

it's um, 11 wasn't ready for it, not, I'm still not ready for it. For sure. If I could, i f I could 

go back and ski race for some reason i f I got strong enough tomorrow I would do it. I'd 

leave this in a second" (4, p.20). When I asked him how this made him feel, he explained: 

I, I think ah, more times than not, it's not positive, it makes me feel really sad and 

upset. Um, but there are definitely times that that it's very positive because you 

you know I get to look back on my skiing, my experiences from from racing or 

from from competing at a high level and I can draw on those experiences and 

apply them to what I do today. So, um, not I mean in everything that ski racing 

and sport provided me has made me a better person guaranteed and w i l l make me 

successful in what I do, but when I think about ski racing every day, there's more 

times than not it's because I'm thinking that that's what I would rather be doing or 

something that reminds me of a great feeling that I had that I'll never get again. 

That I'll never ever be able to recreate (4, p. 22). 

Nonetheless, David's transition has in some ways been a dramatically successful 

one: he is currently pursuing a self-propelled career in the financial industry. In addition 

to his sadness, David repeatedly expressed his acceptance of what he knows is reality, 
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and his determination to enjoy different forms of fulfillment, through his career, and in 

the future, his family. He also emphasized that overall, what he takes from having been 

an athlete, is entirely positive. 

So while there are sometimes, as Ben put it, "short-term growing pains," all 

participants seemed to have made a successful (if not equally smooth) transition to their 

new careers. Even Sophie, who was still struggling to gain better control of her health 

(and had up until then, been prevented from pursuing a new career), expressed 

excitement about getting the chance to broaden her life and her identity by starting out on 

the career path which she has set for herself: "I think once I start working I think that'll 

help too, cause then I'll be independent again. [...] So, I think that'll help. I'll have my life 

again. Cause right now my life is my husband's life, and I think that's hard. Cause it 

used to be my life and his life, and I've been living his life only" (5, p. 28). 

Overall then, the narrative constructed here about athletic injury and retirement 

seems to be one of triumph over a relatively broad range of challenges and personal 

difficulty. While injury-induced retirement does seem in some ways more complicated 

than voluntary retirement, many of the resources and coping strategies relevant to 

participation in sport more generally, seem both accessible and useful to the group of 

athletes I interviewed. Most significantly, the difficulty and disappointment which is 

encountered does not seem to have permanently affected these individuals. They retain 

positive feelings about sport and a positive perspective on their lives generally. 

However, as I have already indicated, there are some important gaps within this 

account (e.g. awareness of either the prevalence or the political dimensions of risk and 

injury within sport). Also, given that the case of career-ending injury seems to fit so well 

with Bourdieu's definition of social suffering (as arising out of rupture and conflict 

between one's position and acquired dispositions), it is surprising to see (or have heard) 

the emphasis on positive over negative aspects of such experiences. Therefore, further 

analysis w i l l attempt to determine what is at stake for retired athletes, in part by 

investigating the complexity contained within, and at the margins, of this account, in the 

form of gaps, inconsistencies and contradictions. The next chapter wi l l more concretely 

establish both the need for, and some of the insights generated by, such an approach 

While 'first hand' accounts are important to understanding 'what matters' in an 

immediate sense, to the participants themselves, they may also, upon a more critical 
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examination, give access to the objective conditions and logic of participation within the 

field, which are important to understanding the significance of injury and retirement in a 

fuller sense. 
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C H A P T E R F I V E 

"From an Easy Ride to a H a r d Ride" 

Traumatic Injury and the Destabilization of an Athlete and His W o r l d 

My interviews with Andrew9 were the first two I conducted, and they presented 

me with the challenge which has become the focus of this analysis: how is it that an 

individual could talk about traumatic and life-changing experiences in such a 

straightforward and positive manner? Of course Andrew is in some ways a special case as 

he was able to move from one sport (moguls skiing) into another, (when I interviewed 

him he had just signed a "free skiing" contract - which is more lucrative financially 

although somewhat less prestigious) as well as coach at the provincial level in his old 

sport. When I asked him, at the end of the first interview, how he felt about ending his 

moguls career, he said 

...I'm still over it now. Like, everyone's always asking that question thinking that 

it just crushes me that I won't be able to go to the Olympics this year. But I'm 

kind of, I've dealt with it. You know, I've had such a good career, I've seen the 

world a few times. [...] I don't regret anything. And I'm still involved in sport, I 

still see all the people, because now I'm coaching. Just on a different side of the 

fence. And it really doesn't bother me that much (1, p. 20). 

Nonetheless, his matter-of-fact descriptions of the severe knee injury which he 

sustained and the extended period of intense rehabilitation that it entailed, and his 

statements about 'getting over' depression and 'dealing with' disappointment and loss, are 

strikingly straightforward in an over-and-done-with kind of way. Perhaps this is in part 

due to Andrew's current happiness. When I asked him how his first season off had been, 

he replied, "Awesome. I loved it. Like, it was so cool to just ski for fun, and no pressure. 

[...] I made some money, coaching. I enjoyed it, it was good" (1, p. 25). However, after 

reading through these transcripts many times, I now see that they do in fact contain an 

account of suffering (both emotional and bodily) - it's just it seems to have had minimal 

lasting impact. Perhaps more than anyone else (in this group of individuals), Andrew 

seems to have successfully contained, or have been cushioned from, much of the 

suffering potentially entailed by involuntary retirement. However, this is not to say that 

9 Names and some identifying details have been changed to protect the identities of the participants. 
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his experience was free of complications. There is more to his story than simply 

overcoming the disappointment of never going to the Olympics, and, in the process, 

discovering that he enjoys having a more relaxed lifestyle. 

Before I outline some of these complications, I present the transcript of a portion 

of my first interview with Andrew, in which he describes the injury itself and its 

immediate impact. 

A(l,p. 7-8)10 

1 A: It was like, yeah, I landed and blew pretty much everything apart. Like, 

some doctors said that I wouldn't even ski again, like, it was a really, really bad 

injury. It wasn't just a normal knee blown out, like I had torn. There's four 

ligaments, major ligaments, you know, patella, MCA, A C L and L C L , and I tore 

everything except the patella. [...] Um, and the meniscus on both sides. Um, the 

cartilage, which is basically the meniscus. And I did a golf ball size chipped out 

of my femur, because my knee completely dislocated and the kneecap chipped 

the femur. Um, then it went back in itself, so the only thing basically holding my 

knee was my patella tendon. So I'd blown everything apart. And then to fix my 

A C L , they cut one third of my patella off, so (laughs) that left me with basically 

every tendon in my knee was injured. 

2 E: Wow. 

3 A: So, I mean. Just to come back to World Cup after that, I was pretty 

psyched. I was kind of like, higher than my goal, even. 

[...] 

4 A: The actual injury wasn't that bad. As soon as I did it, I knew ( ) and it 

wasn't that bad. I was thinking, Oh, that's not too bad. (laughs) Besides the 

emotions, the emotion was the most painful thing of anything, when I blew my 

knee. Because you know, you're gone for at least a year. ( ) 

[...] 

5 E: Um, so could you maybe describe to me, um, sort of what it was like 

initially when you injured yourself [...] and realized that it was going to take you 

out of competition and then what it was like to prepare for surgery and then 

dedicate yourself to this super intensive -

This notation refers to the excerpt (for the current section/chapter only), the transcript set, and the page 
numbers from which the excerpt was taken. 
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6 A: Well, at first like, when I hit the ground, I heard my knee pop with my 

ears, and it was just like, instantly like, a million thoughts going through my head 

because I knew my life would change right then. So it was kind of like shock 

almost for the first couple of minutes. It was just like, boom. And I'd been going 

out with this girl for 3 years too, she was on the World Cup with me, she's from 

Australia. So that was kind of depressing too, because I knew soon as that 

happened that we weren't going to be able to see each other very, or at all. So that 

kind of went through my head as well as, here's my career, you know, one year 

for sure gone. And I kind of just thought about that on the sled all the way down. 

The major factors that was going to change my life. A m I going to go to school 

now, what am I going to do? (laughs) [...] Um, as I rode downhill on the sled and 

then we took the ambulance. Um, when I was in the ambulance, it just hit me, 

like, I was just so sad, broke down. Because I went from like, peak of my career, 

that day, I would have been top 3. It would have been my first medal, because we 

[were] doing duals, and I was in the last round, round of four. So, basically, i f I 

had just finished that race, I was in. But I crashed, or I would have got a medal. 

So I went from like, peak of my career ever, to like blowing my knee, all in the 

same event. And it ending, it was such a shock, it was just ( ) feeling. Totally 

cried in the ambulance, I was just so sad. Like, the worst day. The emotion was 

way more than the pain, for sure. 

As with all the injury narratives I solicited, Andrew's begins with a fairly detailed 

description of the injury itself. This description is explicit in terms of both the severity, 

and the medical diagnosis (Al).11 However, when I ask whether this was traumatic, he 

emphasizes that it was more emotionally than physically traumatic (A4). When I (next) 

asked about whether he received any support from his teammates, he described how a 

number of individuals had been particularly helpful but also that the injury itself was not 

an uncommon event. 

B(l,p. 9-10). 

1 A: ...everyone's so used to seeing it too. [...] The injuries. I mean, we'll have 

like four to five of our friends in an event, in one per World Cup. ( ) blow our 

knees out, all the time. So, I mean, you see it happen. You become friends with all 

the different countries, you're traveling around all the time, you probably know 

through sports, you get to know everyone really well. So then, you'll see four or 

five in every event of your friends go down, every season, every year. So people 

almost get used to seeing it, it seems like. 

11 Referring to excerpt A, fragment # 1. 
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2 E: And what about you? Do you think that prepared you at all? 

3 A: No, I thought it would never happen to me. 

4 E: Really? 

5 A: You got to think like that in order to be really good at an extreme sport 

like that. Well, it's not an extreme, it's an Olympic sport, but I mean extreme in a 

way, it's just 

6 E: Dangerous. 

7 A: Yeah. 

[...] 

8 E: Did that, did you continue to feel sad? 

9 A: Umm. Not like the initial, the ambulance ride, I was just like bawling my 

eyes out, I was so sad, I was so crying. And then, after that, I just kind of dealt 

with it. Of course, it crushes all your dreams and short term goals. That's the 

hardest part. Just like, thinking about every short-term goal you've kind of 

crushed. Once you sort that out, then it gets better from there. 

Although Andrew does describe a significant amount of emotional trauma - the 

threat to his relationship with another skier, the shock of going from the peak of his 

career to what he immediately knew would be a prolonged period of disability - he also 

describes a relatively quick and uncomplicated return to emotional stability (B9). In fact, 

although it is not included in this excerpt, he even talked about enjoying his time away 

from skiing, and the freedom it gave him to do things that he didn't have time to do while 

he was training and competing. 

The combination of a medicalized description of injury, and the apparently 

straightforward resolution of multifaceted emotional trauma, gives the sense that Andrew 

considers the injury and its various effects to have been significant but temporary 

(although he did describe certain positive lasting effects, such as becoming more laid 

back and diverse in his interests as a result of his extended absence from competition). 

Also, he described being relatively well supported. His account (including the tone) is 

very consistent so far with the summary presented above. Later on in the discussion 

however, many interesting complications were revealed. 
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To begin with, it seems that what was most traumatic for Andrew (or what 

revealed the full extent of the injury's impact) was his attempt to return to world cup 

competition. At this point in the conversation, the terms in which physical pain and 

disability are described become broader, and we get the sense that, eventually, Andrew's 

whole world was disrupted by his injury. 

C(l,p. 15-18) 

1 E: Actually, maybe you could describe what it was like to um, to you know, 

come back after that. 

2 A: Yeah. Come back after the injury? 

3 E: You said that you were scared. 

4 A: Yeah. Well, I was mentally scared of jumping really, really big, as 

opposed -1 mean, what we do is we usually pick out a mogul on a course where 

you're going to land, because you don't want to land in front of a mogul, you want 

to land ( ), so we pick one and we jump to it. Um, and I mean, in World Cup, 

there'll be like, some guys landing here and some guys landing here, say, 3 

moguls further down. And it just, it took me 2 years to get the confidence again, 

to go for the further landing. And that was fully mentally because I think, strength 

wise, after a year, I was there. Um, once I did it a few times, I got my confidence 

up again, and kind of the fear just went away. I enjoyed it, I enjoyed it again. 

[...] 

5 E: Did it, um, like, did it frustrate you to be skiing in pain, or did it just 

detract from the, sort of the joy? 

6 A: It didn't frustrate me. It took a little bit away from the fun, and in return, I 

saw performance was much harder for me to achieve, like a high-performance 

level. And maintain it. 

[•.•I 

7 E: When do you think, did you have a realization at some point that your, that 

um, you know, that your best performance had been right before your injury and 

that maybe you weren't getting back to that? 

8 A: Oh, yeah. 
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9 E: When do you think that happened? 

10 A: Well, I sat in the top, I was like the five fastest in the world, but when I 

blew my knee out, like, there was literally only four other guys that could beat me 

down the course, because we did duals. And, when I came back, I was, all of a 

sudden, like medium in the pack, not even top five, ten fastest. So that's when I 

kind of realized, this has slowed me down a little, and I was trying my hardest and 

I still wasn't with the really fastest skiers. 

11 E: But did you think like, when you first came back, that it would, that it 

would get better? That you would be able to get back to it? 

12 A: Yeah. I thought about it, but after it was there for a while, I kind of 

realized. Like, in 2000, two years later, still wasn't the fastest again, (laughs) Kind 

of came to the realization. 

[...] 

13 E: And did you get, did anybody give you advice about [all this]? 

14 A: Coaches, my coaches were terrible, the last two years. I went from like, I 

had the best coach in the world and a good relationship, and I was doing 

awesome. I blew my knee out, um. And then that season, they fired our whole 

coaching staff [...] Came back with these two new coaches, I didn't know at all. 

They didn't know anything about me, and they weren't really there for me [...] 

And so, then Ijust slowly kind of built a relationship with them and then I retired. 

So the coaching totally had an effect, for sure, on my performance. Because, I 

don't know, I just didn't feel very confident with one coach, never said anything 

positive. I think it would have been a lot better for me i f when I came back, I had 

the same coaches as when I blew my knee. 

Having committed himself to an intense and extended period of rehabilitation (the 

outcome of which was always in question), Andrew was very frustrated to discover, once 

he returned to competition (which he attempted twice - the first time unsuccessfully and 

the second after another year of rehabilitation) that he had lost ground. As great an 

accomplishment as it was to recover from his injury, it was not enough to return him to 

the level of achievement he had enjoyed prior to the injury. As he put it, in the second 

interview, being an elite athlete "...went from an easy ride to a hard ride" after his injury 

(l,p.33). 

In the excerpt above, he describes his difficulties regaining the confidence and 

sense of fun which are important to peak performance in his sport. He also describes 
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(significantly, without specific inquiry by me) the lack of support on behalf of the new 

coaches (hired while he was in rehabilitation). Not only had he lost certain forms of 

capability, his role on the team had changed - where he had enjoyed a close and 

beneficial relationship with the coaching staff in the past, the new coaches "weren't really 

there for me" (Cl4 ) . The profound effect which such changes had on both his 

performance and his enjoyment of the sport were a large part of what led to his eventual 

retirement. After the second interview, it became clear that there was a great deal of 

destabilization which had resulted from, or coincided with, Andrew's return to 

competition. For example, because of his dissatisfaction with the new coaching staff, 

Andrew decided to continue training with his old coach, who now coached the Australian 

team. This meant that (despite some disapproval from members of the Canadian team) he 

stayed and trained with the Australian team even though he was competing for Canada. 

At the same time, his relationship with his girlfriend (also a skier) became increasingly 

stressful (leading eventually to their break-up in the weeks following his decision to 

retire), and his parents got a divorce. 

D(l,p. 42-47). 

1 A: It was just extremely frustrating [...] which almost is what drove me away 

from the sport was just like how frustrating it was. To like, have to work that hard 

and then finally get there and feel like, okay, I'm ready to be back in the top 10 in 

the world again. And I brought myself back to the point almost to where, by two 

years, I brought myself back to the point to where I was when I, before I hurt 

myself. And then I couldn't do it. I felt like, okay, I accomplished my goal, I'm 

there (laughs) and I came back, and then, Oh God, everyone else has improved 

1 5 % while I was catching up on my 15%. And that was just, it was just so 

frustrating and depressing and stressful, extremely stressful. Week after week, 

um, skiing World Cup and getting like, 30th, 35th, 28th, like, 23rd, putting down 

good runs. It was just like, most stress that I've ever been through in my life. So, 

except for the one event where I won the World Cup medal, it was just, the whole 

thing wasn't very much fun for me. Because of, I wasn't at the point, I wasn't 

leading the World Cup like I was. 

2 E: Um, were you unhappy? 

3 A: I wasn't greatly happy. 

4 E: And this point, you were still training, is this the point when you were 

with your old coach, sort of while the -
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5 A: Yeah, yeah, it was. At that point. So, things weren't going where I wanted 

them to. And I had worked hard but, I just hadn't caught up to leading the world, 

instead of catching up to it, like. 

6 E: So what was it, what, like, what kind of dynamic was than then? If you 

weren't spending much time with the Canadian team [...] Was it the, how did 

your, like, the coaches on the Canadian team feel? 

7 A: Um, they never, (pause), they felt kind of sensitive about the subject. I 

don't think they would have told me how they completely felt about it, but they 

weren't 100% happy about it, that's for sure. Because it's kind of a slap in the face 

for them. They're not good enough to coach [me, so I go] to someone else. So 

yeah, of course it stirred up, it definitely stirred up some controversy in some 

areas. Um, but there's nothing they can really do. (laughs) As long as it was the 

best thing for me. 

8 E: I guess I'm wondering is whether you feel that you got the support that 

you needed at that time by going to [your old] coach? 

9 A: Yeah, I did. Yeah, he supported me. 

10 E: And what about like, from your other, your teammates and your friends? 

11 A: Um, they thought, everyone thought it was weird. I mean, it wasn't really 

done at this point. It was almost like I switched countries (laughs). But all my 

good friends accepted it, you know. I didn't do it in a malicious reason. I did it for 

myself and I'm in a personal sport where it's you against the world. Your 

teammates are your teammates, but they're also your enemies at the same time. 

So, I mean, people can understand. Some people did understand, some people 

didn't. But everyone can understand the fact it was the best thing for me. 

Andrew uses strong language to describe this period in his athletic career 

("extremely frustrating" and "Most stress that I've ever been through in my life," D l ) . 

His world at this point was fundamentally destabilized. For one (and possibly most 

troubling) his position within the world of freestyle skiing had changed ("I wasn't leading 

the World Cup like I was"). The fact that he was willing to train away from his own team, 

with another country (which "wasn't really done") may reflect an attempt to regain some 

stability (by staying with his old coach). He refers vaguely to tensions which it created 

between him and others ("...it's kind of a slap in the face for them. They're not good 
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enough to coach [me, so I go] to someone else. So yeah, of course it stirred up, it 

definitely stirred up some controversy in some areas" D7) and it seems that, even though 

he said it was 'the best thing for him' it remained in some ways an unstable situation. 

Also, freestyle skiing (and moguls competition in particular) is still undergoing 

rapid and significant changes. So in addition to changes in his social situation, Andrew 

had to adjust to changes within the sport, and the improvement of his competitors. He 

told me that, when he returned, skiers were doing new jumps and jumping higher than 

they had been when he left. He also struggled initially to overcome his fear and regain his 

confidence, and to rediscover the excitement that had been so important to his 

performance in the past. In the next excerpt, he describes changes in himself, and what it 

felt like to compete after his injury 

E(l,p. 39-40) 

1 A: ...And then as time went by, I don't know, I felt like I lost a bit of my 

competitiveness, after the injury. And that might just be from fear, um, of injuring 

myself again, of hurting myself once again. I don't know. You see, I personally 

don't even know myself exactly why, in some ways, my thoughts changed. Um, 

and that's probably what led to the competitiveness, like, really slipping inside of 

me. Like, I wasn't, I didn't feel strong as a competitor. Like I said, I got really 

nervous in competitions, which, when I was younger, doing really well in that 

kind of competition, it made me nervous but I was more excited at the same time. 

It turned into, like, competitiveness was like, a bad feeling. And I'd get butterflies 

or whatever you call it, on the day of the competition. It wasn't something I 

enjoyed anymore. 

2 E: Are you saying that, did you feel that change happening even before you 

went back? 

3 A: Um, (pause), no, I didn't know actually until I'd come back from the injury 

and I'd actually stood in the competition gate, and then it kept re-occurring, I 

mean like, event after event. It was just like, a bad feeling, the nervousness and 

the competitiveness. So, I think that was definitely something that the injury, 

post-injury, kind of brought to me. 

4 E: So that would be, part of what was bad about it? 

5 A: Yeah, (pause) It was just that it was a bad feeling instead of an excited 

feeling when I was in the gate, competing. And I don't know, (laughs) It's hard to 

explain a bad feeling, I guess. It kind of (pause), just didn't enjoy the nervousness 
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like I did in the past, the adrenaline rush. And that totally affects your 

performance. I knew that at the time, too, that it was affecting me, performance. I 

wished that I could just go out there and just ski for fun all the time, you know. 

Like, train my sport, but not, just do it for fun and not competition. 

The changes described here are both psychological (to the extent that 

competitiveness is portrayed as a trait) and bodily. A decreased competitiveness led to 

changes in the competition experience: nervousness and butterflies rather than excitement 

and adrenaline. In the first interview, when discussion of these changes first came up, I 

asked Andrew why he thought they might have occurred. For the most part, Andrew felt 

that he couldn't explain this, saying at one point, "I don't know. I really don't know. I've 

thought about that lots, and haven't figured that out. I'm a mellow person, like, pretty laid-

back, easy-going. It was almost as I got older, um, my competitiveness died off a bit too. 

I don't know how I can explain that" (1, p. 21). Nonetheless these changes resulted in an 

overall decrease in quality of performance. In a similar vein, we also discussed the role of 

confidence in his performance, and the possible impact of pain. 

F(l,p. 37). 

1 E: And how much do you think that confidence is um, affected by like, your 

physical strength or your fitness? 

2 A: Well, it's got to be, it's all linked, right? I mean, if I'm physically 100%, 

then I mean that confidence is going to come a lot easier because I'm going to ski 

and prove to myself that I can do what I'm trying to do. If I'm weak, it's going to 

be harder for me to ski to where I know I can get to. Which in return, w i l l bring 

my confidence down. 

3 E: Could you feel confident? 

4 A: No, not really. I have to prove it to myself usually too. 

5 E: How did you, how did being in pain when you were skiing, how did that 

affect your confidence? 

6 A: Well, that kind of like, like I said, it's all in a chain, kind of. That, right 

there, was enough to just break the whole chain and it kind of screwed everything 

up, the fact I was skiing in pain. I was trying to mentally overcome the fact that I 

didn't feel [like it], just to deal with it. I thought I spent too much time thinking 
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about the, overcoming the pain and not enough about my actual skiing, so I wasn't 

skiing at a high level, which in return, led to no confidence. 

7 E: Right. So it seems that confidence is partially having some other things 

balanced or relatively well taken care of. 

8 A: Yeah, yeah. 

9 E: But on top of that, it's a mental component to use -

10 A: I think confidence, like, if the whole raw outcome of everything else is 

good, you're physically strong, you're mentally strong, you're skiing well, then it 

w i l l equal confidence. So you have to have everything else, I think to. Confidence 

is the ultimate feeling. To reach it, you've got to be, everything's got to be like. 

For me, anyway, that's personally my ( ). 

11 E: Yeah. Um, does it feel different to ski when you have full confidence than 

when you don't? 

12 A: Oh, it totally does. I always have twice as much [fun]. 

13 E: Oh, yeah? 

14 A: Yeah. When I don't have confidence, I'm not having fun, basically. 

15 E: What does that mean, really? Like, um, if someone watched you skiing 

when you were having fun and were fully confident would that be different from -

16 A: Oh, they'd see it in my performance. Yeah, that's it. 

17 E: Faster? Or you'd be jumping higher? 

18 A: I'd be jumping higher, I'd be skiing faster, cleaner. 

While Andrew attributed much of the bodily/emotional changes he experienced 

to fear, pain and lack of confidence (arising directly out of the injury), he also framed 

them in terms of things being generally out of balance (i.e. "...it's all in a chain, kind of. 

That, right there, was enough to just break the whole chain and it kind of screwed 

everything up..." F6). He also saw connections between other events, or aspects of his life 

(e.g. his parents' divorce, increasing stress in his relationship, his financial situation), his 

frustrations with skiing and general unhappiness. The following excerpt, in which we 

were discussing his (very abrupt) decision to retire, expresses Andrew's sense of being 
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out of control (a feeling that was precipitated by the development of tendonitis in his 

ankle) as well as the overwhelming nature of this experience. 

G(l,p. 51-53) 

1 E: So that's what I was wondering, was your, the decision not to go, was that 

because you felt like you couldn't? Like you just weren't -

2 A: It was just like, I was so fed up with skiing with pain. And I had just got 

over my knee, all that time, recovering. And I finally almost got back to, or to the 

level where I could do really well, and then my ankle, this happened. So I wasn't, 

just wasn't willing to go through it all. Ski in pain, come back from another injury. 

3 E: And do you, and do you think that like, having this other stuff to deal with, 

like, your parents, your girlfriend, just did that contribute to -

4 A: My decision in quitting? 

5 E: Yeah. 

6 A: I think so, for sure. 

7 E: And how? 

8 A: I mean, you can't control all those things at once, it's like, I don't know, it's 

just too much. And money. Like, it's hard. Now that all of a sudden, I was on my 

own, I couldn't even. I had to pay rent, like, twelve months a year, as well as ski, 

so that made things more difficult. So many factors that, I think, definitely i f I had 

a lighter load on my shoulders during all this, like, I might have made it through 

(laughs). 

[...] 

9 E: And what I'm, I'm just interested in what you think. I mean, it seems that 

the ankle was a different, I mean, it was related to the knee injury but it was a 

different kind of experience for you. Do you see, like, do you see either of these 

injuries as meaningful in relationship to other things that happened, or were they 

were just, they just happened? 

10 A: I see the knee injury as the like, downfall. From there, everything was kind 

of, fell apart. Because at that point, the day I blew my knee, I was like, skiing 

better than I had in my whole life. Everyone was thinking I was going to be like, 

the next star on the Canadian team. My coach was psyched. Everything was 
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perfect. I was so confident. Like I said, I had that 8 0 % of confidence, and I was 

like, on top of the world at that point. And yeah, when I blew the knee, everything 

from there just kind of unraveled. Like, personal life, ski life, injuries, like, 

everything didn't go in a straight arrow (laughs) anymore. 

Before his injury, Andrew had enjoyed a high level of success, in a context where 

he had everything going for him: talent, confidence, a great coach, a good relationship -

"Everything was perfect" (G10). While he was able to triumph over the injury itself, he 

was not able to recreate the (now seemingly) delicate balance between all the components 

of his athletic ability and social world which were important to his success. While 

Andrew says that it was all just "too much," it also seems possible that his own success in 

the past had required - in addition to his ability to combine maximum effort with 

confidence and a sense of fun - the cooperation of many different individuals and group 

structures. The sense of having been overwhelmed may reflect, in part, a new awareness 

of the array of individuals and circumstances which contribute to individual athletic 

success. 

It is precisely for this reason that Andrew (as well as the rest of the participants) 

represents a unique opportunity for revealing and understanding both the athletic habitus, 

and the underlying structures and meanings within the field(s) of sport. The numerous 

complications which he described, and which caused him a great deal of stress and 

eventually, unhappiness, suggest that he was occupying a fundamentally destabilized 

position within the world of freestyle skiing. Having undergone some personal changes 

(for example, as he described, a decrease in competitiveness) at the same time that some 

of the rules, and the relative positions of other players (coaches and skiers) had also 

changed, his (up until then) unselfconscious mode of participation became elusive. As he 

put it, "I thought I spent too much time thinking about the, overcoming the pain and not 

enough about my actual skiing, so I wasn't skiing at a high level, which in return, led to 

no confidence" ( F l 6). However, it was not just a lack of confidence (which he eventually 

overcame) but how much effort all of it required: "I mean, you can't control all those 

things at once, it's like, I don't know, it's just too much" (G8). 

According to Bourdieu, it precisely those individuals who are 'displaced or ill-at-

ease' within their field of expertise, who provide us with the opportunity to describe the 

otherwise invisible habitus. In other words, as long as the dispositions of the habitus are 

adjusted to a position within a particular field, individual awareness of the field w i l l 

remain on the level of the self-evident. Accounts of experience w i l l be presented in terms 
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of a particular vision of the world which is not recognized as such. This is especially 

problematic in sports research, since, as I have already described, sport reproduces and 

(via the popular media) romanticizes broader cultural ideals. Thus, there is the risk that 

the contradictions and complications of certain ideals and practices may be left 

unexplored because, presented as self-evident, they are initially invisible as such 

(especially to me, as a former athlete). 

For example, Andrew's explanation of his decision to train with the Australian 

team and acceptance of the tension which that created within his own team, may at first 

appear as a straightforward description of a unique solution to a problem which he 

encountered upon his return to competition. However, as I have already suggested, it also 

reflects an awareness of something that was likely taken for granted in the past -

receiving a certain amount of support and attention from one's coaches. Thus, Andrew's 

justifications of his decision ("it was the best thing for me") are presented within a 

context of destabilization. Ifhis coaches were sufficiently supportive, he would not have 

to think about what was best for him, or even acknowledge that as a priority (at least in 

this case). Thus we are presented with information about the field of sport which would 

otherwise be implicit. For example, Andrew's statement, "I did it for myself and I'm in a 

personal sport where it's you against the world. Your teammates are your teammates, but 

they're also your enemies at the same time...everyone can understand the fact it was the 

best thing for me." ( D l 1) provides important insight into both the athletic habitus and the 

field of (individual) sport. Not only are the needs of the self prioritized, but there also 

seems to be a certain degree of self-sufficiency involved in accessing support: you have 

to do what's best for you no matter how it affects other people. Indication of such ideals 

and practices arose throughout these interviews and constitute an important theme of my 

investigation into injury and retirement. As I w i l l soon explore further, talk about support 

or lack of support is revealing of certain aspects of the athletic habitus and its 

implications in practice within and outside the field of sport. 

Thus, what I am attempting to develop here is a means of exposing 

simultaneously the habitus as a mode of being, and the vision of the world upon which it 

is based and which it reproduces. In this, I think that we have to resist being convinced 

that all we have here is a group of individuals who successfully overcame a uniquely 

challenging set of circumstances. Instead, we have to remember that this is precisely what 

is at stake. In other words, what an elite athlete with a career-ending injury most needs to 

do (especially in terms of an interview with a psychologist), is 'get over it' - she needs to 
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recreate or rediscover well-being and happiness despite unexpected and involuntary 

changes to the self and her lifestyle. The means individuals have of getting there are 

important to both their relative success, and to our understanding of potentially 

problematic social conditions, practices and ideals. 

However, in pursuing such understanding we must move beyond seeing those 

means as neutral coping strategies and/or processes of adjustment. They are themselves 

forms of practice which are likely to be coherent with the logic of the field itself (as I w i l l 

soon discuss further). Thus, we need to investigate the resources upon which these 

athletes draw both in terms of what is 'given' and what needs to be explained. It is what is 

given by the field and the dispositions of the habitus - (mistakenly) considered natural or 

self-evident - which holds together the practices of a particular field, but which is also at 

stake in instances of suffering and displacement (by virtue of changes in position and 

point of view). Thus, because serious injury can destabilize the athletic habitus and 

thereby, the underlying logic of sport, it may also make both more visible. 

The ongoing reproduction of the values and practices which constitute the field of 

sport is not in any way straightforward. For example, Andrew said that his perspective on 

moguls skiing had changed to the extent that he was no longer sure the risk of injury and 

permanent disability would really be worth it. However, he also said, "Minus the injuries, 

I'd be there [...] for sure" (1, p. 62). At the same time, he sees this as a personal choice, 

rather than a problem within the sport. The following discussion demonstrates the manner 

in which sport, as an autonomous field of human achievement, is seen to justify itself. 

H(l,p.60-61) 

1 E: Well, and I was wondering what you would think about the fact that you 

know, it is increasingly regulated, but at the same time, also, increasingly 

dangerous? At least, i f I understand, like, the jumps are getting bigger. 

2 A: Got bigger, right. 

3 E: And the moguls are harder and like, it's just more opportunity for injury. 

Do you, like, what do you think of that? 

4 A: Well, I think that's just like human instinct. I think, you watch any sport, 

any type of sport, and you rewind back to ten years ago and then to today, and it's 

just insane. Like, I don't know where human beings are going to finally peak out 

at, but (laughs). Have you watched like, any of the, I don't know, say, B M X 



70 

jumping and things like that? Like, the stuff they're doing now is just ridiculous. 

So I think that every sport is just going to the ultimate edge, at this point. If you 

want to keep up with it, it's your choice. 

5 E: But to what extent do you think that sort of, that progress happens on the 

backs of, or knees of, individual athletes? 

6 A: It's like, that's the thing, like. The human body's not changing, but the 

things people are doing is just getting more and more dangerous, and more 

demanding. It's just. Like, I say, I can't believe already what certain sports have 

got to. Like, I didn't think it would be possible, some of the stuff people are doing. 

So I think, God, we've got to come out with some really good surgeries and ways 

(laughs) to ( ) because people are going to be hurting themselves more and 

more, all the time. Because now all the young kids are watching these people do 

these things, and they're going to be doing that, plus better. So I mean, it's never-

ending. 

That taking things to the "ultimate edge" is a valuable endeavor is taken for granted here, 

even though Andrew seemed (in earlier discussion) to recognize the limitations which the 

risk of injury puts on the sport as a whole (i.e. so that it is not worthwhile for athletes in 

the long run). Ultimately, the dependence on improved technology (in the form of "really 

good surgeries") implies an objectification of the body - all that matters is whether it can 

be fixed. 

These statements by Andrew are not particularly surprising but highlight the need 

to investigate both the means and impetus for maintaining such a position. As I discussed 

in Chapter Three, athletes are often unreflective about the political aspects of their 

participation in sport (Young, White & McTeer, 1994; Young & White, 1995; Nixon, 

1993). In the context of injury, this means that athletes regularly and as a matter of 

course, take serious risks with their physical (and often emotional) well-being. Risk, pain 

and injury are normalized within sport to the extent that they are part of what is valued 

about the self, as an athlete (Hughes & Coakley, 1991). As a result, injury is both a 

common occurrence, and an event of political significance - by virtue of the 

circumstances which precede it. Thus, the ways in which retired athletes make sense of 

their injuries may help to perpetuate (or at the very least fail to challenge) an athletic 

context in which individual health and safety cannot effectively be made a priority. 

Andrew's injury and retirement experiences seem to have complicated his 

perspective. While he is more aware of the risks and personal sacrifices required in sport, 

he is not willing (or is not 'disposed') to be explicitly critical. This is an observation I 
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made repeatedly, throughout interviews with all five participants. Thus, in order to reveal 

contradictions and constraints otherwise disguised or rationalized, through my analysis, I 

wi l l look for and question both what is 'given' and the kind of attention paid to it by the 

participants, within their accounts. In this, the logic and the implications of participation 

in the field of sport (including injury and retirement) stand out in strong relief. This is due 

to how much is at stake (the ability to both move on to a new career, and retain a positive 

perspective on all that has gone into the making of the self, through sport) and to the 

precariousness of the positions which these individuals occupy or have occupied. 
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C H A P T E R SIX 

Elaborations on Aspects of the Individualistic Athletic Habitus 

The manner in which the structure and nature of support changed for Andrew 

upon his return to competition, was similar in some ways to Karl's experience. He also 

experienced some destabilization, and his conversations with me about the impact of such 

change provide a good point of departure for the exploration of the athletic habitus as it is 

revealed in discussion about athlete support. 

As several of my participants asserted, individual athletes generally focus 

exclusively on themselves, at least in the context of training and competition. For 

example, Ben explained that his friendships with teammates decreased while he was 

injured partly because "you know, you live a pretty focused, selfish life when you're 

competitive [...] so they would lessen, as not being exposed to one another" (2, p. 21). As 

Andrew asserted (and which was described above), athletes always have to do what is 

best for themselves, even i f it may affect others negatively. It seems that being an elite 

athlete involves both a form of selfishness, and a certain amount of self-sufficiency in 

being able to get what you need. This is certainly consistent with the individualistic ideals 

so important to, and glorified in, athletic achievement. It may be most dramatically the 

case with individual athletes, who do not have a direct dependence on or commitment to 

their teammates. 

That such ideals are embodied in the athletic habitus seems likely. However, it is 

not clear exactly how they inform (or are consistent with) actual practice, or structure the 

relationships between athletes and others involved in the field of sport. Bourdieu argues 

that the habitus generates perceptions and interpretations which are adjusted to the 

objective circumstances of the field by virtue of a coherence between modes of action 

and modes of making sense - which are organized in terms of a practical logic. He 

writes, "This practical logic - practical in both senses - is able to organize all thoughts, 

perceptions and actions by means of a few generative principles, which are closely 

related and constitute a practically integrated whole..." (1980/1990, p. 86). Thus, action 

within a particular field is based upon a practical sense through which (loosely) cohesive 

forms of action and representation are made sensible. The indefinite (but also specifically 

bounded) generative capacity of the habitus, to produce meaning - both in action and 
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representation - is made possible by virtue of the bodily incorporation of social 

structures: 

When the properties and movements of the body are socially qualified, the most 

fundamental social choices are naturalized, and the body, with its properties and 

movements, is constituted as an analogical operator establishing all kinds of 

equivalences among the different divisions of the social world...In particular, 

there is every reason to think that the social determinations attached to a 

determinate position in the social space tend, through the relationship to one's 

own body, to shape the dispositions constituting social identity (ways of walking, 

speaking etc.)... (Bourdieu, 1980/1990, p. 71). 

Thus, we can expect that certain individualistic ideals - present in different forms 

of popular representation as well as talk about sport - reflect (or are related to) practical 

dispositions to act and interact in certain ways within the field of sport. While the form 

such dispositions w i l l take is by no means clear ahead of time, or the same in all places at 

all times, the boundaries of the habitus may become apparent in the confrontation of 

challenging circumstances (i.e. serious injury). By virtue of a sudden discordance 

between dispositions and position, or social conditions, the common-sense view of the 

world is disrupted and can no longer be taken for granted. Thus individuals must make 

sense of the world in terms of new experiences or changed circumstances. 

However, while this constructive project is in some ways more conscious, it is 

still constrained by the specific capacity of the habitus. Thus, each set of excerpts I 

present in the next two chapters, reflects a unique point of view on aspects of sport and 

injury. Nonetheless, these transcripts seem to be characterized more by continuity (of the 

self, and life within and outside sport), than change. Thus, they also share a fuzzy 

coherence, the elaboration of which w i l l help to provide insight into both the ideals, 

practices and possible forms of relationship in sport, and the nature of their underlying 

logic (which is expressed in the dispositions of habitus as well as in the structure of the 

field). 

As I have already argued, the challenge of serious injury and involuntary 

retirement, puts much of what it means to be an athlete at stake, thus making aspects of 

the habitus visible, as it is either defended or transformed. I found, throughout my 

interviews, that discussion of support (or the lack of it) generated a great deal of 

explanation, justification, self-criticism and other forms of qualification related to 

individual needs or expectations of others. It often seemed that injury both challenged 
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these athletes' sense of themselves as strong and independent individuals, and/or led 

them to be somewhat self-conscious of individualistic values and the ways in which they 

related to others, both within and outside sport. 

I consider discussion with each of these athletes to represent an investigation into 

the different possibilities (of practice, representation and experience) included in a more 

general practical logic, which is both dynamic and inclusive of variations in circumstance 

and individual positioning. Thus, the following discussion includes the elaboration of 

various complications and implications which help to outline the nature of the 

connections between different aspects of the habitus and the way in which seemingly 

diverse ideals and practices nonetheless make sense together and enable the whole field 

of sport to continue as a social game mistaken by its players as a world. 

"A Mistake i n M y Thinking" 

Elite Athletes in Relationship and the Need for Independence 

Karl had enjoyed a relatively long and very successful career as a downhill skier 

and, leading up to the 1998 Olympics, felt that he would probably retire after that season. 

Given this context, his retirement was not involuntary to the same degree as the other 

participants. However, as he described it, the health condition which he developed over 

that last season solidified his decision to retire, because racing had become detrimental to 

his health. I include my interviews with him in this analysis because his was a 

particularly traumatic retirement, i f for slightly different reasons than the other 

participants. 

Having won numerous medals on the world cup circuit, Karl hoped to finish his 

career with an Olympic medal. However, he developed an unusual health condition 

(which led primarily to increased fatigue) in the months leading up to the Olympics and 

raced poorly all year. Other aspects of his life were also falling apart. As he put it, 

...and then other factors too led to not being uh skiing, or training the best I should 

be. I was in a relationship that wasn't good for me, and um I think I was less 

focused, when I should have been probably more focused in the Olympic year. So, 

for all those reasons I had a terrible year and Olympics. I finished forty 

something. So that was pretty devastating for me (3, p. 2). 
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In addition, he experienced interpersonal conflict (arising out of his poor 

performance) which seemed to destabilize his position within the community of athletes. 

He described a number of incidents in which he felt that teammates and other individuals 

within the community let him down or betrayed him. Thus, although he received support 

from his coach, the team's sport psychologist and his parents, he was in some ways, at 

different times during that last season, isolated among those who might have otherwise 

supported him in what was a very difficult and frustrating time. When he retired, he felt 

both alienated from the community, and devastated over his disappointing results. He 

also broke up with his girlfriend at this time. He then attempted to start a whole new 

career - something completely different from skiing - but felt out of place in his job and 

dissatisfied. He struggled for a year and a half with depression and what he described as 

an identity crisis: 

I think the biggest part, the biggest challenge or problem, was just the retirement 

and not being, you know, Karl the skier any more. That was the biggest um uh 

cause for the uh, whatever, the tough times, is just trying, trying to struggle with 

who I was now, and not having all those usual things in my life, even though 

consciously I didn't want them, right? I knew that part was done. I wanted, still , it 

was still a struggle to change all this (3, p. 44). 

Eventually, once enough time had passed, Karl began to feel interested in skiing again, 

and decided to pursue a coaching career, which he has now begun and which brings him 

deep satisfaction. 

Karl's story is very consistent with the summary I presented earlier, especially in 

the extent to which he is positive about his experiences, even though they represent an 

extended period of unhappiness and confusion in his life. However, the discussion which 

I had with him warrants a closer analysis for a couple of reasons. For one, his story is told 

very much in terms of the other individuals involved. It provides an excellent means for 

investigating the field of sport and the athletic habitus (each of which is constituted 

relationally) in terms of what is threatened by serious injury (an illness in this case) and 

how certain ideals and practices are simultaneously problematic and warrant defense. 

Second, because he has returned to the field of sport as a coach, there is potentially even 

more at stake in all this than there would be i f he had taken his career in other directions. 

In the following excerpts, I w i l l focus on the manner in which Karl is concerned both 
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with communicating the impact of being disappointed by others, and simultaneously in 

upholding the values and practices which ultimately led to that disappointment. 

The first excerpt is taken from early on in the first interview. After describing his 

career, his health problem and the disappointments of his final season, I asked Karl to 

talk about other problems in his life which he had mentioned but not yet discussed in 

detail. 

A ( 3 , p. 6-8) 

1 E: I'm interested in the other stuff that was happening at the same time. You 

said that you'd already kind of decided that this was going to be your last year. 

And you said you were in kind of a problematic relationship. When you look back 

on it, was it a hard year? 

2 K: Oh yeah, it was very. It was a hard year, but it was, I look back on it, it 

was very, I put myself, it's my own fault, like I put myself in a very bad situation 

for skiing, to to focus on what I need to focus on. Cause the girl I was seeing, she 

was a freestyle skier. [...] Um, it wasn't a good situation because of our two 

personalities, both being athletes. And um. I don't want to sound um 

condescending or like uh high and mighty here, but 11 feel like uh I was a more 

giving person, and so I made an effort to be that way, even when we were both in 

competition situation [...] but I don't feel like she was. Like she she took a lot of 

energy and didn't give a lot back, so when it came to the Olympics, um, I think I 

expended a lot of energy, more than I would have i f I was focused just on my own 

thing, and didn't get much back in return. And then uh, yeah, so just things 

snowballed, and ultimately I let it happen myself. But I was distracted by our 

relationship, and then plus I was not skiing well, so it was, the whole year was 

really difficult. 

[...] 

E: Were there ways in which you could be supported? With the health 

problem you were having? 

4 K: Yeah, like emotionally, or? Support or? 

5 E Yeah, I'm wondering were there other people in your life that you could 

talk to or that could be there for you when you were dealing with these 

frustrations? 

6 K: [...] like I think the biggest problem was the relationship. Like I was, I 

think I was expecting too much support from that and it wasn't there. So maybe, 
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no, not maybe, for sure that was a a problem, cause I was expecting support from 

that area and it didn't happen. If I'd known from the start, decided from the start 

Or, 'I'm not going to expect that', then it would have been way different, I think. 

It would have been better. But my coach was very supportive, and um and my 

parents have always been there. Yeah. 

The relationship was the biggest problem in terms of the support he did (or did not) 

receive during that season, and it was also identified as one of the reasons that he 

performed so poorly. 

B (3, p. 15) 

1 K: ...And uh in hindsight, obviously, it was a mistake. Um, well, it was a 

mistake from, not a mistake. It it affected my skiing negatively, that's for sure. 

Um, I learned so much though, about myself, through that whole period of being 

in that relationship and all the stuff that I went through afterwards. Like 11 really 

believe in the uh the philosophy of uh out of failures come better successes or 

whatever, that you got to go down before you come farther up. For sure I did that, 

cause 11 went really low. But, from a skiing perspective, I would have changed, I 

wouldn't have done it, i f I could go back. Cause it would have, I would have tried 

way better, I know that for sure. 

[...] 

2 E: When you say that you were spending too much energy on it, is that just 

sort of emotional energy, or did it end up being practical, like time, or like were 

there things you should have been doing? 

3 K: It was both. It was both. Like 11 spent a lot of emotional energy for sure. 

Like I was, I wasn't I wasn't the relaxed, calm person that I was before. When I 

was just, go out, ski all day or do a workout, go home, relax. Relax mentally and 

physically. And then really put quality into my training. You know, instead I was 

uh thinking about other things, like emotionally, cause it wasn't all smooth sailing, 

right, so emotionally uh distracted. Plus physically, you know, I would do, and 

this was another mistake, I would go do stuff for her all the time. Go fix her car, 

or, you know, when I should be resting. Stupid stuff like that. So physically and 

emotionally it was, it was taxing. Damn, (laugh) 

The main problem with this relationship was that it was not reciprocal: "...she 

took a lot of energy and didn't give a lot back" (A2). The reason this was a problem is the 
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manner in which it affected his skiing: "...so when it came to the Olympics, um, I think I 

expended a lot of energy, more than I would have i f I was focused just on my own thing, 

and didn't get much back in return" (A2). He was distracted, less relaxed and didn't rest 

enough or focus on his training. Whether this lack of reciprocity hurt his feelings or made 

him angry, is not explicitly stated - the emphasis is on how it affected his skiing. It is 

important to emphasize (because Karl does not, in the excerpts included here) that all this 

was taking place within a context of destabilization. For the first time in his career, a 

mysterious illness was making it impossible for him to ski to his full potential. I think it is 

likely that there was a great deal of vulnerability associated with this experience but Karl 

chose not to make it explicit (perhaps because he has not presented his need for support 

as specific - i.e. as indication that he was emotionally affected by his illness). 

For the most part, Karl frames the problems consequential to this relationship as 

his own fault. In fact, it is the first statement he makes when asked to discuss it further 

("It was a hard year, but it was, I look back on it, it was very, I put myself, it's my own 

fault, like I put myself in a very bad situation for skiing" A2). The problem was, he was 

expecting support that wasn't there. Ultimately, he let it happen himself. Nonetheless, this 

story is not just about a mistake which Karl made, but also about his disappointment and 

even betrayal (at certain points) by someone he cared about. This aspect of the story is 

definitely downplayed however, and much of the emotional impact is implied, rather than 

described. That this is a somewhat tricky topic for Karl to discuss becomes even more 

clear in the following excerpts. 

C (3, p. 27-28) 

1 E: Like did you feel that you had support, or that, did you feel it was sort of 

something that you had to get through on your own? 

2 K: Um, I don't now if I really uh, looking back or even at the time, felt like I 

was lacking support, I guess. Um, except from from the girl I was seeing. Uh I 

think my personality is that I'm very independent and I sort of do stuff, I just do it, 

I work it out. And that's worked to my advantage as a skier. And 11, for example, 

I wouldn't always train with the group. I had no problem going and doing a really 

hard workout on my own. I had the motivation to do that, and I would still have 

just as good a quality workout. But I think what happened to me in that year is 

that, and this is part of the reason why I think that 11 sort of got screwed up by 

that relationship, was that I went from being that personality, or doing, or 

behaving that way, and that's what worked for me the last couple years before 
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that, and why I tried very well, to suddenly putting myself in a situation where I 

was expecting support. Like I said, it changed my way of thinking, maybe. And I 

was looking, I figured okay, well I'm in this relationship now, were both athletes. 

We can share a lot of knowledge and talk about our sports and be supportive. And 

uh, and I think that was a mistake in my thinking, because it wasn't there. And and 

how do you even know. Maybe I was expecting too much and maybe maybe she 

gave enough support that someone should give, or not. But I don't know. But 11 

think I stopped just being independent, as as independent as I was before. But 

that's that's within the relationship. Um, as far as other people [...] I don't know 

what uh, I don't know. Can't remember any specific examples, i f like, I don't, I 

don't remember them not being supportive, but I don't remember them going out 

of their way. I think it was the same, that they, I think it was okay. 

We later went on to discuss the lack of support within his relationship with his girlfriend. 

D (3, p. 31-32) 

1 E: Well, how did, I know you felt like you gave too much to it. But you also 

said that you didn't feel supported, so what did you feel was lacking? 

2 S: Well, 11 felt like um, like 11 felt like I did a lot, like in terms specific to 

her sport [...] Like all year long [I would] try to help and talked about her training 

a lot. But uh, I just felt like we didn't ever, or she didn't offer, you know, much 

interest in in my skiing. And I, and I was, it's funny, because at the beginning of 

the year, she was doing poorly. She was coming back from an injury and I was 

supportive a lot and really encouraging. And I was skiing well. And then the end, 

it was the opposite. Uh, but yet I was still giving her a lot of support. Um, and 

just, like lots of things, and probably let them bother me, right. It's part of that, 

you know, instead of just being closed off and and not having expectations, 

especially when it came to the Olympics, of being independent, just going by my 

own thing and forgetting about the relationship for a while, which is what I would 

tell anybody now, going to Olympics. Be independent and don't don't be like that, 

at least during that time. But I wasn't. And like just to give you an example, like 

uh we were both in Europe, competing, in in December, and it was actually our 

anniversary. So when I was in downtown on my day off or something, I picked up 

some flowers, right, for for her, for our anniversary. So I thought it'd be really 

cool, cause, you know, whatever. But, so I gave her the flowers, and she had 

completely forgotten, you know, that it was our anniversary. And uh, that kind of 

bugged me. I mean that's just a petty thing. I don't now, I'm trying to think of 

examples. But um basically I felt like I was giving her a lot of support, 

emotionally, uh technically, advice, things like that about her sport, and other 

stuff too, just, you know. And uh, she wasn't doing that much for me. Which is 

funny because I didn't have that at all when I'm single, wasn't in a relationship, 
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but I don't need it, I wasn't expecting it. And that was a mistake that I was 

expecting it. 

For Karl, the major support issue was his relationship with his girlfriend. While 

he does not make his emotional well-being an issue (perhaps because he is generally very 

independent), it is clear (in the length of his explanations, and the inclusion of "petty" 

incidents which are nonetheless significant) that he was hurt and disappointed by the 

relationship. Also, although he takes responsibility for the situation and the effect which 

it had on his skiing, he presents his choices and expectations as reasonable (in other 

words, we wouldn't blame him). He says, "...I figured okay, well I'm in this relationship 

now, were both athletes. We can share a lot of knowledge and talk about our sports and 

be supportive." 

However, he follows this with "Maybe I was expecting too much and maybe 

maybe she gave enough support that someone should give, or not" (C7). Also, he goes on 

to promote, as beneficial, the approach to competition which ultimately made his 

girlfriend unsupportive within their relationship: "It's part of that, you know, instead of 

just being closed off and and not having expectations, especially when it came to the 

Olympics, of being independent, just going by my own thing and forgetting about the 

relationship for a while" (D2). Thus he seems to promote reciprocity as central to most 

relationships, as well as the importance of being independent. 

It is important to recognize that, at least in terms of the importance of 

independence, this is both an assertion Karl is making, and an approach to sport which he 

is putting into practice. That is, in his interview with me, Karl was - not just talking about 

- but acting as, an independent (retired) athlete. He gives evidence of his independence 

both in explicit explanations (i.e. about his ability to do hard workouts on his own), and 

in the point of view which he takes on the discussion: it was his mistake to expect support 

in that situation (even though it was his girlfriend who failed to support him). Thus, it is 

not just that Karl wishes to be seen in a particular way (i.e. by me, as an independent and 

mature person), or to maintain a particular identity - although these are likely salient 

concerns. It is also that he has learned - in a bodily sense - to be an elite athlete in an 

individual sport. 

This entails, not just individualistic ideals, but ways of being within a specific 

sociocultural context. The contradictions I have identified in his talk about the lack of 

support within a relationship with another athlete, represents an ongoing negotiation 
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within practice as well as discourse. Athletes learn to embody independence and all its 

implications: by training and competing as an individual athlete (where pain and fatigue 

must be contained within and controlled by the self); by standing on the podium alone 

and receiving sponsorship as an individual competitor; and by experiencing on a regular 

basis the need to block out external distractions and pay attention to changes in and 

performance of one's own body. 

While such independence is in some ways contradicted by the structures and 

relationships which support athletic endeavors, it reflects a point of view which, 

embodied, makes certain structures or circumstances effectively invisible. Such 

'misrecognition' is important both to the prestige of the positions occupied by athletes, 

and to the continuation of the existing practical logic upon which the relational integrity 

of the field currently depends. Bourdieu refers to "... games of self-deception which make 

it possible to perpetuate an illusion for oneself and to safeguard a bearable form of 

subjective truth...often with the complicity of the institution..." (1997/2000, p. 190). 

Certainly there are both reasons for and implications of the celebration of 

independence with sport (for example, respectively, the continued search for recognition 

which makes the commitment to sport worthwhile, and the responsibility which 

individual athletes must take for incurred injuries and/or disability). Thus, the provision 

of support within the field is qualified by the athlete's experience of himself as essentially 

independent. Especially when support is provided on the basis of merit (as when an 

athlete qualifies for a particular team, or when competing in the presence of spectators), it 

can be taken itself to be the reward for individual achievement, rather than a means of 

facilitating that achievement. 

Viewed from the outside, sport promotes ideals of individual achievement but 

constitutes them in terms of a vast network of coordinated efforts. Thus the independence 

of athletes may be more symbolic than practical (although it is always practical in the 

sense that it shapes practice and practical relationships). Even though a certain form of 

independence may lead to success within elite sport (enjoyed by Karl up until the point 

when he became i l l and began to look for support from another athlete), it reflects 

constraints on the kind of relationship which are possible in this context. Karl's 

discussion of his relationship with his girlfriend reveals this - both directly (in terms of 

what she did not give him) and indirectly (in terms of what he now classifies as mistaken 

expectations). 
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The imperative to be independent breaks down (in this case), into a couple of 

closely related implications. For one, independence implies a certain amount of 

toughness - as Karl put it "being closed o f f and therefore invulnerable to the effects of 

others, and also emotionally self-sufficient, so that one does not rely on others for the 

fulfillment of his needs. Second, is the need to be focused - on performance and therefore 

primarily on the self. This kind of focus requires and ensures that enough (almost all) of 

one's energy is put toward sport. This is part of where Karl went wrong: "...I think I 

expended a lot of energy, more than I would have i f I was focused just on my own thing, 

and didn't get much back in return." (A2) A l l of this amounts to relatively tight 

constraints on what kind of relationship is possible between athletes. So while the sense 

of reciprocity to which Karl referred may be valued in social life more generally, it may 

be less relevant within the context of elite sport. Interestingly, Karl was not the only one 

of my participants to characterize his relationship as distracting. It seems that even when 

a relationship is less problematic, it can be considered a drain on the energy and focus 

required in sport. 

I have suggested that Karl was, in fact, putting independence into practice in his 

interview with me. This has at least one important outcome, especially pressing to Karl, 

as he has returned to the sport as a coach. By presenting his account in very personalized 

terms and negotiating his disappointment in the manner that he did, Karl has managed to 

preserve both his own independence (our sense of it as well as its practical efficacy), and 

the related ideals/practices which, while in some ways contradictory, make the field of 

sport work (by rewarding athletes willing to be tough, focused and self-centred with 

important forms of recognition). However it would be a mistake to see this as a conscious 

protection of self-interest. 

As Bourdieu asserts, it is the nature of the habitus - adjusted to the demands of the 

field and dependent on it for expression and recognition - "to perpetuate structures 

corresponding to their conditions of production" (1997/2000, p. 160). Even when one's 

position changes, there is an 'inertia' of habitus. Adaptation is limited because it 

threatens the coherence upon which unselfconscious participation is based. To be 

explicitly critical would be to threaten one's own position, and the ability to participate at 

al l . This is most true in cases where the fit between individual dispositions and position is 

best (i.e. perhaps in the case of successful elite athletes such as Karl). Such individuals 

cannot advance their own interests without acting to preserve the structures and practical 

logic of the field as they are (and as have benefited them in the past). Even though Karl is 
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now coaching (instead of competing), he likely draws on much of what made him 

successful as an athlete, in order to be a good coach. 

However, this is not to say that transformation (of the habitus or the field) does 

not happen. In fact, Bourdieu asserts that it is ongoing. While the means are limited, and 

the outcome itself is influenced by the existing habitus, different circumstances and 

different choices are possible. Thus, continuity is present in the context of gradual 

change. Next I present parts of my interviews with Sophie (a female athlete married for 

three years before she retired), to illustrate a slightly different practical orientation to 

independence and support. 

"It's M y Business" 

Sophie's Struggle for Independence 

Sophie's story is particularly poignant among this group of participants because 

the illness she developed prior to her retirement is likely to be with her for the rest of her 

life. Causing inflammation of the joints, Pvheumatoid Arthritis (RA) can be extremely 

painful and debilitating, as well as unpredictable, since it tends to go into remission for 

varying lengths of time. This made Sophie's last couple of seasons and retirement pretty 

rocky: she struggled with pain and decreasing physical capacity to continue competing, 

and, despite remissions, eventually found that it compromised her health too much. She 

calls her decision to retire (after two seasons of competing on various medications) a no-

brainer even though she resisted making it for a long time after it became clear that her 

physical capacity was decreasing. Thus, while she fought hard to "beat i t " as a speed 

skater, she is now resolved that her health is the main priority. 

Sophie described having some difficulty finding direction after retirement 

(although this was, to a large extent, due to her poor health) but seems to have suffered 

less of a crisis than Karl in retirement. Perhaps this is partly due to the need to focus on 

her health, and the manner in which being seriously i l l (she was unable to walk or even 

get out of bed at times) changes the nature of your concerns. However, it may also be 

partly due to the participation of her husband in all this. He was a major source of support 

and encouragement, and their relationship seems to have provided her with a role to play 

outside of sport, and the means of being a somewhat different version of herself than she 

had been used to as an athlete. 
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As w i l l be clear in the excerpts which follow, the nature of some of Sophie's 

concerns are somewhat different than Karl's and those of the other, male, participants. 

Both these concerns and the avenues within which she is able to address them seem, to a 

certain extent, gender specific. Before I discuss these aspects of her experience however, 

I want first to outline some of the ways in which her actions can be seen as consistent 

with a more masculine approach to pain and disability in sport (which, according to 

Young, White & McTeer, 1995; predominates in sport among both men and women). 

A(5, p. 15) 

1 E: You say you're coaches and teammates were were good, they were 

supportive about the illness as well as your decision to retire. 

2 S: Uh yup, yeah I never, until I couldn't skate though 11 don't think they 

realized how serious it was, (pause) you know. Cause I would never let it on, like 

you know I would be at home getting up in the morning, not being, I'd have to 

ease into, you know you'd have to warm your joints up. So they would never see 

that. So they would never see what I was like in the morning or in the evening or 

after I sat down for long time, because I wouldn't show it to anybody. You know 

like, I would just, I would um stand up and pretend I was just looking around until 

my legs would feel well enough and then I'd start walking so, I was, I was pretty 

good at hiding it too. So they, I don't think, I don't think they really hit it, until, 

understood it until I said I can't (pause) skate. I think that's when they figured it 

out. They've, they've always been, like the ones that knew that I talked to they 

were pretty good. 

3 E: Everybody's like - does that mean that you could talk to them about it or 

just that they were 

4 S: Well they were interested (laugh). You know cause, I think athletes to be 

at that level you have to be pretty self-absorbed you know like 'oh, that's too bad I 

gotta go train' you know, I think that's just, and you know it's nothing against 

them it's just the way I think especially individuals, individual sports, I think it's 

just the way it is. So, I don't hold it against them like, it's my life, not theirs, um, 

but, they were all pretty curious. 

While she was still competing, Sophie chose to hide her pain and stiffness from 

her teammates, and initially told only a few individuals about her diagnosis. She explains 

that, individual athletes are so self-absorbed that to be interested at al l , is considered 
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supportive. Not surprisingly, this is not something she holds against them. In a comment 

that Sophie made at another point in the interview, it seems that this is taken for granted 

within speed skating (and possibly other individual sports). As further explanation of her 

decision to keep quiet, she said "I guess part of me really thinks who really cares? 

(laugh) You know like really, [...] I don't hold it against them because that's just the way 

it is. Like who besides me and who [it] directly affects really cares?" (5, p. 63). 

Not only does she not blame her teammates, she takes their potential evaluation 

on herself - "who really cares?" So she chose not to ask, or even demonstrate her 

potential need, for support. This description (of her own choices as well as the 

characterization of her teammates) seems consistent with Karl's assertions about the 

importance of being independent (although Sophie mostly used the term 'self-absorbed'). 

However, the practices which Sophie describes (i.e. hiding her pain), can be seen to 

express her independence in terms of both emotional and physical strength, and in her 

decision not to ask for support. By dealing with her pain and frustration on her own (at 

least within the context of speed skating) she was able to avoid being disappointed by not 

receiving support from her teammates. 

It is important to emphasize that, although she was able to rationalize this choice, 

it is likely not one which she made consciously and/or rationally. Bourdieu asserts that 

exposure of the body to the regularities of a field, leads to a practical comprehension 

which generates unselfconscious actions and reactions which anticipate these regularities. 

Using sport as a metaphor, he describes how modes of action are agreed upon in advance, 

but without explicit discussion. 

This collusio, an immediate agreement in ways of judging and acting which does 

not presuppose either the communication of consciousnesses, still less a 

contractual decision, is the basis of a practical mutual understanding, the 

paradigm of which might be the one established between members of the same 

team, or, despite the antagonism, all the players engaged in a game (1997/2000, p. 

145). 

Thus it is more likely that keeping quiet about pain and illness reflects the 

continuation of a particular way of relating to others, acquired bodily, and including a 

certain way of holding oneself, moving and doing the work of training and competing. 

Strength - in the form of a toughness which is simultaneously emotional and physical -

was part of being an athlete for Sophie, and part of how she dealt with her sickness. Such 
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dispositions would have enabled her to act in a way which anticipated but did not have to 

explicitly consider the reactions of others. Interestingly, she made similar choices with 

people outside sport, and even now, when she does tell people about her condition, it is 

because she feels it w i l l help them. The following excerpts w i l l help to elaborate further 

on the nature of Sophie's strength (both within and outside sport). 

B (5, p. 25-26) 

1 S: ...I think it's easier now that more people know too. 

2 E: Is it? 

3 S: I think so. Cause it was hidden, so everybody would always be asking like 

'how come you're walking funny, like are you stiff?' And I'm like 'yeah, I 

worked out pretty hard'. Yeah, I never, like until it came out in the media, a lot of 

people didn't know. Uh uh. Like even you know my husband plays hockey and 

you know the wives would all get together and girlfriends, and we'd do things and 

I couldn't do certain things and 'oh, what's wrong?', 'oh, I'm just a little sore' and 

then finally when you know the media articles would come out they're like 'oh 

why did you never, why did you never tell us?' And I'm like well '( ) it's my 

business.' Now I'm like you know people can learn from it, so, maybe it's a good 

thing. 

4 E: So do you feel differently about it now? 

5 S: Yeah, I'm more comfortable with it for sure. Yep. Like I think I was 

always comfortable with it but, I've never wanted people to feel sorry for me. I 

think that's why I didn't tell people. 

6 E: Mmm. 

7 S: Yeah, (long pause) I think that's pride, (pause) I don't know, (pause) I 

think as an athlete your competitive and you never want to show weakness. I 

think when I was skating I didn't want to, especially the year after the Olympics, I 

didn't want people to know cause I didn't want to show weakness. Cause you 

know things are psychological, and didn't want to think that they had an edge over 

me, things like that, but. But after that I think I just didn't want people to, feeling 

sorry for me. That was always part of it too. 

She hid her pain from non-athletes as well, because it was her business and because she 

didn't want anyone to feel sorry for her. At the same time, as a speed skater, she didn't 
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want to show any weakness, or give her competitors an edge on her. In the next excerpt, 

she discusses hiding the degree of pain she was in from her husband. 

C (5, p. 37-38) 

1) E: I'm, I'm wondering what it's like to go from you know sort of, um, having 

a lot more experience with pain that you can control that is positive and then uh 

starting to have negative uncontrollable kind of pain? 

2) S: I think (pause) it helped me hide it for sure. Likebeingabletoacceptthe 

pain and and deal with it, I didn't complain and I could hide it. Like my husband 

said [...] 'she's so good at hiding it the only way I knew...' because he would get 

out of bed before I would so he'd be listening, we have a one bedroom place in 

Vancouver, so I'd be getting out of bed and I'd be all crippled over and all of 

sudden I'd just start swearing cause I get frustrated, because you're not used to 

living like that and some days, sometimes it just gets too much. So, I just started 

swearing away and he's like 'oh my goodness', and he's like that's when he knew, 

like hit a breaking point almost, and he knew that I was in a lot of pain. But, even 

from him, cause I don't want to worry him, and like I said I before I didn't want 

anybody's sympathy, so I'd just hide it... 

It was in part her pain tolerance, acquired as an athlete, which enabled her to hide her 

pain from her husband - because she didn't want even his sympathy. 

As I have already asserted, although she is able to explain it, this was probably 

not a conscious/rational decision, but a continuation of a way of being and acting both 

within sport and outside it.12 Elite athletes develop a very high level of control over their 

movements and energy output. They also gain a lot of experience dealing with a certain 

kind of pain. Thus the way Sophie handled her pain - by hiding it and thereby controlling 

her reaction to it - was very consistent with bodily practices she had acquired up to that 

point. At the same time, it anticipated and allowed her to avoid confronting a certain kind 

of reaction from her teammates (i.e. disinterest). The fact that Sophie was aware that 

negative reactions from others was a possibility, is revealed in the following quote, where 

she describes how her perspective has changed since being diagnosed with RA: 

[I'm] more accepting for sure, like especially when it comes to diseases and 

injuries. Uh, you know some athletes would say they have fibromyalgia and I'm 

It seems likely that certain dispositions may be adjusted to and activated by, circumstances and 
relationships within other fields or social space more generally. This is a discussion I will return to in 
Chapter Seven. 
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like bologna (laugh), not bologna but I'd have not a lot of sympathy for them. 

And then once you get hit with something then you realize how other things can 

affect other people (5, p. 35). 

Thus, in hiding her pain, Sophie managed to preserve both her athletic habitus, 

and her position within a particular social context. She said that she was well supported 

and that keeping her illness to herself was not isolating. However, it is clear that being 

strong came to represent a different kind of achievement than it had in the past. I see 

Sophie as having engaged in a struggle - to retain her independence, and then, once it was 

in some ways lost (because of the degree of her disability), to rediscover it. The following 

excerpts demonstrate Sophie's concern with her identity, as well as some seemingly 

gender-specific issues: bodily changes and self-esteem. These issues are connected both 

with the support she receives from her husband, and eventually, with her struggle to 

rediscover (and ultimately redefine) independence. 

D (5, p. 13-14) 

1) S: Um, I think it was good in away, it was a wake-up call because, who am I 

besides a skater you know? [...] like I always thought I had good grasp of who I 

was a person outside of my sport but until you're in that kind of situation you 

realize well you're identity is still pretty much wrapped up in that so I, it was good 

cause it made me realize who I was as a person. And what you know what is 

valuable to me like so I (pause) it's good in a way that it happened. 

2 E: And was that um, was that a difficult process to go to, go through? 

3 S: I don't think so, no, like I still, I shouldn't say I don't think so, it's I think 

cause I had just a strong support base around me. Like you know my husband he 

was there 100%, and my coaches were really good, um my teammates, the ones 

that knew were really good um, and then I had a lot of friends outside of sport. 

[...] 

4 S: So I already had a good basis I think before this happened, and then I think 

it just made me realize, you know perspective of where it all fits in so, but getting 

as sick as I was that was hard because, I'm sure you went through to as an athlete 

you're looking in the mirror you're used to your body looking a certain way as an 

athlete and when I got really sick my self-confidence just dropped cause I would 

look in the mirror and I'd look at myself 'oh my goodness'. So, part of my self-

esteem was wrapped up in the way I looked as an athlete for sure. And so that 
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was hard just watching my body deteriorate, but now it's come back so I think 

that's helped somewhat, like I've gained back some of my weight, so now it's back 

but at, it kind of opened my eyes to where my self-confidence was in some 

regard. 

In this excerpt, Sophie describes her struggle with identity, self-esteem and bodily 

changes in retirement. She says that being diagnosed and having to face the possibility of 

retirement made her realize some things about her identity: "I always thought I had good 

grasp of who I was a person outside of my sport but until you're in that kind of situation 

you realize well your identity is still pretty much wrapped up in that so I, it was good 

cause it made me realize who I was as a person" ( D l ) . She later goes on to describe how 

difficult it was to see her body changing: "...part of my self-esteem was wrapped up in 

the way I looked as an athlete for sure. And so that was hard just watching my body 

deteriorate..." (D4). 

Interestingly, these statements led to a description of how supportive her husband 

was, described in the next excerpt. 

E (5, p. 14) 

1 E: And were you able to sort of re-invest in other areas or other -

2 S: Yeah, yeah. I think my husband was a good part of that though, like he 

was really good about it, cause it was like, 'so you know your legs aren't the same' 

he goes who cares? I still love you.' Like he you know loves me whatever I look 

like, so that helped, knowing that I was accepted that way, and he's like it's not 

going to be like that forever either you know, you'll get healthy again, you'll start 

working out again, you'll have the body that you always wanted. You know 

speed skating you always had big legs and big bum, so he's like at least you know 

you can be thin. (Laugh) So he goes that's a positive, so he was always really 

positive about it. Um, but with him it was pretty funny, I think he got really sick 

the June before, like he had his appendix out and then he ended up having a 

hematoma, then he ended up having infected, he had a football size sack of puss 

inside his belly, and then his gall bladder shut down, so he was sick for about at 

least six weeks. And he lost twenty-five pounds so, and I nursed him through it 

all so I think that really helped him, like it gave him perspective of what I did for 

him and what he should be doing for me, so I think it was a good learning process 

for him. I think that's why he was sticking with me. But I think you know it's 

hard on him too cause like he's like 'is this what I'm going to be saddled with?' 

Cause [...] I couldn't walk very well so a lot of the time he'd be carrying, like he'd 

piggy-back me. And he's like 'is this what it's going to be like for the rest of our 
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lives?' He said 'well this is what I signed on for, so suck it up.' So, I think that 

was tough for him you know realizing that you know it was hard on me because I 

didn't want to be a burden to him, you know cause he's a very active person. 

We're very you know outdoorsy physical people and not being able to do that 

with me was hard. 

It seems that, given their proximity in the discussion, the first set of issues 

(identity, self-esteem and bodily changes) overlaps with the second: her (very supportive) 

relationship with her husband. Sophie feels that she was very well supported, in particular 

by her husband, who loves her no matter what, and encourages her to be positive about 

the difficulties which her illness has brought. In particular, she describes how important it 

was to know that he loves her no matter what she looks like. He also helped her to be 

positive and about the changes in her appearance: "he's like... 'you'll have the body that 

you always wanted.' You know speed skating you always had big legs and big bum, so 

he's like 'at least you know you can be thin'" (E2). While such reassurance is, in part, for 

the sake of being positive, it also indicates a possibility available to Sophie as a woman. 

While her body may no longer represent the same athletic ideals of appearance, it can 

fulfi l l others. Thus, while Sophie had described earlier her concern that her husband 

would no longer be attracted to her (since she no longer had "speed skater legs"), she is 

clearly able to fulfill other ideals of attractiveness potentially important to her role as 

wife. Both the concern with bodily changes, and the enjoyment of her newly acquired 

thinness reappeared a number of times in the two interviews. 

Following these statements is further discussion of Sophie's relationship with her 

husband. She describes how she cared for him while he was sick, thus establishing the 

reciprocity of their relationship. She frames his commitment to their relationship as hard 

for him (especially when she was most i l l , or in terms of the uncertain future) but 

voluntary ("this is what I signed on for, so suck it up" E4). Also, the difficulty is shared -

just as it is hard for him when their activities are limited by her health, she worries about 

being a burden to him. Framing such difficulties as shared, or the relationship as 

reciprocal, was important to Sophie, as further excerpts w i l l help to demonstrate. 

In the next set of excerpts, Sophie talks about her concern with doing nothing, and 

finding a purpose for herself. This is related to the imperative of independence (because 

she had never been dependent on someone before), which Sophie seems to have been 

able to redefine somewhat. 
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F (5, p. 19-21) 

1 E: And when you say that it affected your self-confidence, is that you know 

because you value fitness or strength or health or, is that something to do with 

your identity? 

2 S: Partly, yeah, cause I was, I was Sophie Renfrew, speed skater, I looked a 

certain way, like I was muscular and um, very active, and all of a sudden I was 

nothing. Like I was a bump on a log sitting in bed (laugh) um, waiting for my 

husband to come home from practice so I had company. Um, that, it was hard. [...] 

So you know it made me really evaluate or, i f I have this for the rest of my life 

what I can [do], being who I am right now, so I started taking classes, I started 

exploring careers that I could do, and I just started applying for different things 

and um, so it was it was [an] issue too because I wasn't making any money. You 

know I had sponsors as an athlete and I let them go because I wasn't competing 

and so I had no income. That was another, I was, for the first time in my life I was 

dependent on someone. Not that that's wrong being dependent on your husband 

but, I've never been like that. So, I, yeah, I was dependent and the little things 

you know when you're not working, I was always going 'or, at least I should have 

the house clean, have dinners made and stuff like that', instead Ijust couldn't do 

it, so you just kind of feel like a failure so. It was a transition for sure, that hard, 

figuring what I'm gonna do. Still is in some ways. 

3 E: Yeah I was gonna say what is it a transition to, like how do you feel about 

that now? 

4 E: Um, I feel good now, cause I have a purpose. Like I've decided what I 

want to do, um, and I'm working towards it. And I start in September and then 

taking, I'm working toward my C G A [certification to be a Chartered General 

Accountant] so I can work while I do it, so at least I can make money, but I can 

always work out of my home once I have it. So, that was the whole goal for me, 

or what can I do, and raise kids and (laugh) and no matter how I feel I can still 

work. So, that's what I'm working towards. So, it's good, like I have a purpose 

now. 

We also talked about Sophie's identity as an athlete and how she still enjoyed receiving 

recognition for her accomplishments. She explained why this was a bad thing. 

G (5, p. 34-35) 

1 S: ...I don't know, I welcome it but I still sometimes think it's bad because 

that's my past you know, move on and create a new me, I guess. I think, and I 

think part of it is because I haven't had a job and I start a job in September. So I 
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think, like I was saying before now I have a new focus and I think that's part of it. 

So now I'll be Sophie Renfrew, you know Financial Planner, instead of Sophie 

Renfrew, speed skater. I think I was just missing, cause I had no, I don't know, I 

had no, like-'what do you do?' 'Nothing.' You know, like'what are you doing 

these days?' 'Nothing."What's changed?' 'Nothing.' 

2 E: So do you think that when you, you know when you start your career, will 

you stop thinking of yourself as a speed skater, or stop enjoying that recognition? 

3 S: Um, I think I'd just, I'll have (pause), um I think it's because I wasn't 

independent. So, I'll have my independence, like not that I'm craving 

independence from my husband but I'll be able to be independent you know, like 

I'll be contributing. Where I haven't been contributing, I think that's the biggest 

factor. You know, as an athlete I always contributed. And so, that's part of it for 

sure, so once I work that'll, like instead being, I don't now, I just don't feel 

fulfilled. I think that's what it is. [...] Just to be able to have a purpose and to have 

a job and and have a goal again. I think that'll help. 

Articulated in both these excerpts is Sophie's concern with doing nothing, and in 

fact being nothing: "I looked a certain way, like I was muscular and um, very active, and 

all of a sudden I was nothing. Like I was a bump on a log sitting in bed (laugh) um, 

waiting for my husband to come home from practice so I had company" (emphasis 

added, F2). Related to this was the fact that she was dependent on someone for the first 

time in her life. Interestingly, this statement is quickly qualified ("Not that that's wrong 

being dependent on your husband" F2), as were similar statements made at other points 

during the interviews. It seems that independence does not have the same value within 

her relationship with her husband as it may have within sport - in fact it may even have 

some kind of negative connotation (e.g. compromising intimacy or reciprocity). She 

articulates this distinction in the second excerpt in discussion about the importance of 

finding a purpose for herself, through her new career: "So, I'll have my independence, 

like not that I'm craving independence from my husband but I'll be able to be independent 

you know, like I'll be contributing" (G3). This statement ties back in to her earlier 

description of her relationship with her husband (as reciprocal, I argued). 

Thus it is not an unqualified independence which she is seeking, but a capacity to 

contribute (in the context of her relationship). While she seems to think of this partly in 

financial terms (because she has had no income for an extended period of time), it clearly 

has broader significance. It is very important to Sophie to be doing something, and not be 

complacent. Thus independence is now framed in terms of having a purpose. It seems to 
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be something which she needs to recover, or recreate, rather than something she is 

struggling to maintain (e.g. through her silence about pain). However, I don't think it is 

the case that such concerns have become irrelevant. Not only does she still minimize 

expressions of pain (with her husband and others) she is determinedly positive about 

changes and circumstances which nonetheless represent a significant amount of loss and 

frustration in her life. She described a number of instances in which she, or her husband, 

talked her out of thinking negatively. For example, when I asked her about her struggle to 

find a purpose, she said, 

...when I was really sick I didn't see the end. (pause) Like I thought, ok this is the 

way, I could be this way for the rest of my life and I really didn't know what I 

could do cause I didn't feel like I could [do] anything cause I felt so crappy and 

then you know, you start going on the internet and you would get chat rooms and 

you see other people have it way worse than I do. You know like, there are so 

many people way worse than I am, so quit feeling sorry for yourself and do 

something (5, p.22). 

Thus, although it takes a somewhat different form, Sophie still handles her illness with 

strength (e.g. in not letting herself be negative). What seems to be reflected here then, is a 

certain amount of discontinuity - either between past and present modes of being (for 

Sophie), or between her struggle for independence and a definition more consistent with 

the athletic habitus (e.g. that presented by Karl). However, i f Sophie's point of view has 

undergone some amount of change, it seems still to be within the context of continuity. 

Thus, I w i l l leave further discussion of transformative possibilities for Chapter Eight. 

It may also be more that Sophie's relationship with her husband has made other 

ways of being or relating to others available to her (more relevant since she became i l l ) . 

Just as the changes in her appearance are both upsetting and appealing, her retirement 

from speed skating has threatened her sense of independence at the same time that it has 

provided her with the opportunity to redefine what it means to be independent. In fact, 

she did say that one good thing which has come out of her illness is that she gets to live 

with her husband (they had lived apart before since he plays for a team in another city): 

...you know I kinda thought maybe this is this happened so that I could spend more 

time with Brian. Because [we] were living apart so much and so I thought this is a 

good opportunity like it's, it's shitty and all what happened, but it's making our life 

better, like we're getting to pursue our relationship more and um, and be a married 

couple (5, p. 42). 
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This opportunity (for some flexibility in her definition of independence) may be 

open to Sophie in part because she is female. As I described in Chapter Three, many of 

the ideals (and associated practices) important within sport reflect (and perpetuate) a 

hegemonic masculinity. To the extent that this limits ways of relating to others, female 

athletes may actually experience an opening up of certain kinds of opportunity when they 

retire, because they can more freely orient themselves and act according to ideals or 

practices which support rather than limit connections they make with others. 

To summarize the analysis so far: examination of excerpts from Karl's transcripts 

revealed a significant concern with the maintenance of independence in the context of a 

romantic relationship and in the face of declining performance. For him, independence 

means not expecting support from others because disappointment in this regard can be 

costly. Rather, athletes need to focus on themselves and their training/performance in 

order to ensure that they are investing the right amount of emotional and physical energy 

into sport. For Sophie, emotional and physical strength were clearly part of what it meant 

to be an athlete. This included an acceptance of others' need to be self-absorbed, and a 

willingness to deal with pain and frustration on her own. However, in retirement, her 

independence is expressed in terms of her relative ability to contribute to her relationship 

with her husband, and to have a purpose. That this is nonetheless related to her 

experiences in sport (i.e. her athletic habitus), is indicated, both in her continued 

demonstration of physical and emotional strength (e.g. in enduring pain without 

complaint), and also in the following quote, taken from the end of the first interview, 

where she asserted the importance of starting her new career, and the independence it 

would give her: "...being an athlete you're always goal oriented right? Y ou always set 

short term and long term goals, it's like it's habit. You know, I'm looking ahead trying to 

achieve these goals. So, definitely gives me a purpose" (5, p. 27). 

The connection between independence (as well as other aspects of the athletic 

habitus) and goal setting practices w i l l be explored further in my consideration of 

excerpts from David's transcripts. He seems, in many ways, to embody a form of 

independence without explicitly discussing it. However, when he talks about his 

approach to rehabilitation, retirement and his new career, other (very much overlapping) 

aspects of the athletic habitus, and some of their implications, become apparent. 
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C H A P T E R S E V E N 

Athletic Habitus and the (Practical) Logic of the Infinitely Capable Self 

In the first two sections of this chapter, I will discuss the insights into athletic 

habitus which arose out of my interviews with David. From these insights, I w i l l also 

develop an articulation of the practical logic which can be seen to underlie sport and 

athletic endeavors more generally. In this, I wi l l attempt to integrate discussion of habitus 

and field, as well as the specific insights offered in each set of interviews so far. In the 

final sections, I w i l l move to a consideration of the field as a whole, the possible 

positioning of retired athletes, and the role of sport psychology within it. 

The Infinitely Capable Self 

Part One: Goal Setting and Maximum Output 

David was the only one of my participants to express feelings of significant regret 

and loss. Toward the end of the first interview, he told me: "...there's not a day that goes 

by that I don't think about ski racing" (4, p. 20). He attributed this to the fact that he has 

unfinished business in skiing, because he didn't have a chance to reach his full potential 

before he was injured. He was injured relatively young (age twenty-three), just as he was 

experiencing his highest degree of success, but before he was able to make a 

breakthrough internationally. However, he has also made what seems, in some ways, to 

be the most impressive transition to a new career. He began working with an investment 

company while he was still in rehabilitation and is now an investment executive within a 

large financial institution (despite not having pursued a formal education in this field). 

David attributes his success, to a large degree, to his training as an athlete. It is clear 

reading his transcripts that his approach to business is very similar to how he learned to 

approach challenges as an athlete. 

Although he was very open about the loss he has experienced in retirement, David 

also emphasized that he has accepted his current reality, and that what he has taken from 

his experiences in sport is overwhelmingly positive. He attributes this acceptance (despite 

continued sadness) to the approach he took to rehabilitation: he viewed his injury as a 

challenge and he did everything he possibly could to try to overcome it. When it became 
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clear that he would never be strong enough to race again, he was able to accept reality 

and move on to a new career. 

The transcripts of my interview with David contain an articulation (and 

demonstration) of a particular approach to rehabilitation and retirement which is both 

uniquely explicit and broadly relevant to a discussion about athletic habitus and the field 

of sport. For example, while goal setting seems in some ways a very generalized strategy 

for approaching personal improvement, it is key to the structuring of relationships and 

practices within the field of sport. 

At various points in my interviews with him, David framed things in terms of his 

goals (past and present), and his progress. In this way, he was motivated to stick with his 

rehabilitation even when things were difficult. For example, he saw his injury as a 

challenge and was encouraged to set rehabilitation goals: 

A (4, p. 26) 

1 D: .. .1 said there is no way someone [is] gonna tell me that I can't beat this. 

Oh for sure, so I viewed everything I did as a challenge, everything, every day, 

every time I was able to um, um, get one rotation around on the on the bike for the 

first time it was like, it was the first accomplishment. And then, you know would 

go to the next stage and being able to to ride a bike to to you know being able to 

walk without crutches and then, so I viewed every step as a challenges and then 

and then viewed them as accomplishments. Um, but that came with support of 

my therapist too, at the same time, I'm sure, saying you know here's our goal for 

the week and hopefully we can get there. 

He also sees his new career in terms of both short and long term goals: 

B (4, p. 19) 

1) D: ...you know all the way along I sorta started to build my plans for what I 

wanted to do in life and the financial industry was a major interest to me. 

Everything I did sort of allowed me to get one step closer to where I am now and 

everything I do now is gonna allow me to get one step closer to where I want to 

be in my business but that's the same philosophy that I used when I was ski racing 

and in sport and I just knew there was a ladder, there's [a] step process you need 

to go through in order to get to the top, or in order to get successful. So whatever, 

however you want to measure your success, but the ladder, you can't go from -

and that's something that I'm realizing and figuring out now is that you can't go 
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from um, you know you can't go from being fourteen years old and your club 

team to the National team overnight. Um, and that's the hard thing about being in 

the career right now is that 11 want, you know I want to be successful and I want 

to reach those big goals tomorrow, but you just can't do it, you have to put your 

time in, your time and effort and you know you have to go through your injuries 

like in ski racing, you have to go through your battles here. And um, [I'm] so used 

to setting very very high goals and being able to reach them because I was already 

at that high level in ski racing. And now I'm setting high high goals and I'm not 

able to reach them because I'm not at that level yet and that's a hard thing to 

accept. I'm not ready for that, I'm not used to that. It bugs me. So you you get 

down on yourself and you start to question yourself [...] Um, but that's because I 

want things to happen tomorrow, I want to see results tomorrow, and just want 

things to happen, results that's gonna come two, three, five, ten years from now, 

so. 

Framing things in terms of long term goals seems to have helped David cope with 

frustrations within his new career ("...you have to put your time in, your time and effort 

and you know you have to go through your injuries like in ski racing, you have to go 

through your battles here" B i ) . As in sport, he is able to sustain his efforts to continue 

progressing in his career - because he is patient, and is not defeated by his frustrations. 

He sees things in terms of a gradual progression which w i l l eventually bring him to 

where he wants to be (even i f he is sometimes frustrated by how long it takes). While this 

is definitely an effective strategy, it includes certain assumptions which I want to 

highlight here. 

Goal setting is based on an orientation to linear progress: improvement is seen to 

be cumulative toward a projected end state. In sport, that end state is usually expressed in 

terms of maximum individual performance and achievement. Progression to such an end 

state is based on two kinds of effort: toward production of maximum output (of time, 

energy etc.), and toward ensuring a high quality of output (i.e. through psychological and 

physical control of one's actions). As a practice, goal setting both organizes such efforts 

(so that they are most effectively expressed in day to day activity) and motivates their 

continuation over time. As such, it is particularly important to the maintenance of 

maximum output (which, given the extremely rigorous nature of training for most sports 

at the elite level, can be difficult to maintain during periods of fatigue or in the less 

exciting off-season). 

While goal setting is a psychological strategy employed in many different realms 

of achievement, its application within the field of elite (individual) sport has important 
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implications. Because the emphasis in sport is on individual achievement (even though 

that achievement is always significantly facilitated by others), setting goals focuses the 

individual on improvement through actions and ability of the self. Although others may 

help the athlete to achieve his or her goals, their participation is generally not included 

within the goal setting framework (which generally includes specific strategies and 

intermediary goals). This is because the whole goal setting process is intended to be 

motivating - goals must be based on elements which are seen to be (although are not 

always fully) within the realm of the athlete's control. 

In this, there is a sense - unique to sport - that the self is potentially capable of 

anything. This is partially due to the immense network of structures, groups and 

individuals which exist within the field to support, promote, encourage and solicit 

individual achievement. Elite athletes can count on certain forms of support without 

having to be explicitly concerned with them. At the same time, aside from other 

competitors, the majority of individuals in their direct vicinity (in terms of positions 

within the field) want them to be successful. The range of factors relevant to individual 

success is therefore (apparently) reduced to the athlete's ability, motivation and self-

discipline. Of course athletes must still deal with contingencies such as injury, illness, 

and the performance of their competitors, but the means they have of doing so are not as 

much a matter of maximum output and goal setting as of techniques of self-control 

(which I w i l l discuss later in this chapter). 

In contrast, outside sport, individuals who want to progress within a particular 

field face a wider range of contingencies (especially those relating to the power and 

interests of others), without institutionalized and achievement-oriented support. Thus, 

although it is fully socially constructed, the sense of the self as (potentially) infinitely 

capable, leads to a unique mode of action within sport - within which goal setting is a 

particularly telling form of practice. In fact, it is not just a psychological strategy, but an 

organizational scheme which makes sense of and gives impetus to all the activities and 

strategies in which athletes engage. Also, because participation and investment in the 

field of sport so directly and explicitly involve the body, such a framework can be 

extended to include almost all aspects of the athlete's life (e.g. so that things like the 

amount of sleep he gets is a matter of self-discipline, commitment to one's goals etc.), 

giving both the strategies and specific goals contained within it a unique authority. 

The pursuit of athletic goals can therefore be all-consuming, in a manner which 

reflects the kind of practical belief, described by Bourdieu. This "...is not a state of mind, 
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still less a kind of arbitrary adherence to a set of instituted dogmas and doctrine (beliefs), 

but rather a state of the body" (1980/1990, p. 68). Discussion relating to the eight 

surgeries David underwent in the year and a half following his knee injury, w i l l help to 

demonstrate this bodily investment in goal-directed action. Some of these surgeries (two 

or three in David's estimation) were partially experimental (he was the first person in 

Canada to receive a meniscus transplant for example). The extent of technological 

intervention in his rehabilitation was in part due to the nature of his injury - uniquely 

severe. At the same time however, David also describes his decision to try anything that 

might have enabled him to return to competition: 

C (4, p. 10-11) 

1 E: ...the seriousness of it, did it, were you able to accept that from the 

beginning, did you understand that? 

2 D: No, no, I didn't accept it from the beginning. 11 thought um, I had in my 

mind, I accepted that it was a serious injury um, but I had in my mind that uh, that 

I was going to try and do every single thing possible um, to make my knee better 

and strong enough to come back and ski race. That's why I had eight different 

surgeries, that's why I did every single bit of athletic therapy, physiotherapy, 

acupuncture uh, every time, every type of therapy you could think of I tried. Um, 

and so when I made my decision not, that I wasn't going to go back to ski racing, 

it was a decision to say you know, I can never say 'what i f , you know, I knew I 

had tried everything possible. And that was big thing for me and that's a big thing 

that I pass along to younger racers right now, whether they go through injuries or 

whether they decide to quit their sport you know. Because later on down the road 

you never want to question 'what i f I tried one more thing, and what i f I did this, 

what i f I just tried a little bit harder or'. So I knew in my mind, it was one of the 

hardest decisions I've ever made but, I knew in mind that there was no way that I 

could go back to ski race because I tried everything possible to come back and 

there was no way. 

I want to highlight two things in this excerpt. First, David's focus on the end goal 

- returning to competition. He seems to have been willing to do anything that might help 

him to recover. Not only did he have this "in his mind", but he underwent repeated 

surgeries - each of which required a general anesthetic, and which David described as 

pretty hard on my system. He saw these surgeries as a means of ensuring that he would 

never say 'what i f . While they may have been part of an attempt to come to terms with 

injury and prepare for retirement, they also represent a bodily engagement - with surgical 
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intervention as a prioritized means of trying everything possible. In the following excerpt 

he describes some of the consequences associated with his injury and rehabilitation. 

D (4, p. 30-31) 

1 E: ...having multiple surgeries [...] how did you feel about that at the time? 

2 D: I recognized it as a matter of fact. And and I said 'this is what I have to do 

in order to convince myself that I have the chance of coming back or I don't'. 

And i f I don't do it, then ah, you know the way I am right now won't be able to 

pull it off. So, uh, yeah, it was very hard going into the hospital each time. 

[Inhaling] the anesthetic or putting on the gown or you know doing all the prep 

work or not eating for fifteen or eighteen hours before surgery, and I dread that. 

And I never ever want to go through that again. Um, and so when I made that 

decision not to back and ski race my decision was made, part of my decision was 

made 'I don't ever want to hurt myself again and don't ever want to go through the 

pain, I don't ever want to go through the the the physio and the therapy'. Um, 

because, I guess because I worked so hard and so long at ah recovering and ah to 

no and to no avail and to no success which isn't true, which isn't really true - but 

to no success in terms of ski racing, that um, it wasn't, it's not worth it, it's not 

worth risking the future, my future now in terms of being able to play with my 

kids and still be able to, be active which I thought I lost. Um, which I now I 

know I have, uh, it's not worth hurting myself again, so I'm not going to put 

myself in that situation. Which means I'm not going to go back and ski race. 

Um, however I probably would see a different, a different light on [it] i f um, i f I 

could, I mean i f I could go, i f my knee was fine to go back, I would, (laugh) 

Like I would go back, cause I guess I like the challenge. I guess because my knee 

isn't that strong I've realized that I guess there is no physical way that I can do it. 

I don't know [a] better way to explain that. 

David says both that going back to competition would not have been worth it, 

given the risks to his health in the long term, and that he probably would have i f he had 

been physically capable. The unproblematic nature of this contradictory stance (as far as 

David is concerned) indicates that there must be something crucial taken for granted here. 

It seems that the negative aspects of injury and rehabilitation are only relevant outside 

sport - in terms of being able to play with ones children for example. Within sport, such 

negative experiences or risks are irrelevant as long as the rehabilitation is successful 

(which was David's goal). I think this reflects a uniquely athletic mode of thought and 

action. 
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Whether it is training and competing at potentially dangerous speeds and 

intensities, or submitting to the technological manipulation of body tissues and structures 

in surgery, physical risks are simply necessary sacrifices which an athlete committed to 

his goals must see past and get through. I think this can be characterized as an 'all or 

nothing' approach. Roughly parallel to and overlapping with such an approach is a 

(practically coherent) polarized perspective: it is either possible, and I w i l l do everything 

to achieve it, or it is impossible, and I am eventually forced to give up. Important to this 

point of view (both practices and perspective) is the (already described) sense of the self 

as infinitely capable. Thus, a broad range of different kinds of athletic activities and 

practices nonetheless resemble one another because they represent a bodily commitment 

to and engagement in, the pursuit of ever-improving individual performance according to 

this double (but thoroughly coherent) point of view. For example, it is recognizable in 

David's financial career where, in the context of obstacles he was encountering, he said 

"...now I know that everything I do, I'm gonna do it to 150% and try everything possible 

to get the job done, and get it accomplished. I f I can't do it, I'll at least know it that I've 

tried every possibility to get it done" (4, p. 39). 

In the next excerpt, David talks about the disappointment associated with not 

overcoming his injury, which he can hardly avoid seeing as a failure, given that he 

framed it as something to be conquered. 

E (4, p.25-26) 

1 D: ...I kept telling myself in my mind that if I can conquer this thing, if I can 

get over it then, you know, [I'll] be pretty pleased or be in a pretty good position 

to do whatever I want, when ever I want. And then to sort of have to sense of 

accomplishment to come over such a serious injury would have been really big. 

So, when I, when I guess 11 realized that couldn't go back and ski race I'm that 

was probably a disappointment saying you know 11 didn't really overcome my 

injury, I didn't really accomplish that goal that I had for myself. And I would 

compare myself to um, you know I guess, I found myself comparing myself to [a 

teammate who] had an unbelievably terrible injury and severe injury and told that 

he would never walk again let alone ski and he was able to come back from that 

injury and compete for another seven or eight years. Where, you know I said i f he 

can do it I can too, and then I said well my injury pales in comparison, um, but at 

the same time my injury was physically, it was physically impossible for me to 

come back from that. Where his physically was possible cause he proved it, um 
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and and so I, mine there was just no way I could have, so. I've accepted that I 

guess. 

David is able to accept his failure to make a comeback, because it was physically 

impossible to do so. Although I have no doubt that it actually was physically impossible 

for David to return to racing, I present it here as reflective of an orientation to challenges 

which frames them as either possible or impossible (usually as possible because the self 

is potentially capable of anything) and then goes after with an all-or-nothing approach. 

Thus, maximum effort continues (for the most part, unreflectively) until it becomes clear 

that conquering the particular challenge was in fact impossible (an interpretation which 

can potentially leave the sense of self as infinitely capable intact). That such an approach 

to serious injury may then fall back on the nothing side of the equation, is demonstrated 

in David's description of how drastically his approach to rehabilitation changed once he 

had decided to retire. 

F (4, p. 16-17) 

1 D: ...when I made my decision not to ski race and to pack it in, I, I didn't go 

to the gym, I didn't see my my trainer, I didn't go to therapy, I stopped, I 

completely stopped. I lost touch with those people, 11 didn't return phone calls. I 

look back it and and I didn't return any phone calls whatsoever [...] and I'm not 

like that, I don't know why, I think I just I had just done so much of it, and put in 

so many hours that I didn't want to hear or see or think about it anymore. 11 just 

stopped. And the minute I stopped, about three months after, I had put on about 

thirty pounds and you know sort of felt just tired of it and it wasn't good. And I 

look back on it now and I realize you know when you know that I maybe accepted 

it, that I failed and wasn't able to come back or or was it just something that I 

wanted to block out of my mind I'm not sure but I look back and there's a definite 

time that that ah, I didn't want to go to the gym and didn't want train, did not want 

to do any therapy. I didn't care anymore. And that that was not good, it was 

really bad actually. Probably a time that ah, i f I were give any advice to people 

that's the time that you really need support. 

It seems that, in terms of rehabilitation, it was either all-or-nothing for David. 

Even though continued physiotherapy and regular activity probably would have been 

helpful (both in terms of his continued recovery and his emotional stability), he was 

unable to continue with it once he had decided to retire. This was the point at which he 

suffered the most - struggling with deep loss, and at the same time, unmotivated and/or 
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unable to ask for support (either in the context of rehabilitation or from individuals 

associated with the national team). In some ways, this is the flip side of the infinitely 

capable self. Once achieving the goal (in terms of rehabilitation or otherwise) becomes 

impossible, you have limited options for action (within sport anyway). A more 

generalized concern with health or healing, would not likely have led to the same dead 

end for David. It is conceivable that, given an alternative context, David could have 

chosen to have fewer surgeries because they were so hard on him, or that he could feel 

resolved about not going back to racing, not because it was impossible, but because it 

would mean risking too much, in terms of his health. His approach is clearly a reflection 

of athletic habitus - a way of being and mode of acting (based on a bodily investment in a 

goal-directed, all-or-nothing approach to action). 

This of course is not to criticize any of David's choices. As a former athlete, I 

sympathize with and respect much of what he chose to do, because I know that, in some 

ways, it was the only reasonable course for him to take (in fact, every one of the athletes I 

interviewed talked about trying everything before deciding to retire). Also, in addition to 

this being an approach, or mode of practice, which both makes sense and works (to a 

large extent) within the field of elite sport, it is also true that, at David's level of 

commitment, athletes want that badly to continue competing. Before having to leave 

(which every athlete knows w i l l happen to him some day), he knows that what he is 

doing is uniquely fulfilling and rewarding, and that he w i l l not find anything like it 

elsewhere. Knowing this myself (in part because it was and still is true of my own 

experiences), makes the current analysis difficult to complete in some ways. It must be 

critical i f it is to say anything at all, and yet, the critique on its own is only half the truth. 

When I think back to my own retirement (four years ago), the feelings which arise 

are both overwhelming and ambivalent. I have skied that last race (in which I injured my 

back the second and final time) so many times in my mind, trying to hold at the same 

time both the yearning to be there again, and the knowledge that the race itself was a 

mistake - that I skied it against any sense of caution or intuition. Why, when this memory 

includes all the things that felt wrong - my legs, heavy and unresponsive, the thin line of 

pain across my lower back - do I keep returning to it? Why not to memories of all the 

races that went well, the way it felt when everything was in tune and on track? There is 

something in that experience which I have been trying to make sense of for years, and 

which is brought again to the surface in the act of constructing a critical analysis of the 

actions and perceptions of other athletes. There is something about sport which is both 
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ultimately liberating, but also dangerously all-consuming. I should not have skied that 

race and I knew it before it began, and yet I could not say no. For me, the only way I 

could have chosen not to race was i f there had been a clearer definition of injury or 

undeniable pain (which arose as a result of that race). I want both to understand this 

inability to say no, and, desperately, to have everything that goes along with it back. 

Part Two: The Boundaries of the Controllable 

Ultimately, David's all-or-nothing approach to serious injury (which is implied in 

a more generalized approach to sport) includes the possibility that maximum output (in 

terms of effort and risk taking) may lead to a loss of control, or more precisely (since it is 

unrealistic to think we are ever fully in control) an encounter with the uncontrollable. 

Thus, efforts to increase and sustain one's output, are always accompanied by efforts to 

ensure a high quality of output, and as much as possible, control of the self and one's 

reactions to events and circumstances. 

Just as David was committed to doing whatever it took to recover from his injury, 

downhill racers who want to win, ski at incredibly high speeds (up to 130 km/hr), taking 

corners and navigating changing terrain without hesitation. Commitment in both cases is 

an engagement of the body - conscious thought is secondary or retrospective. In the 

context of such engagement, being (or at least feeling) in control is both imperative, and 

ultimately tenuous. A n unexpected icy patch or a moment of hesitation can cause a skier 

to crash and seriously injure himself. At the same time, rehabilitation of these injuries 

depends on the athlete's active participation (which requires a certain amount of 

confidence in the process) but is often partly experimental or, at the very least, dependent 

on numerous factors which are out of the athlete's control. 

However, as I have already described, the imperative in sport is to produce the 

best possible performance (whether in rehab or in competition), so elite athletes routinely 

walk a fine line between maximum effort and potential loss of control (in illness or 

injury). Rather than exercise caution, they tend to seek increasing control - or rather, the 

ability to negotiate the threat of the uncontrollable successfully. This is most clearly the 

case within individual sports, where athletes have little or no control over the 

performance of their competitors, and must therefore focus on controlling (the power, 

speed and quality of) their own actions. 
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Thus, the field of (individual) sport works by virtue of both a constant striving, by 

the participant, to maximize his physical (and psychological) output and, consequently, 

the occasional (but nonetheless regular) loss of control. Because there is a potential 

decline in performance associated with loss of control, and because the uncontrollable is 

ever-present, participants also strive to increase control. Consistent and coherent with an 

all-or-nothing approach (and the play which exists between what is possible or 

impossible, depending on the extent to which the boundaries can be continually tested or 

pushed back), this striving also characterizes many practices employed within the field. 

For example, (and especially relevant to research on injury), because the uncontrollable is 

in some ways ever-present, the scope of the controllable (within sport, as in other 

competitive performance contexts) must be extended to include the athlete's reactions as 

well as actions - she must be able to control how she is affected (physically and 

psychologically) by events and circumstances not under her control. 

A good example of this kind of self-control arose in the form of David's 

disposition to a positive attitude or positive thinking. This can be considered a means of 

self-control as is demonstrated in the following excerpts from my interviews with 

David: 

I'm a very positive person and I can [...] put a smile on my face whenever I need 

to. Um, but at the same time I think that I'm covering up some emotions, because 

I, because I've had to because I've been, you know, I've been in a lot of pain, or a 

lot of, Ive been in a couple of different situations where I can't - why is this 

happening to me type thing. Um, and I don't want to let anyone know that I'm 

down so Ijust don't. I l l turn every situation into a positive affirmation... (4, p. 

24). 

Even though David thinks about skiing often, and feels sad that his career is over, he 

asserted, "I don't let it get me down and I would never show it. And i f it did get me 

down, I would, 11 it doesn't affect anybody around me, I would never let it affect 

anybody around me, friends, family, clients whoever" (4, p.22). He also asserted that it 

was not something he needed to talk about: "[I] don't need to shove it in other peoples 

faces [...] It's not that I don't want to talk to them about it, or not that I'm afraid to talk 

about it 11 don't mind talking about it at all, but I've talked about it enough I guess. So, I 

don't need to talk about [it] to anyone else" (4, p. 28). 

It is also consistent with a sense of the self as infinitely capable, as I will soon discuss further. 
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David emphasized his ability to, and the importance of, keeping negative feelings 

to himself. Not only does he restrain himself from feeling too bad ("I don't let it get me 

down"), he doesn't need to talk to others about his experiences (although he is able to). 

Thus, his positive attitude and his acceptance of the situation go hand and hand with 

emotional and verbal self-restraint. He doesn't feel that he should bring other people 

down with his own negative feelings and chooses instead to deal with them on his own. 

The determination to be positive thus reflects a means of emotional/psychological 

control. This kind of control can be important to remaining committed to one's goals and 

the practices which enable their pursuit. If you don't let yourself feel frustrated, then you 

probably won't question those goals or what they demand of you. It is also a very 

individualistic way of relating to others, consistent with the independence promoted by 

Karl, and Sophie's decision to hide her pain from her teammates (which we can now see 

was not just an expression of independence or defense of athletic self-absorption, but also 

an act of self-control). 

To summarize, I have, in this chapter so far, highlighted elements of the athletic 

habitus which can be seen as complimentary dispositions and/or modes of practice (i.e. 

athletic goal setting and the all-or-nothing approach, the sense of potentially infinite 

capability and the importance of self-control). I have also pointed out that these elements 

can be seen in terms of loosely cohesive and somewhat overlapping oppositions which 

serve to organize the athletic habitus and the field of sport according to a practical logic 

uniquely concerned with individual performance and achievement.14 Action within sport 

(and, apparently, in rehabilitation, and aspects of life after sport) is thus based on a sense 

of the individual as infinitely capable, and oriented according to the tension or play which 

exists in the following categories: all/nothing, possible/impossible, and 

controllable/uncontrollable. 

The articulation of such a practical logic or scheme is based for the most part on 

my analysis of the excerpts from my interviews with David (in which discussion of 

certain dispositions and practices is most explicit), however I think it is mostly consistent 

(or coherent) with the rest of the analysis to this point. Most importantly, his widespread 

enactment of goal setting practices and goal-directed action (always positive and oriented 

towards his ongoing progress, within both sport and the financial industry), are inherently 

As I quoted him earlier, Bourdieu describes a practical logic as that which "... organize[s] all thoughts, 
perceptions and actions by means of a few generative principles, which are closely related and constitute a 
practically integrated whole..." (1980/1990, p. 86). 
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concerned with individual effort, ability and control - over the self and the effect which 

circumstances or events may have on the self. Thus, such dispositions/practices support 

and help to reproduce ideals of individual achievement and thereby, practical (i.e. 

relational) independence. 

Injury, the Uncontrollable and the Field of Sport as a Whole 

The imperative for maximum control, extended to reactions of the self, resembles 

a Foucauldian form of self-discipline, whereby injured and retiring athletes keep 

themselves in line with the ideals and practices of the field. However, I think it would be 

more precise to say that, given the predominance of injury and the inevitability of 

retirement within the field of sport, both are part of the game to begin with, so that even 

in the case of career-ending injury, it is possible, to a certain extent, to continue 'playing', 

even in retirement. While injured and retired athletes may be constrained for the most 

part to symbolic forms of the (social and cultural/informational) capital (which they used 

to possess or trade on in a more explicit bodily sense), it is enough to retain membership 

of some value (which may have currency in other fields, given the widespread celebration 

of athletic achievement in North American society). 

As perhaps the paradigmatic form of the uncontrollable, injury (and illness) can 

be considered, in some ways, to be integral to the field of sport, as it currently operates. 

As I suggested above, the drive to maximize performance while at the same time 

avoiding injury or illness, characterizes many of the practices with sport as concerned in 

some way with control (either maximizing it, or challenging what is uncontrollable). The 

uncontrollable is threatening because it represents a potential decline in performance 

(thereby constraining how capable the athlete is and what is possible for him or her), and 

because it has no real boundaries - even the most well rehearsed activities can lead to 

injury. When an athlete injures herself, all that was necessarily taken for granted as a 

product of individual effort and w i l l (i.e. the physical fitness and abilities of the athlete) is 

suddenly at stake as something in part dependent on circumstance, and mysterious 

processes of the body. 

Realistically, there is little of which we can be consistently in control. Our own 

bodies may break down unexpectedly, or prove limited in their strength. At the same 

time, the unacknowledged but extensive dependence on the work and support of others, 
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puts athletes on relatively shaky ground, even in the best of circumstances. Both Andrew 

and Karl experienced changes in the quality of support they received once they became 

injured or i l l . In many sports, a few poor performances can lead to losing your position on 

a team, and the associated funding. Thus, both for the injured, and those who witness the 

injury and its effects, serious injury threatens the uncritical, bodily investment which 

participation in sport requires. As Andrew said about the fact that, even though he saw 

people hurt themselves at every race, he believed it would never happen to him: "you got 

to think like that in order to be really good..." (1, p. 9). If you did not have this belief, you 

would be too scared to compete (at that level of intensity, achievement and risk). 

Similarly, in a sport such as speed skating, i f you felt vulnerable to illness or chronic 

injury, you would not be capable of committing yourself to an intense, long term training 

program. Thus, injured athletes (both before and after retirement) are positioned, in a 

sense, to defend sport against itself. By responding to injury and/or retirement in a 

manner which is both relatively positive and consistent with normal modes of 

participation (in sport), athletes may be able to protect themselves and others from 

experiencing the trauma of the uncontrollable, embodied in injury or illness. While their 

role necessarily changes in injury (and retirement), it is therefore still possible for them to 

remain in the game to a certain extent. 

Bourdieu defines the limits of field as "situated at the point where the effects of 

the field cease" (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In other words, a particular field is 

defined in terms of the (social) space in which a particular capital has currency between 

individuals. Thus, I would suggest, that, to the extent to which particular forms of 

symbolic capital are reproduced and presented by retired athletes (in the form of 

recognizable dispositions, practices and perceptions), they continue to both invest in and 

exercise effects within the field - but on the 'sidelines' or at the boundaries. Thus, 

dispositions to positive attitude or perspective, emotional independence, self-control, and 

all-or-nothing, goal oriented practice, remain important. They enable athletes to continue 

participating even when their position is destabilized or made peripheral. 

In fact, such continued participation may be crucial to the continued integrity of 

the field as a whole because it is, for injured or retired athletes, a means of protecting 

themselves (and those around them) against awareness of the implications and limitations 

associated with their choices. In the next section, I w i l l discuss some of the practices and 

perceptions through which retired athletes are encouraged to do this (both before and 

after retirement). Without the (discursive and practical) efforts of injured athletes to 
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either stay in the game or retain the symbolic capital associated with their identity as elite 

athletes (i.e. in retirement), the whole logic of participation (based on a sense of self as 

infinitely capable and in control) might collapse under its own impossibility. 

That the athletes I interviewed were, in some ways, defending sport is apparent in 

their reluctance to be explicitly critical in their evaluation either of the circumstances of 

their injuries, or the extent to which they were supported in injury and retirement. For 

example, Andrew told me that there were some things about his sport (moguls skiing) 

that he was glad to get away from. He said, "It's just like a constant stress that never ends. 

You can be on the Canadian team, or you can be off just because you're on it, so you have 

to maintain your results. So every week, you feel this pressure to be at least top 15 in the 

world, and it's just like, so intense. I don't miss that at a l l " (1, p.21). However, he 

attributed the stress he felt to changes in himself, rather than problems within the sport: 

"Like, as I grew up, I kind of got over my competitive, I almost lost a bit of 

competitiveness, I felt as I got older. I wasn't as competitive. So I got really stressed with 

it..." (1, p. 21). 

Similarly, those who did have criticisms, were careful either to frame them 

systemically (i.e. so that it's no one's fault really) or to qualify them extensively. For 

example, when I asked Sophie whether her perspective on speed skating had changed 

since she retired, one of the things which she said was that sport associations could 

probably do more for their athletes. I asked her whether she had anything specific in mind 

and she said, "Um, no, just supporting the athletes more, but you know it's a vicious 

circle when it comes to funding and things like that. There's only so much money to go 

around and that's just [the] way Canada is. Our focus isn't on athletes, (pause) compared 

to other countries" (5, p. 55). Thus, the identification of problems has no real negativity 

associated with it, and one's position (within social space more generally) as a former 

athlete remains unproblematic. 

The Role of Sport Psychology within the Field of Sport and At the Margins 

I described earlier Bourdieu's assertion that, with regard to the logic of the field, 

agents w i l l generally "safeguard a bearable form of subjective truth...often with the 

complicity of the institution..." He goes on to emphasize that "...the defenses that 

individuals put up against the discovery of their truth are as nothing beside the collective 
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systems of defense used to mask the most fundamental mechanisms of the social order..." 

(1997/2000, p. 190). Thus, it is generally the case that the bearable form of subjective 

truth protects and reproduces the existing order of things within the field. Inscribed in the 

practices and points of view which prevent awareness of the uncertainty and risk inherent 

to participation, is the logic of the field itself - an arbitrary but thoroughly naturalized (by 

virtue of being embodied) vision of the world which organizes even negative experiences 

according to an affirmation of the way things are. For example, consider the following 

quote, taken from one of my interviews with Karl: 

...it's funny how uh when you when you win an Olympic medal, or something 

equivalent, like whatever, you're ecstatic and people w i l l w i l l interview you, and 

you'll say how, you know, it's the happiest day of your life, and and it's just 

you've worked so hard for this for so long, and it's like a dream come true, right? 

And everyone looks at that and they go 'oh, you know, that's so nice'. But the 

other side of the coin is i f you don't make it, you still have the same dream, you 

still worked for all those years, but you you don't make it. So what's the other side 

of like euphoria and jubilation, right? Bitter disappointment. But no one talks 

about that. It's taboo to to say that I'm devastated, you know. And I just, I thought 

about that. I said 'that's wrong!' Like, its like we hide that, you know. We we 

celebrate like crazy i f we i f we do this, but i f we don't, its like you got to just, you 

know, put on a brave face and say 'well, you know, it's okay'. [...] I mean that's not 

exactly accurate, cause you see you're supposed to be able to have perspective and 

all that stuff...(3, p. 39-40) 

This excerpt contains some insights which are unique within the context of this 

project. Karl points out that the commitment is the same for everyone, but only the 

winners get to celebrate that commitment. Those who don't win generally keep quiet 

about their disappointment. As Karl put it "it's like we hide i t " and "its taboo to say that 

I'm devastated." In fact, athletes are encouraged to put on a brave face. Such a stance, 

while requiring emotional strength and self-control, is likely to be undertaken 

unquestioningly, as the best possible response to this kind of public attention. 

It can also be more explicit however. Athletes are also encouraged to make, and 

are supported in, such efforts. For example, I have already indicated the emphasis on the 

importance of a positive attitude (promoted both within the sport psychology literature 

and among individuals at NSCC). When David employed a positive attitude in support of 

his rehabilitation goals, it sometimes seemed to take him to extremes which were 

nonetheless fully within the bounds of a reasonable course of action. For example, when 
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he described his initial injury, he said that he had dealt with it very well. However, this 

was in part because he hadn't realized the extent of his injury. I asked him whether he had 

a hard time getting through the first few days (which were very painful), and he said: 

"...you know I kept telling myself that it wasn't a bad injury, and [...] I kept telling myself 

all I have to do is have some surgery and and they w i l l fix it up and it'll be fine. So, um, I 

kept, I dealt with it pretty well..." (4, p.9). This kind of positive thinking is both 

consistent with, and important to, the sense of the self as infinitely capable. It also reflects 

the inherent dangerousness and ultimate limitations of such a point of view. For example, 

David reacted to further information from his doctor in the following way: 

...he said it looked like a bomb had gone off in my knee [...] you know he he 

never once said to me that I'll never ski race again um, he wanted me to make up 

my mind on that um, he [did] tell me that I had almost lost my leg because of 

there's an artery that goes down the outside of your leg which is right beside one 

the hamstring muscles that was torn, and L C L that was torn and um, uh and he 

said that that artery is pretty close to being damaged and that could have been 

really bad. So, you know you could take that into consideration and and you 

could turn it into 'Well, I almost lost my leg, but I didn't and so, there's no reason 

why I shouldn't be able to ah, to make a recovery' (4, p. 9). 

David's willingness to 'do everything' that might make him better, even though it 

compromised his health and quality of life in the short term (e.g. through multiple 

surgeries and multiple doses of anesthesia over a short period of time), was facilitated by 

his determinedly positive perspective on his very serious injury. While this may have 

been important to his efforts in rehabilitation, it also seems to have hidden some of the 

more painful realities which David eventually had to acknowledge (this seems to have 

happened when he finally decided to retire, and led to an extended period during which 

he abandoned all efforts toward a healthy lifestyle and felt awful about himself). Thus, an 

exclusively positive perspective can be dangerous and/or limiting when it is combined 

with a (well supported, even institutionalized) sense of the self as infinitely capable. This 

is because, for many elite athletes, the only limit (on actions and outcomes) is physical 

impossibility, the boundary of which they w i l l push toward until they hit it - often 

incurring serious consequences in terms of their long term health, or (as in David's case) 

suffering over a deep sense of failure. 

In Sophie's case (as I have already suggested), being positive required a certain 

form of self-control. She had to focus on controlling how the pain affected her 
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psychologically because the extent of her pain and where it would affect her next was 

completely unpredictable and out of her control. She described how the team's sport 

psychologist encouraged her to do this: 

...he was like [...] 'you can worry for 10 seconds or worry for four years it's not 

gonna make a difference'. Um, and then he's like 'all you have control over is 

what you can control, like why even worry about things that are out of your 

control'. Like you know speed skating, i f we're in an outdoor track and there's 

rain or wind and it's gusting wind well then one person might get more wind than 

the other but you know like what can you do about it so he's like 'just take care of 

you and' and he was pretty good about that (5, p. 41). 

In part by being able to control the extent to which she was affected by her illness, 

Sophie managed to compete for two seasons after she had been diagnosed. However, she 

said that she was, for much of this time, in denial over the fact that she was not well 

enough to compete. She talked about pushing herself too far at certain points and not 

resting enough. Also, while the doctors were initially unsure of whether or not this would 

be bad for her health, she acknowledged that, "It's an all immune system disease and 

training you're already on a fine line of crossing the line, on being overtired and 

overtrained and that just kills your immune system, so it's definitely harder" (5, p. 6). It 

seems that competing as long as she did may have jeopardized her health in the long 

term. Thus, the strategy of focusing on what could be controlled (i.e. her reaction to 

pain), and ignoring what she could not control (her illness), may have had some very 

problematic implications. 

Given that this is the form that sport psychological interventions often take, I 

think that sport psychology may exert a highly problematic influence on athletes. Clearly, 

when it comes to practices enacted in retirement but which nonetheless reproduce and 

maintain the athletic habitus, it plays a supportive rather than a critical role, and may 

even serve to exaggerate certain dispositions. For example, in the quote above, the 

statement just take care of you is very consistent with the self-absorption and 

independence which both Karl and Sophie described, but also inherently contradictory 

given the context. If Sophie was truly concerned with taking care of herself, then she 

likely would have chosen to rest when her pain was increasing, instead of competing. 

Also, the emphasis on mental or psychological control (of both thoughts and the 

body), which is the explicit domain of sport psychology, can lead to an approach (to 

training, competition or rehabilitation) which is, in a sense, disembodied. When 
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participants talked about their injuries, there was a lot of medicalized (i.e. objective 

and/or mechanistic) description of injury, and often a sense of detachment from the 

associated pain.15 For example, when I asked Sophie about competing with pain, she 

called it a minor distraction saying, 

Yeah, it was more, like especially at world championships when I had my 

shoulder frozen, that was, like it was more a distraction. I'm like ok I don't need 

my arms, (laugh) I'll just skate without my arms, (laugh) that was my attitude. 

[...] So, um, it was more distracting than anything, like cause, cause it didn't 

prevent me from my racing, but it does affect you a little bit especially in the 

starts because you need your arms in the starts (5, p. 40). 

It is particularly clear in this excerpt that disembodiment is not just a consequence 

of but an important component of maintaining control over one's reactions to pain. By 

talking about it in terms of a distraction, Sophie indicates that her pain was mostly 

inconsequential because it was just in her shoulder, and she didn't really need her arms to 

compete. Thus the body is experienced in terms of its parts - whether they work or 

whether they are integral to performance. This is coherent with what Andrew said about 

the fact that moguls competition is becoming more dangerous (presented at the end of 

Chapter Five): "So I think, God, we've got to come out with some really good surgeries 

[...] because people are going to be hurting themselves more and more, all the time" (1, p. 

61). A l l that really matters is whether or not injuries can be 'fixed'. 

There were also a few interesting instances in which participants seemed to make 

a distinction between their athletic selves, and their bodies (which were sick or injured). 

Most striking of such statements is one made by Sophie when she was talking about her 

difficulty deciding to retire. She said: "...I think knowing that I could have done better 

[...] I think that's the hardest part of retiring is because, I think that's what kept me going, 

longer than it probably should have, just because I knew I could still do more, (pause) 

physically. But my body just wasn't holding out" (3, p. 18). She seems to have 

experienced her ability as an athlete separately from the symptoms of her illness. Perhaps 

this is partly what retirement is about for injured or sick athletes: a gradual coming-to-

terms with new weaknesses of the body - previously experienced as whole. However, 

given the prevalence of sport psychological techniques for improving control of the body 

(by the mind), I think that it is likely that this tendency (to objectify and fragment body 

15 For example, see excerpts Al from Andrew's transcripts, presented in Chapter Five. 
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and self) is part of the athletic habitus, or at least, an outcome of various dispositions and 

practices. 

In a similar vein, Karl said that, once he developed his health condition, 

competing no longer appealed to him in the same way anymore because, he said, "...its 

like well, my body's not there anymore. Like I wouldn't be able to do it the way I know I 

could. And so it just, it was really unappealing to continue i f I had some kind of physical 

limit like that that wasn't going to allow me to do, do my maximum" (3, p. 38). He seems 

to have assumed that, i f he hadn't gotten sick, there would be no physical limits (other 

than genetics, as he said later on). This seems similar to statements (by Andrew and 

David for example) that part of the reason for retiring is that they had a new awareness of 

the risk associated with sport, but that, i f it wasn't for their specific injuries, they would 

go back anyway. That the injury/illness might reflect the ongoing existence of physical 

limits and an ever-present risk, seems not to have been considered. 

The objectification and fragmentation of the body is important to many practices 

within the field of sport, and is complimentary to certain dispositions. For example, a 

positive attitude is much easier to maintain when injury of the body can be localized, and 

the threat which it represents thereby contained (as is most clearly demonstrated in the 

quote above from Sophie). In an overall sense, this containment is important to the 

athlete's ability to retain as much of a sense of control (emotional and psychological, i f 

not physical) as possible. Based on comments from participants about maintaining a 

positive perspective and 'controlling what you can control', as well as the widespread 

promotion (by sport psychologists) of the importance of a positive attitude, it seems that 

sport psychology is integral to the potential encouragement or exaggeration of the 

objectification and fragmentation of the body within the field of sport. 

This is an important assertion (especially considering the psychologist's original 

concern with well-being of individual athletes), but it would be a mistake to see this 

relationship in terms of an imposition. Everything that the sport psychologist does is in 

line and in tune with the field of sport - i f it wasn't there would be no role for psychology 

to play, and it would likely be consigned to treating (and perhaps reforming) those 

athletes who drop out of the game (either because they don't succeed, or because they are 

injured). As it is however, sport psychology represents an important means of discovering 

the means by which the field is reproduced (rather than transformed). 

In the sense that they promote the maintenance and reproduction of athletic 

habitus, the discussion of sport psychological ideas or interventions which came up in 
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these interviews - encouraging positive thinking, emotional/psychological self-control, 

and objectification/fragmentation of the body - can all be characterized as requiring or 

creating the capacity for flexibility. This makes sense (i.e. it is coherent with other 

aspects of participation) because flexibility is an important skill for athletes to acquire in 

a competitive context (so that they can react effectively to changing circumstances). It 

also enables the accommodation by the individual of problematic circumstances 

(definitively important to the continued integrity of the field), and represents an 

increasingly pervasive cultural theme (Martin, 1994). Just as athletes are not in control of 

the circumstances under which they compete (from the weather, to judgments and rulings 

by officials, to the performance of other competitors) but nonetheless must be able to 

react to them effectively, they must also be ready for the manifestation of the 

uncontrollable in the form of injury. Perhaps most important, is the manner in which 

personal flexibility supports the sense of self as infinitely capable (i.e. events and 

circumstances out of the athlete's control present challenges rather than obstacles). 

As I indicated in Chapter One, the relative strength of an individual's athletic 

identity (and the extent of their connections to other interests and people outside sport) 

has been theorized to influence coping with injury and adjustment to retirement. Thus, 

sport psychologists have asserted the importance of encouraging athletes to develop other 

interests and broaden their base of social connections, so that they w i l l be less 

traumatized by injury and/or retirement. Certainly, identity issues came up a number of 

times in my interviews. Most interesting in terms of the present discussion, was Sophie's 

enthusiasm for the development of 'perspective'. This is a term that came up a few times 

in my preliminary interviews with sport psychologists, so I was not surprised to hear 

Sophie use it. While I have doubts as to the actual changes it makes possible (for athletes 

who continue to be required to dedicate almost every aspect of their life to sport), it does 

seem to represent an effort on behalf of sport psychologists to address the way athletes 

approach sport (not just how they cope with the demands and constraints it presents). 

However, I am most interested here in the extent to which such an approach promotes 

further flexibility in athletes, rather than significant changes in sport itself. 

When I asked Sophie what she would pass on to younger athletes i f she could, and 

she responded by describing the importance of perspective: 

...actually that's the biggest thing I'd give to an athlete is perspective, not being so 

narrow-minded. You know because the year that I had my best year is when I had 

the bigger perspective. So I think giving them the knowledge that speed skating is 
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not it, you know like that's not the end all be all to your life, it frees you up to be 

better athlete I think. As long as that's not your only focus if, there's more to your 

life than just speed skating, it helps you (5, p. 59). 

The reason it helps is that, if you can think of sport as being one phase of your life, or one 

aspect of your identity (but giving importance to other activities and parts of yourself), 

then there is less at stake, and you won't be so easily upset, or dependent on good results 

to feel good about yourself. For Sophie, this entailed both a way of approaching 

competition (which was more accepting of the elements which were out of her control) 

and an attitude toward sport generally - which became especially relevant once she 

became sick and had to consider retiring earlier than she had expected. 

I think it's just having something else in your life and having another goal be it 

education or you know, just knowing what you want to do and have a plan I think 

that's, I think that's the biggest thing because like every sport doesn't last forever. 

And I think that's, I think it really helped knowing Brian because in hockey your 

career could be over in a day. Like you could go out in a game and hurt, you go 

out in practice and get hurt and never play again. And so knowing that it's like, 

what is he going to do? Like what what's life after hockey? And in speed skating, 

it's not quite that dramatic, like i f you get an injury you're not going to know right 

away. Like there's always a chance but eventually it could come down that and so 

then what, who are you and what are you going to do. So I think i f you can instill 

that in someone else, I think that helps. But then also, know that to be the best 

speed skater you can be, you totally have to be focussed on that, but it's not 100% 

focus. When you're at the track you can give 100% focus on speed skating but 

away from the track you don't have to live and breathe speed skating...(5, p. 59). 

While all of this seems to be very good advice, it is also a very tricky position to 

maintain. Sophie had told me earlier that she saw speed skating as her job. She was also 

working towards a degree while she was competing, but there were serious limitations on 

how much time she could give to this, or to anything else outside of skating. She even 

lived apart from her husband for up to eight months a year in order to train, compete and 

travel for speed skating. For Sophie, having perspective amounted to telling herself, "I do 

have a life after speed skating [...] but this is my life now, and I'll give it a hundred 

percent and then once it's done you give a hundred percent to something else" 

(5, p. 30-31). So she maintained an extremely high level of commitment, while also 

acknowledging that, i f things didn't go the way she hoped they would (either in the short 

term or the long term), life would go on. The conflictual nature of such a position is best 
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revealed in the way Sophie handled her illness. While she had gained perspective on the 

role of speed skating in her life (i.e. as temporary), she nonetheless used a number of 

strategies (including various forms of medication as well as the more psychological 

strategies outlined above) to continue competing while her health deteriorated. 

However, it is not that having perspective isn't potentially very important, just 

that it is, to a large extent, at odds with the dispositions and practices of the athletic 

habitus. Thus, to the extent that athletes try, and are encouraged to, maintain perspective, 

they are in a sense required to develop even more flexibility - in order to hold together 

within themselves, ideals and practices which are at such odds with one another. They 

must be able to make (discursive and practical) moves which seem to go in opposite 

directions, or demand, at the same time, acceptance with things as they are and the 

continued striving to regain some form of control and/or find ways to change the outcome 

of a particular situation. It is as i f being the best possible athlete (both in terms of your 

performance, and the symbolic capital associated with the embodiment of various ideals) 

requires that you let it matter less. 

The fact that Sophie seems to take this stance in a relatively unproblematic 

manner, indicates both that this may be a position which makes sense of her participation 

retrospectively, and that it reflects aspects of sport which are taken for granted. Indeed, as 

I have already suggested, other dispositions and practices require or constitute a certain 

amount of personal flexibility. Thus, the field of sport seems to operate on a logic of 

double concern: with maximum output and maximum quality/control - the efforts toward 

which often involve different forms of personal flexibility as well as a bodily investment 

in the 'rules of the game' as they are. That this is a relatively productive flexibility is 

reflected in the strongly independent and generally positive tone in which these retired 

athletes talked about injury (or illness), retirement and life after sport. 

The summary I presented at the beginning of this analysis (in Chapter Four) can 

now be seen (in part) as a product of an ongoing relationship in which my participants 

worked to retain some amount of symbolic capital as retired elite athletes, and, in so 

doing, helped to defend sport against itself. The dispositions and modes of practice which 

are thereby maintained, may be activated by, and 'transferrable' to, other fields. For 

example, David's use of goal setting, and orientation toward gradual individual progress, 

seems to be supportive of his efforts to move up the 'ladder' of success in the financial 

industry. Also, because the values and practices of sport both reflect and exaggerate 

certain (individualistic) cultural ideals, retired elite athletes may also benefit (either 
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directly or indirectly) from recognition of their identity as a former elite athlete. Thus, 

David told me that, even though he has moved on (and does not need to talk about his 

injury or his skiing career) he would always be an "injured athlete". 

However, the personal flexibility which makes the maintenance of the athletic 

habitus possible in situations of abrupt and/or involuntary change, may also open up other 

possibilities. While I have focused up until now on the continuity of athletic habitus, and 

the constraints imposed on action and meaning by structures of the field and the practical 

logic which inform them, in the next chapter I consider the possibility that personal 

flexibility may, in certain circumstances, enable a certain amount of transformation. In 

order to do this, I w i l l have to move at times beyond the bounds of Bourdieu's 

framework. In doing this, I hope to make suggestions about both potential means of 

expanding this theory within the context of sociologically informed psychological 

research, and our understanding of what it might mean to employ a creative potential, 

while nonetheless living within and according to particular sociocultural constraints. 



C H A P T E R E I G H T 

Transformation, Multiplicity and the Limits of Habitus 

When I began this project, one of my main interests was in the transitional 

space between sport, retirement and life after sport. I was initially surprised to 

find that my participants had retained so much of their athletic habitus while at the 

same time moving on to find satisfaction and success in other endeavors (although 

sometimes still within the field of sport, through coaching). I think I had expected 

either more rupture - more suffering over aspects of the self that could no longer 

be expressed in the same way - or a more dramatic movement away from the 

athletic lifestyle. It was surprising to find that people are capable of maintaining 

much of the perspective and ways of living associated with sport, and yet don't 

seem to suffer in an ongoing way over their inability to participate any longer in 

the same, fully engaged manner. 

Bourdieu argues that the very nature of habitus is to reproduce and 

conserve both its dispositions, and the structures through which they are best 

expressed (i.e. corresponding to those of their production). However, this is seen 

to be the source of suffering under certain circumstances. He writes, 

In situations of crisis or sudden change ... [such as] too-rapid movements 

in social space, agents often have difficulty in holding together the 

dispositions associated with different states or stages, and some of them, 

often those who were best adapted to the previous state of the game, have 

difficulty in adjusting to the new established order. Their dispositions 

become dysfunctional and the efforts they may make to perpetuate them 

may plunge them deeper into failure (1997/2000, p. 161). 

He also states that individuals who occupy contradictory positions experience 

"destabilized habitus, torn by contradiction and internal division, generating 

suffering" (1997/2000, p. 160). In this project however, individuals positioned in 

this manner (e.g. Andrew, who admitted that skiing moguls may not be worth it, 

given the prevalence of serious injury, but is now a coach in the sport), did not 

seem to suffer in this manner. They talk about the hard times they went through in 

terms of personal growth rather than suffering, or problems within sport. 



Thus, I have suggested, it may be that there is a significant amount of 

symbolic capital associated with being a retired athlete (recognizable to those 

outside sport), and/or dispositions and modes of practice which are generalizable 

to other fields. It may also be that, given the amount of personal flexibility 

cultivated in the context of athletic participation, elite athletes are actually well 

prepared to occupy positions which are somewhat contradictory or otherwise 

problematic. Adapting to injury and retirement is in some ways part of the game, 

and while it is less engaging, retired athletes may nonetheless have a role to play 

within the field - even i f only at its margins. In fact, this may be a particularly 

important role, as it helps to maintain the boundaries of the field - defining the 

limits of play in terms of the value of a particular kind of capital. In other words, 

in handling their injuries and their retirement in a manner which upholds ideals of 

independence, a positive perspective and practices of self-control, retired athletes 

reflect back to the field, the logic of participation - only slightly distorted by their 

suffering. 

I f i t is indeed the margins of the field that retired athletes inhabit, then we 

might expect that, despite the ultimately conservative nature of habitus, there is 

some room there for negotiation and even transformation. As Bourdieu asserts, 

the limits of a particular field are "always at stake in the field i t s e l f (Bourdieu & 

Wacquant, 1992, p. 100). Thus, individuals at the boundaries, with one foot still in 

the field of sport and the other either in between or in another field, may develop 

the capacity to see things differently, and help to expand or redefine slightly, the 

existing athletic habitus. Up until now, I have focused on the maintenance of 

athletic habitus, and the practical logic thereby revealed. In this final portion of 

the analysis, I turn to transcripts from my interview with Ben, because they stand 

out as somewhat discontinuous. 

Having sustained multiple head injuries, Ben's injury experience seems to 

have been more all-encompassing (affecting his cognitive abilities, emotional 

state, and energy level as well as his overall ability to train and compete) and to 

have entailed changes - not just in the activities he engages in, but also in the way 

he thinks about himself and his life, and in the approach he takes to his new 

career. Although these changes are still somewhat partial, and the traces of his 

athletic habitus and life in sport are still quite strong, my discussion with him w i l l 

nonetheless provide an opportunity to investigate the possibility that involuntary 
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retirement may open up space for expansion of the self, i f not radical 

transformation. Also, Ben's new career in motivational speaking and leadership 

training corresponds well with an interest in transformation (both mine and 

Ben's). His (relatively explicit) orientation to personal growth helps to 

demonstrate some of the means which retired athletes may have at their disposal 

for negotiating an integrated sense of self despite the acquisition of somewhat 

disparate practices and dispositions. Before I introduce excerpts from Ben's 

transcripts however, it w i l l be necessary to draw a preliminary outline of what I 

now see as limitations of, and gaps within, Bourdieu's framework. 

Limitations of Bourdieu's Framework: Theorizing Subjectivity 

I am primarily concerned here with Bourdieu's failure to include an 

adequate theorization of subjectivity in his account of human agency. In other 

words, while Bourdieu has constructed an innovative and convincing account of 

social order and the regularity of human action, he does not adequately address 

the manner in which people make sense of practices and practical relationships, or 

the potential disruption of these, through an event such as a serious athletic injury. 

For Bourdieu, change is ongoing, but always continuous with a particular 

history of conditions and relations. The adjustment of habitus to a particular set of 

conditions is never perfect (just as the conditions themselves are not static), and 

requires continual readjustment. The relationship between habitus and field is thus 

fluid but tightly constrained. He writes, 

Habitus change constantly in response to new experiences. Dispositions are 

subject to a kind of permanent revision but one which is never radical, because it 

works on the basis of the premises established in the previous state. They are 

characterized by a combination of constancy and variation which varies according 

to the individual and his degree of flexibility and rigidity. If (to borrow Piaget's 

distinction relating to intelligence), accommodation has the upper hand, then one 

finds rigid, self-enclosed, overintegrated habitus (as in old people); i f adaptation 

predominates, habitus dissolves into the opportunism of a kind of mens 

momemtanea, incapable of encountering the world and of having an integrated 

sense of self (1997/2000, p. 161). 
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Presumably, most people find some happy (or livable) medium between these two 

extremes. However, (as Bourdieu has indicated) in situations of abrupt change, both 

accommodation and adaptation (i.e. that is, maintenance or attempted revision of a 

habitus no longer adjusted to the conditions of its acquisition) can lead (at least 

temporarily) to suffering and uncertainty. 

Within such discussions however, the emphasis is on accommodation: the 

application of a pre-existing logic (dynamic by virtue of being practical). While Bourdieu 

has described the mode of acquisition (via bodily practices which are multiply 

meaningful), he has not theorized the role of an active subjectivity in practice. For the 

most part, Bourdieu has addressed the problem of subjectivity indirectly, by asserting that 

the agent's cognitive structures are "the product of incorporation of the structures of the 

world in which he acts; the instruments of construction that he uses to know the world are 

constructed by the world" (1997/2000, p. 136). Thus the subjective is the incorporation of 

the objective (in individual bodies). This does not mean that agents lack a "generating, 

unifying, constructing, classifying power" (this precisely what the concept of habitus was 

intended to restore), just that this power is thoroughly socialized, rather than 

transcendental (1997/2000, p. 160). Thus, we don't really have a sense of how adaptation 

(intentional or unintentional) might take place. At the same time, the opposition between 

accommodation and adaptation may be a false one. That is, rather than a mostly passive 

response to the events and conditions within a particular field (according to either change 

in interpretation or modification of perspective), I w i l l argue that individuals may be 

capable of a more active creation of sense and meaning, given the right circumstances. 

Bourdieu has also suggested on a number of occasions (i.e. see Bourdieu, 

1997/2000; 1993/1999) that individuals who are located at the intersection of 

conflicting demands ("zones of uncertainty in social space"), or who experience 

discord between acquired dispositions, and the conditions of their actual 

positioning, acquire a unique lucidity about the circumstances of the field and/or 

social world. Because they have had a more direct experience with contradictions 

and constraint, and because it has forced them in a sense to step at least 

temporarily outside the game, they may be able to speak out loud aspects of the 

practical and ideological coherence (specific to particular fields), which allows 

participants to take practices and practical relationships as sensible and self-

evident. However, it is not clear how such insight is generated or articulated. Or, 

as seems more relevant to my own research, how people are capable of resisting 
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or limiting such insight, in order to avoid the suffering which often accompanies 

it. I think in part because Bourdieu has theorized subjectivity to be based upon 

the incorporation of objective structures, he is unable to meaningfully account for 

the kinds of activity people are capable of engaging in, when they become 

positioned to develop a new awareness of those structures and their implications. 

It seems, according to Bourdieu, that subjectivity is generally constrained 

by the principles of the habitus, but at the same time that, given the right 

conditions, a critical perspective may be taken. Thus, transformation, i f not 

transcendence, of point of view on the field, is possible. However, the possibility 

that a change in perspective could lead to more substantive changes (i.e. of the 

habitus itself) is limited. He writes, "...only a thoroughgoing process of 

counter-training, involving repeated exercises, can, like an athlete's training, 

durably transform habitus" (1997, p. 172). Certain questions related to this 

process (e.g. the manner in which new awareness is integrated with such 

countertraining, or how such practice might be defined positively, and not just in 

opposition to the existing habitus), are not addressed. 

However, it seems important, i f we have any concern with social change 

and the alleviation of suffering, to understand how different degrees of 

transformation may become possible (and can potentially be encouraged). 

Schubert (1999) has criticized Bourdieu for being "insufficiently radical" in 

failing to address the symbolic violence associated with the habitus (as a structure 

which limits possibilities for ways of being as it structures). I think this is due in 

part to his neglect of individual subjectivity and its creative (and thereby active) 

potential. Thus, in what remains of the analysis, I hope to make some suggestions 

about how aspects of the habitus (both practices and perceptions) may change, 

given the right circumstances, as well as about how we may need to expand 

Bourdieu's framework in order to make sense of this. 

The "Natural Way" and the "Insatiable Quest" 

Ben describes himself as a hard-working athlete who had to fight his way through 

the ranks of downhill skiing. Nonetheless, once he made it to the top, he had some very 

impressive results (including a number of world cup podium finishes), although he was 
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unable to attain his goal of winning Olympic gold before he injured himself. In 1997, 

after struggling with knee problems for three seasons and finally regaining his full 

potential, he had a big crash which gave him concussion symptoms (dizziness, head pain, 

blurred vision, low energy, decreased cognitive capacities etc.). He "battled through" 

these symptoms for eight months, and was eventually cured by a doctor who did a special 

maneuver on his neck which alleviated all of his symptoms at once. He then immediately 

resumed training and was skiing again within a month. 

In his first world cup race back, he crashed again - this time with fewer 

symptoms. He did not stop skiing and, one month later, he crashed a final time, this time 

while skiing recreationally, and at a very slow speed. However, because he had not fully 

recovered from the first crash, and because he had crashed the second time so recently, 

the symptoms this time were more severe, and lasted for a year and a half. Doctors now 

know that brain injuries result in a prolonged period of vulnerability, even after 

symptoms have been alleviated. At the time though, there was limited understanding of 

what Ben was going through and why. Thus, this was a very difficult couple of years for 

Ben. He took it on himself to try and find treatment which would help him recover, even 

though, as he put it, his problem solving capacity was limited because of his injury. At 

the same time, there were very few activities which did not aggravate his symptoms, and 

he was forced to lead a very docile existence: not only was he mostly inactive, but getting 

too excited emotionally or intellectually also led to increased head pain, dizziness etc. 

Thus, during the period which followed the third crash, he became less and less 

intent on returning to skiing, and focused instead on regaining his health and basic 

functional capacities. Now, in his new career, although he said that there are short term 

growing pains, he is happy to be able to function on a normal level again, even though his 

physical activity is still somewhat limited, and he does miss skiing sometimes. I want to 

begin this portion of the analysis with excerpts in which Ben describes some of the 

revelations he had while he was injured, and the lasting changes in himself to which they 

have led. In the first excerpt, Ben describes how he tried to work on his skiing while he 

was injured through visualization techniques, but that, initially, this made him dizzy. He 

therefore had to learn to visualize differently, and as a result, made some other 

discoveries. 
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A (2, p. 8-10) 

1 B: ...one of the things that I discovered, I was sitting there, I remember sitting 

in my basement going 'Oh, the left side of your brain is the side of your brain that 

does numbers'. And I didn't, you know, I didn't, I remember hearing something 

about left side and right side, but I didn't know which one was which, you know. 

[...] It's one of those things where, but I sat there and I said, 'The left side of the 

brain is for numbers. The left side of the brain is for logic. The left side of the 

brain is like go go gumption, because whenever I try to do any of those things, get 

dizzy'. And this is where my pain was, right here, on the back left side. And that's 

where my point of impact was. And then I realized, 'oh, the right side of the brain 

is like creative. It's poetry, it's flowers', (laugh) I, its funny, but I had to start to 

live in my right side of my brain, when I was used to living in the left side of my 

brain. And I had to go spend time in my right side of my brain, which sounds 

really strange to most people. But that's what I had to do, spend the time, a lot of 

time meditating, and in a meditative type state, really relaxed and calm, slow-

thinking. Like as far as just slowing things down. Yeah, I wrote poetry. I did a 

bunch of writing in that eight and a half months. Um, you know, not not that it's 

something that's profound. Yet that was just, that was a really interesting 

discovery. Just like i f you broke your right hand, you would start to use your left 

hand more, and you would start to become more able-bodied with your left hand, 

with your tasks that you can do. Same thing, that happened to me with [the] right 

side of my brain. Which was pretty interesting. So I had a lot of great revelations 

and discoveries and I was really psyched, actually. A lot of things were really 

cool. And I, actually, also spent a lot of time as I was saying, visualizing skiing. 

And I realized too that I'd been skiing in my left side. And I started to ski more in 

my right side, and 11 gained a new softness and feel for my skiing. And then 

when I came back skiing, yeah, my coaches were amazed that uh, that my skiing 

had changed. It [...] it was, uh, it was really fluid, whereas before I'd been more 

like an aggressive fighter guy. And yeah, I was skiing really well. I was winning 

time trials and all sorts of things, going into that season when I only had sort of 

four month window getting ready. 

Whether Ben's attribution of brain functions to the left or right side of the brain is 

correct is irrelevant here. What is important is that, because his injury made it impossible 

to do certain things in the way he was used to, he learned to do them differently. The left 

versus right characterization is useful in making sense of the changes which were 

required, and in opening up possibilities for adaptation (i.e. just as i f you hurt your right 

hand and had to learn to use your left more). This form of adaptation seems consistent 

with the flexibility which athletes are encouraged to develop (and which I discussed in 

the last chapter). It is common practice for injured athletes to continue training while 
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injured, but to focus on elements of fitness not affected by the injury, or on strategy and 

psychological readiness (often in the form of visualization). However, Ben's discovery is 

in some ways unique because it did lead to broader changes, in both his skiing and his 

approach to other aspects of his life, as is made more clear in the following excerpts. The 

first is taken from the first interview. 

B (2, p. 15) 

1 E: The other thing I was wondering, you said that you became a little more 

mellow, started using the right side of your brain more. The changes that came out 

of that, do you think they lasted? 

2 B: Yeah, yeah. They they, they have lasted, yet I guess as we get into life 

again, you start to go, revert to the way we generally do things. But I, yeah, I 

definitely have I think a stronger creative side than I did before. Um, believe I 

have a more natural way to approach things now sometimes instead of uh brawn 

all the time. Yeah, it was, yeah it was probably good for me. So I feel as though 

yeah, I was really really psyched, actually, coming back, after the first injury. 

Cause I thought whoa, I got a bunch of new tools here that I didn't have before. So 

I was really really primed. 

I asked a similar question towards the end of the second interview. 

C (2, p. 48) 

1 E: You know the changes that you talked about, that you experienced during 

the first recovery where you were visualizing, and then when you went back to 

skiing smoother and there was more fluidity [...] That kind of, that seems to me, 

you achieved it mentally initially, but then it became something physical as well. 

Is that something that you can still see in yourself or in the way you do things? Or 

was it just then? 

2 B: Yeah I'm more of a, go with the current to a certain degree, go with your 

strengths, go with the timing, be more patient, be less - that that's Eastern 

philosophy stuff, but (cough) I sort of, whatever, I did discover that, and lived 

more that way, instead of against the grain or just do it the workaholic way. Do it 

the, just do it the hard way and work hard. I'm not into working hard, you know, 

being the hardest worker, all that, anymore. I'm into, you know, work smart, be 

smart, use your brain, find the find the natural way, yeah, find a natural way, I 

guess, for lack of better terminology. 
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I want to highlight here the range of differences which Ben described. From an 

increased fluidity and softness in his skiing, to a stronger creative side, and an approach 

to things which is more natural - "go with the current to a certain degree, go with your 

strengths, go with the timing, be more patient" (C2). Most interesting, is his assertion that 

he's not into working hard anymore, that he chooses to work smart instead. This is 

directly opposite to the kind of approach advocated by David, and the general approach 

to training and competition which elite athletes are encouraged to take. As I already 

indicated, Ben described himself as a hard-working athlete who had to fight his way to 

the top. Thus, these are significant changes for him, and it seems his injury has led him to 

adopt a somewhat different approach to his life after sport. 

I think there are two aspects of Ben's experience which may have enabled him to 

change certain things about his way of doing things. First, he lived through a prolonged 

period when it was not possible for him to do things in the way he had been accustomed. 

He had to put new ways of seeing and doing things into practice in order to be capable of 

action at all. Not only did he have to learn new ways of doing certain things (such as 

visualization), his emotional and interpersonal experiences changed dramatically 

(because getting excited made him dizzy). He likened such changes to being hit on the 

head with a hammer whenever he got excited, saying "...you get gun-shy automatically, 

without even consciously thinking about it, you stop doing those things" (2, p. 31). He 

attributed the end of a five year relationship to these changes, saying, "i n that [...] less 

emotional, more docile state, you're not as fun"(2, p. 36). 

In addition, he experienced negative consequences when he did attempt to do 

things the way he had before. For example, he feels that i f he hadn't gone back to skiing 

so soon after his symptoms from the original injury were alleviated ("as a crazy athlete 

does" 2, p. 2), he might not have reinjured himself. He also described instances in which 

he pushed the recovery process too far, too soon and was set back in the process as a 

result. Ben had to acquire patience and a sense of timing in order to recover a basic level 

of health, before he put such values into practice in other realms. His limitations were 

qualitatively different than those of a more strictly physical injury or illness. For 

example, while Sophie eventually was unable to function normally due to her pain, she 

was still able to deal with the pain the way she had in the past (i.e. she continued to hide 

the extent of it). Mental or emotional exertion however, aggravated Ben's symptoms, and 

made the same kind of toughness detrimental to his recovery process. Thus, the fact that 
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Ben's injury was so all-encompassing, was important to both the impetus and the ability 

to make changes in his way of doing things - by way of a form of 'countertraining'. He 

didn't choose to change, so much as he experienced himself differently, over time. 

Second, the consistency between his day to day existence (which he characterized 

as docile), his adaptation of athletic practices (i.e. visualization) and some of the themes 

he picked up from listening to tapes about Eastern philosophy was probably very 

important to their lasting impact. In learning new ways of doing things, he also 

discovered new categories for making sense of himself and his experiences (in the 

context of unexpected disability). He began by distinguishing left and right brain 

functions, then associated qualities or attributes (such as softness vs. aggressiveness, or 

motivated/activated vs. creative/meditative) and generalized this to a new approach to 

skiing and life more generally. He also seems to have incorporated aspects of Eastern 

philosophy (otherwise incompatible with most aspects of the athletic habitus) into his 

way of understanding his new approach to things, and changes in himself (such as 

becoming more subdued emotionally). A l l of this is of course (given Ben's new career in 

motivational speaking), framed as a story about personal transformation through a 

prolonged struggle with hardship. 

Ben's choice of career (and corresponding interest in personal transformation) is 

probably somewhat unique, and such change would probably manifest itself differently in 

interviews with individuals less inclined toward storytelling. However, I think that the 

discovery and deployment of new categories and themes might be important to the 

changes which Ben experienced. As I have already indicated, while Bourdieu has 

emphasized the "generating, unifying, constructing, classifying power" of the habitus, he 

has not addressed the potential importance of the manner in which people make sense of 

their experiences - especially when those experiences threaten their common-sense view 

of the world and destabilize the habitus (1997/2000, p. 160). I think it is possible that 

some form of creativity, or at least an openness to new ideas, may be an important 

component of sense-making when it is directed toward an active adaptation or 

transformation. 

In contemporary North American society, due to the expansion of 

communications technology and the role of popular media in everyday life, people are 

exposed to an increasingly vast array of representations (in terms of people, practices and 

ways of living). Presumably, the habitus helps to limit the range of representations 

considered relevant by virtue of practical logic, within which the infinity of possible 
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relationships is restricted to those which correspond (however loosely) to a particular 

practical scheme. In other words, only those representations or practices with practical 

relevance w i l l be given serious attention. Thus, the constitution of a point of view 

(always interested and relative to one's position within the field) involves selection from 

a range of interpretations or representations - all coherent with one another (i.e. they all 

make sense) but associated with different practical effects. There is therefore potentially a 

great deal of variation among individuals who are nonetheless saying the same thing (at 

least in terms of the logic according to which the situation is constituted). 

However, i f that logic is disrupted (i.e. revealed as arbitrary and or problematic), 

through the confrontation of contradiction and constraint, or i f acquired dispositions and 

practices prove inadequate under changed circumstances (as in serious injury), the range 

of possible interpretations may open up and allow for consideration of new 

representations or modes of making sense. There may be a negotiation, drawing both on 

the range of available representations (potentially infinite) and what 'makes sense' given 

the existing practical logic, in order to account for or enable action in the context of 

uncertainty. Compromises may be made, giving rise to new perceptions or 

interpretations, out of which a (probably gradual and/or partial) transformation of habitus 

may be constituted. 

Thus, Ben's effort to work on his visualization, while initially very consistent 

with athletic injury practices, eventually led to a discovery of a new mode of 

representation and practice which was better suited to his circumstances. His new 

perspective was thereby based on a compromise between elements of the original habitus 

(in that it was oriented toward control of what was controllable for Ben while he was 

injured), but also themes of Eastern philosophy. The overall outcome was a new 

approach to various aspects of life for Ben, supported by a new (perhaps still emergent) 

representational framework which emphasizes personal transformation. Ben's discussion 

of what he has learned as a result of his injury, reveals that his point of view has, as a 

result, become somewhat multiple. Thus, in the sense which he makes of his experiences 

and his current direction within his career, he must continuously negotiate between 

potentially conflicting perceptions and practices. They must be made sensible because 

they are not given in the same way as many of the perceptions and practices described by 

other participants. They are, to a certain extent, discontinuous with the practical logic 

governing participation within the field of sport, and the (individual yet generally 

coherent) responses of the other participants to injury and retirement. 
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Such negotiation may help Ben to live with a new vision of the world and his 

actions within it. This is important because embodied in the original dispositions to 

practice, is a whole set of values which are otherwise enduring. As Bourdieu writes, 

"...even i f dispositions may waste away or weaken through lack of use (linked, in 

particular, to a change in social position or condition)...there is an inertia (or hysteresis) 

of habitus..." (1997/2000, p. 160). The values associated with the old way of doing things 

are largely incompatible with Ben's new, more natural approach. Thus, the continuous 

articulation and negotiation of multiple perspectives (within a broadening, or divided, 

point of view) may help him to reconcile potential contradictions and ameliorate some of 

the uncertainty likely associated with such changes (as I hope to demonstrate shortly). 

Within my interviews with him, Ben's means of making sense of his injuries and 

his eventual decision to retire were consistent with his story of personal growth and the 

compromises which underlie it. Unlike some of the other participants, Ben talked about 

physical limits. He saw himself as vulnerable (to further brain injury) and talked about 

messages his body sent him, and the meaning of his fears. The following excerpt is taken 

from a longer excerpt in which Ben was describing an event which took place 

immediately prior to his third crash. 

D (2, p. 17-19) 

1 B: ...And so in hindsight my thought is my body knew that I was really 

vulnerable. And it it knew that and it was trying to say don't go, man, don't go. 

And so sometimes I think we have fears that are, you know, limiting, just cause 

we're scared or whatever. But then sometimes we got to listen to our fears. And 

this was my body was going don't go, man. If you crash, you're dead. You're dead 

meat. And I raced in that World Cup race in Val d'Isère, you know, with speeds of 

probably 135 km an hour, and I did not crash. And the next day I was free skiing 

and I crashed and I was, well by the time I crashed I was probably going 10 km an 

hour. And it took me a year and a half to recover. If I'd have crashed the day 

before or crashed in the Super-G a couple of hours before, I don't I don't think, I 

think I'd [have] been a write-off. [...] 

2 I knew, I knew I could overcome the fears again, I'd already done that. But my 

point was, am I supposed to overcome the fears? [...] You know? I don't think I'm 

supposed to overcome the fears. I can do that, yet am I supposed to do that? And 

to me the writing was on the wall. I'm not supposed to do that. Um, I have 

increased vulnerability and I, its uh, I have to face, face that reality. 
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This was how Ben saw things in hindsight but he described how he felt at the time 

in the following manner: "I was skiing pretty, pretty tight. Um, I was having troubles 

being free and loose and I couldn't figure out why, because I had spent so much time at 

the mental aspect, I knew I had overcome all that" - he thought that, mentally, he had 

things under control (2, p. 3). Given this confidence, as well as the fact that he dove right 

back in after he got rid of the symptoms from his first injury, and didn't stop skiing after 

the second crash, the above excerpt reflects a very different interpretation of his 

experience. Instead of the mind controlling the body (including emotions such as fear), 

there is a sense of bodily knowledge to which the mind must ultimately submit. Later on 

in the interview, Ben also talked about how he saw the first crash as an outcome of 

pushing too far, and being out of balance. 

E (2, p. 29) 

1 B: ...do I look at it completely as, oh, I had bad luck that it happened? No, I 

take accountability, and I think too, yeah, you know, when you have injuries like 

that, its from pushing the limits too too far. And I think I've been guilty of being 

a bit of an extremist. And that's one of the fine lines as an athlete, is i f you are, 

you you have to be extreme. You can't get to where you're trying to go without 

being extreme. They've done surveys now where, you know, Olympic athletes 

have shorter life expectancy than the regular person. When you think, geez, 

they're all healthy, conscious, but what is it, you you're pushing your body to 

such an extreme. You're pushing your whole focus to such an extreme that um 

sometimes you go too far. Yeah, I was out of balance. That's that's partly what it 

came from. 

Ben was certainly not the first participant to defend his actions as part of what is 

required to succeed at an elite level. However, in his statement that he was out of balance, 

he also acknowledged the possibility of taking a more balanced approach. Ben was the 

only participant (of those who suffered injuries rather than illness) to imply that his injury 

might have been avoided. His formulation includes a rationale consistent with athletic 

habitus, but which is held up against a somewhat different backdrop - one within which 

there are limits, and consequences for going too far or being out of balance. This is 

different than the perspective which other participants took on injury - whereby injury is 

simply a matter of bad luck (requiring no further examination of one's actions or the 

manner in which they were encouraged by others and/or solicited by the field itself), and 
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the consequences remain contingent on the outcome of rehabilitation (i.e. i f it is 

successful than there are none). 

However, there were signs that Ben's is not an entirely easy position to occupy. 

In the first interview, he described his decision to begin a career in motivational speaking 

and success seminars in the following manner. 

F (2, p. 22) 

1 B: ...one of my revelations during that first injury was that I realized uh, to 

me I realized, why I had quested so devotedly, this insatiable quest to be the best 

in the world. And I had realized that I wanted to do it, I had a realization, I guess, 

that I had wanted to do it so that I could, I could be proof to people that uh, you 

know, I'm just a kid next door, I was able to do it. Um, here's, you know, I was 

able to do it, and that's inspiration to you, to be able to chase your dreams, 

whatever they are. And then also I realized, well also I've learned a lot of lessons 

in that quest of devoting myself to something so thoroughly, that I wanted to take 

those lessons and help help others, to teach them some of my lessons so that they 

might have some new tools in their endeavours. 

By characterizing his athletic career as an ongoing quest, Ben is able to establish 

some continuity between his past endeavors and his current ones, even though they are 

disparate in some ways. For example, by seeing his quest in terms of wanting to be the 

best downhill skier, but also to inspire others to be their best, he can make sense of 

moving from a very selfish occupation, to one in which his main task is to help others. 

This is important because his new career does not give him everything that sport did. He 

talked about short term growing pains and the difficulties of adjusting to a less glorified 

and less focused life. 

That his perspective is broadened, rather than transformed, however, is apparent 

in further discussion of his new career. 

G (2, p. 48-50) 

1 B: I think one of the challenges for athletes, particular for myself, is finding 

something that is as motivating as was the dedication that we have for, in this 

insatiable quest of whatever it is that each of us is striving for in our athletic 

career. To find that kind of motivation again, because motivation is really strong 
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in a lot of athletes. It certainly was for me, to, you know, I can, stupid, but you 

know, really, like illogical motivation, as my dad said when I got [off] the plane -

I was beyond obsessed, I was possessed. And yet there's power in that kind of 

drive. You knock down walls, you knock down trees, you just go, you make it. 

Um, and that's uh beautiful to have that kind of singular focus, in a sense. Um, to 

find something that that that's motivating and that w i l l capture you completely. 

That's a challenge for me. And yeah, I think that's a challenge for most people. 

[...] I think too, yeah, to be striving, you know. This weekend I can be the best in 

the world. I'm going to get on tv, I'm going to win a big cheque, I'm going to get 

congratulated by everyone. This is what can happen, you know, next week, or it 

can happen next December, whatever it is. That's a, that's a big thing, you know, 

like that's that's a big motivator, its a big dream, its a big thing to be striving for. 

Uh to then be striving for Well, I hope I can close this sale today, or I hope I can 

you know - whatever it is. And not to belittle that. It's just that that's a different 

thing, and for someone who's had a singular - those other things are motivating, 

you know. Its the thirst for fame, too, a lot of it too, I think, that a lot of people 

have. A thirst for recognition and fame. [...] 

2 So for me, yeah, it's it's finding something that's that's still a big quest, cause 11 

guess I, I'm a guy who's not, I'm not a run-of-the-mill guy who's who's a nine to 

fiver. There are days I wish I was. [...] For me, I'm not that kind of guy [...] I'm, I 

reach for the stars. I'm like an overachiever, whatever, like I got crazy dreams, 

you know, gee, go be prime minister, become the best businessman in the world, 

do I want to go to Hollywood, become an actor? A l l these, I want, I don't know, 

somehow bigger, bigger than life thing, you know. And I say that in a humble 

way, cause its stupid, you know, in a sense, it's really stupid. But uh, whether it's 

an ego or what it is, there's part of me that quests for that. So I sort of tried to, I'm 

this way and that way, whether I want to go for that quest or not, you know. 

Whether I want to, whether my ego needs that, or whether I want to become the 

best at something again in the world, because that's that's a neat thing to strive for 

and it really motivates. [...] I can't really do it unless it's motivating, and uh it 

usually needs to be pretty big, for it to motivate me. Which is, I guess, a blessing 

and a curse. 

In this excerpt, Ben describes (at length) his need to be striving for something 

which is ultimately motivating and which captures him completely. However, he is also 

critical of this need for recognition, calling his drive to succeed as an athlete "i l l o g i c a l " 

( G l ) and referring to his "crazy dreams" of receiving recognition in other realms as, in a 

sense, "really stupid" (G2). Here then, is a serious conflict between the natural way (in 

which you utilize opportunities presented to you rather than going out and knocking 

things down in order to get to what you want) and the "insatiable quest" (which 

nonetheless gave rise to his new career). This negotiation (between competing 
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discourses), or combination (of two different perspectives) within a single telling is not, 

on its own, unusual. Individuals are generally aware of competing discourses relevant to 

various situations, and often anticipate potential critiques (e.g. see excerpts C and D from 

Karl's transcripts, presented in Chapter Six). However, I think that, in this case, Ben was 

speaking from a point of view which was (as I have already suggested) inherently 

multiple. That is, he may be occupying a position similar to that of other retired athletes, 

but he has allowed his point of view on the field and his position within it, to include new 

categories (of perception, interpretation and practice). 

This is not just a discursive attempt to cover his bases, but is part of an ongoing 

attempt to reconcile old values and modes of practice with new realities and a new 

perspective on his life. What distinguishes his point of view from the other participants 

(as multiple) is the fact that he did not offer a resolution to the conflict between the two 

modes of practice. He is not simply presenting an alternative interpretation so that he can 

refute it, he is genuinely conflicted. As he put it, "I'm this way and that way..." (G2). 

While I can't predict where Ben w i l l take these deliberations, or how he w i l l reconcile 

what he has learned, with what still seems to possess him to a certain extent, I do think 

that his position is more open than those of the other participants. Ifhe wants to continue 

in his current field, maintenance of his new perspective w i l l be important - both so that he 

can maintain his interest in helping others, and because transformation is so much a part 

of the story in terms of which he presents himself in that context. At the same time, it 

seems unlikely (given the inertia of habitus as well as the strength of his assertions) that 

he w i l l shed his orientation to recognition and fame, or the need to feel ultimately 

motivated. Thus, he may be required to make compromises which allow the co-existence 

of two disparate modes of practice. 

Such compromise - which does not mean letting go of previous commitments 

(always bodily), but perhaps instead reshaping, or amalgamating new and old 

commitments - may be the key to understanding possibilities for transformation. After a l l , 

i f practical sense is 'fuzzy', it should permit the introduction of new elements, as long as 

they can be translated according to a similar logic. Thus, transformation may be, in a 

sense, additive: new elements are added, leading to a (perhaps ongoing) reorganization of 

the existing elements. For example, the idea of a quest seems to refer both to the 

existential struggle in which Ben engaged while he was incapacitated (which included 

personal growth), as well as the drive to be the best at something. Maybe Ben w i l l go 

after some of his "crazy dreams" but with a somewhat different approach - which 
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includes practices informed by patience and a sense of timing as well as hard work. 

Alternatively, the distinction between left and right and the associated activities and 

qualities of experience, may enable him to cultivate and express otherwise contradictory 

modes of practice, as different but complimentary capacities of the self. 

Such interpretations would not be completely out of place within a mode of 

practice significantly influenced by athletic habitus: learning can be considered an 

important component of individual progress, and athletes are encouraged (by sport 

psychologists primarily) to be well-rounded. Thus, Ben should be able to retain a sense of 

continuity and coherence, even though he is doing different things, with an approach 

informed by a somewhat broader perspective. 

Multiplicity and Flexibility 

I would propose, based on the point of view presented by Ben, that a more active 

(although still constrained) form of agency may be open to individuals who, in the 

context of change, are willing and able to explore new perspectives and modes of 

practice. As I have already asserted, Ben's new career in motivational speaking (within 

which he tells his story often), may be important to his continued openness to a different 

mode of practice, and the as yet undetermined path of his future career. Individuals who 

pursue (or discover) change in themselves, need to find means of becoming capable "...of 

encountering the world and of having an integrated sense of s e l f despite the instability 

which may be associated with the cultivation of multiplicity within the self.16 Therefore, 

a certain amount of creativity, in the form of the flexible association of otherwise 

disparate ideas and practices is important to the assertion of his or her agency in a more 

open, indeterminate manner: the self is capable of learning, transformation and insightful 

(even critical) reflection on past experiences (as demonstrated by Ben). 

Thus, as I suggested earlier, the very flexibility which enables injured and retired 

athletes to accommodate and/or adapt to problematic circumstances within the field of 

sport (thus maintaining a point of view consistent with the acquired athletic habitus), may 

also enable athletes such as Ben (uniquely positioned, both in terms of his prolonged 

disability, and his new career) to voluntarily incorporate new representations and modes 

Bourdieu sees adaptation of the habitus to new experience as rendering the individual potentially 
incapable of the same - 1997/2000, p. 161. 
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of practice into a somewhat transformed point of view. This new point of view is 

characterized not so much by its flexibility as its multiplicity. Flexibility (in the sense that 

I am using it here) is essentially passive, enabling individuals to cope with problematic or 

contradictory situations while maintaining a previously established point of view. This 

doesn't mean that nothing changes, but that the overall concern is with continuity - of 

both self and world. On the other hand, the holding together of multiple (often somewhat 

disparate) components of an amalgamated point of view, enables the creation (rather than 

maintenance) of coherence between past and present modes of practice and experiences 

of the self. 

Thus, I would like to recast Bourdieu's opposition between accommodation and 

adaptation as contained within points of view characterized by more or less flexibility 

(which is mostly passive). On the other hand, points of view which incorporate 

multiplicity (although initially arising out of a certain amount of flexibility), are more 

active, because they enable the individual to (creatively) choose and/or make 

compromises between alternatives, thus making limited forms of transformation possible. 

Of course, the extent that such transformations can become embodied (and thereby, 

enduring) may depend on opportunities for 'countertraining'. New modes of practice 

need to be coherent with movements and postures of the body, as well as emotional 

experiences (which are always bodily as well as psychological). Ben's experience of 

learning to ski with more softness and fluidity, as well as his (to a certain extent 

continued), more subdued emotional state, are thus probably important to the overall 

coherence of the changes which he experienced. 

The potential for a more active response to change seems (at least in Ben's case), 

to be related to the circumstances associated with one's position. In other words, one 

needs a certain impetus (discomfort with or confusion about one's position), in order to 

have the opportunity to question and explore. For example, Bourdieu describes 

...occupants of precarious positions who turn out to be extraordinary practical 

analysts: situated at points where social structures work and therefore worked 

over by contradictions of these structures, these individuals are constrained, in 

order to live or survive, to practice a kind of self-analysis, which often gives them 

access to the objective contradictions which have them in their grasp, and to the 

objective structures expressed in and by these contradictions (1993/1999, p. 511). 
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Such self-analysis may make otherwise irrelevant modes of thought, practice or 

perception visible and available for exploration or experimentation. There were certainly 

components of this kind of self-analysis in Ben's discussion of his experiences. As I have 

indicated, there was often a lot of back and forth between different interpretations, as he 

tried to sort out the reasons for his actions and the degree of responsibility he should take 

as an individual. He was also often quite reflexive about the perspective (past and 

present) which he had taken on various situations. For example, in discussion of how his 

doctor could have been more directive about in treatment, he acknowledged, 

Maybe [the doctor would] say 'oh, he's one of those psycho athletes who doesn't 

hear anything when he's in a certain state', which is probably largely true. I 

probably didn't hear what he was saying. But I also wish he would have been a 

little bit more candid with [me] (2, p. 14-15). 

Such self-analysis, practiced in an ongoing manner, may help individuals to 

identify aspects of their participation which is or was problematic. Even i f it does not lead 

to an explicitly critical perspective (just as Ben's didn't), individuals may be able to 

identify aspects of their own actions associated with suffering, and thereby, to make 

selective changes which are backed up by an objectifying analysis which is both 

phenomenological and, in an informal sense, socioanalytic. 

More formally, as I have already discussed, socioanalysis can be an important 

component of transformation (for social scientists at least, and sometimes their 

participants). Wacquant writes, 

...the more aware [agents] become of the social within them by reflexively 

mastering their categories of thought and action, the less likely they are to be 

actuated by the externality which inhabits them. Socioanalysis may be seen as the 

collective counterpart to psycho-analysis: just as the logotherapy of the latter may 

free us from the individual unconscious that drives or constricts our practices, the 

former can help us unearth the social unconscious embedded in our institutions as 

well as lodged deep inside of us (Wacquant in Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 

49). 

Thus, social science, applied reflexively to the experiences and point of view of its 

practitioners, may lead to recognition of all that is otherwise a product of misrecognition 

- that is, to the mystification of what is given and taken for granted. The resistance which 
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is thereby enabled, is important to the ability to incorporate within the self, new modes of 

thought and action. 

It is important to note that it is probably not the case that Ben's experiences are so 

dramatically different from those of the other participants. It seems more likely that they 

could be located on a continuum, along which individuals are oriented more or less in one 

direction than the other. Thus, the unique nature of Ben's injury enabled him to apply his 

energies more markedly in the direction of transformation, but other participants have 

likely undergone some less apparent changes in their point of view and/or mode of 

practice. If not, they wi l l probably find it hard in the future to avoid the incorporation of 

some amount of multiplicity, given that they are likely to move further away from sport 

as time goes on (especially i f they are currently coaching). 

Finally, I want to emphasize that a more thorough articulation of the possibility 

for individual transformation requires an expansion of Bourdieu's framework to include a 

more adequate theorization of subjectivity. As I have outlined, the characterizations of 

flexibility and multiplicity can perhaps be more fruitfully applied to questions of 

individual coping or transformation than the under-theorized processes of 

accommodation and adaptation. We would then be able to account for the containment 

and/or lack of suffering which my participants demonstrated, as well as the possibility 

that an expansion of point of view may be both possible, and supportive of changes in 

modes of practice. Thus, while defense of the field and reproduction of habitus may be 

the norm (especially in the case of retired elite athletes), some form of transformation is 

possible. If individuals have the impetus and the means (i.e. under circumstances which 

enable creativity and openness to new ideas), they may be capable of cultivating some 

degree of multiplicity within their point of view, and thereby, learning to do things 

differently over time. 
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C H A P T E R N I N E 

Conclusion 

I began this project by outlining more conventional approaches to understanding 

athletic injury and retirement. I also discussed the limitations of cognitive 'stress process' 

models (which predominate in the psychological literature on athletic injury, and are 

paralleled to a certain extent by similar models in the athletic retirement literature). While 

the interventions arising out of or gaining support from such research may be useful to a 

certain extent in helping athletes to cope with some of the frustrations of injury, or to feel 

less helpless about the outcome, career-ending injuries represent a much more 

complicated form of both injury and retirement than such models can adequately address. 

At the same time, the psychologization of injury and retirement entails deeper, 

more political, problems than the relatively straightforward limitations of its 

interventions. As I described in the second half of the first chapter, a cognitive approach 

to serious athletic injury constrains the focus of investigation (i.e. within the individual), 

thereby disguising or denying the role which institutions, social practices, cultural ideals, 

and interested others play - both in the occurrence of injury in the first place, and in the 

quality of the athlete's experience. Thus, the prevalence of risk-taking, injury, and 

athletes willing to train and/or compete injured (described in Chapter Three) is taken as a 

given. 

Conventional (functionally oriented) psychological research on athletic injury 

offers little insight into its sociocultural or political significance, and few suggestions 

about what might be done to reduce the rates of serious injury, or enable athletes to better 

protect their health. Such research (and the field of sport as a whole) places the burden of 

responsibility for injury and suffering on the individual athlete. Therefore, this project has 

been explicitly concerned with outlining, in a much fuller sense, what matters about 

injury (with the assumption of course that, embodied, the commitment to sport entails a 

particular way of living within a world of its own). I would like to begin final discussion 

of this question (which must proceed in a couple of different directions) from a more 

narrowly psychological viewpoint - first, with regards to research into the application of 

various psychological and coping skills. Before I do so however, it w i l l also be necessary 

to outline the boundaries of the insight I hope to summarize here, by restating some of the 

limitations on the scope of my research. 
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First, I must emphasize again, that I have interviewed athletes from a very limited 

range of sports - all of them individual, rather than team, sports. Thus, although I have 

been and w i l l continue to speak in terms of sport in general, the points of view which I 

have been investigating are taken from within particular sports. Thus my analysis w i l l be 

most in tune with the conditions and logic of participation within those sports - although 

still relevant in a broader sense due to the (highly significant and widely celebrated) role 

which sport plays in North American society, and to the uniqueness of bodily 

engagement within sport (which I wi l l soon address further). Second, I have already 

described my disappointment at not being able to recruit more female participants. Thus, 

certain (more) gender-specific issues, which came up in my discussions with Sophie 

(such as those related to body image, self-esteem and significant relationships), cannot be 

investigated in more depth within this study. 

Third, as I indicated in Chapter Three, I suspect that my influence on the content 

of my participants' responses was affected by my identity (as far as they were concerned) 

as a psychologist. Most elite athletes are introduced to sport psychology as a component 

of their preparation for competition, and many have access to individual counseling from 

team psychologists. Thus, not only are they familiar with a psychological vocabulary and 

framework, they may also have related to me in a manner which was influenced by past 

experiences with sport psychologists. This may account for the prevalence of 

psychological ideals, skills and interpretations arising in discussion. Nonetheless, the 

occurrence of an explicitly psychological discussion has enabled investigation of the 

perspectives and practices promoted by so many sport psychologists - a discussion to 

which I now turn. 

Understanding the Psychology of Career-Ending Injury 

Part One: Psychological Skills and the Cultivation of Flexibility 

My participants seemed to benefit from a variety of psychological and coping 

skills. Their largely positive perspective on their experiences and life after sport, as well 

as their actual transition to new careers, seems to have been supported by goal setting and 

various forms of cognitive reframing (i.e. so that they could avoid negative thinking, 

develop positive perspective on their experiences, and be able to focus on the elements of 

their situation which were within their control), as well as a general ability to learn from 
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their experiences (negative and positive). While I think this is due, to a large extent, to 

their background as elite athletes (for whom such skills are emphasized), it seems that 

they were in many ways well prepared to face such a personal challenge. Overall, I see 

these athletes as being extremely flexible (in a psychological sense). 

However, this flexibility and/or readiness (to face the challenges of serious injury) 

needs to be framed in terms of the field of sport as a whole, and sport psychology's role 

within it. A response based on personal flexibility and coping skills (essentially passive 

with respect to the circumstances of injury) is supportive of the continued integrity of the 

field as a whole. In fact, there are many ways in which athletes are encouraged to and 

supported in their containment of suffering. In particular, the psychological ideas and 

interventions which participants talked about promote strategies of self-control which 

make a sense of the self as infinitely capable (and thereby, a continuously positive 

attitude) possible, but also amount to a dangerously disembodied approach to both sport 

and personal difficulty. Such responses to injury, while beneficial on some levels in the 

short term, ultimately help to perpetuate circumstances under which athletes find it 

normal to take risks, disregard pain and/or compete injured. Also, this kind of perspective 

on and approach to pain and injury may lead athletes to reinjure themselves repeatedly, 

develop chronic health conditions or become disabled permanently. 

At the same time, by putting the burden of responsibility on individual athletes 

(both to take risks in order to maximize performance, and to cope with the consequences 

of serious injury), there is no need to significantly change the way we think about, or 

participate in sport. Thus, in some ways, all the other members of the field, benefit from 

the manner in which elite athletes cope with injury. Although they are not unaffected, 

coaches, administrators, psychologists, doctors, sport writers etc. remain for the most part 

unthreatened (in terms of their own positions) by increasing injury and other health 

problems in sport. It is therefore vitally important to recast serious athletic injury in non-

personal terms. Rather than seeing retired athletes such as those I interviewed as uniquely 

dedicated or positive individuals, we should now be able to see that these qualities (and 

many others) are solicited by structures and relationships within the field of sport, and are 

an important part of their participation. 

I introduced and briefly discussed the concept of athletic identity as one of the 

current topics within the psychological literature on injury in Chapter One. In the context 

of Bourdieu's framework however, athletic identity can be reframed in terms of a specific 

form of agency which is embodied and thereby, enduring. Psychologists suggest that one 
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of the main reasons that some athletes have difficulty in coping with injury or adjusting 

to retirement is that they develop exclusive identities (which are seen to limit their 

investment in other aspects of life, and their connections with others outside sport). 

However, I would argue that this is to pathologize a shared mode of thought and action, 

and to misrecognize the (largely passive and conservative) flexibility of other athletes 

(who cope well) as adaptation. In other words, athletes who have difficulty making an 

adjustment to life outside sport do not necessarily have identities which are any more 

exclusive than those of my participants. It is much more likely that such differences are 

related to objective circumstances, such as the opportunity to pursue a new career,16 the 

freedom (in terms of time and money) to participate in other recreational activities, 

having friends or other forms of support outside sport and so on. 

Psychological ideals (i.e. those upon which prescriptions related to athletic 

identity are based) promote a stable sense of self, as well as personal flexibility. While 

some people (such as my participants, to a large extent) are capable of both (which is to 

say nothing of what it costs them), others are not. According to Bourdieu, individual 

stability (expressed in the regularity of practice and perspective) is thoroughly socialized, 

and thereby, not, in the first place, infinitely flexible. On his account (and mine, in this 

project), the inertia of habitus entails a particular orientation to other people, the world 

and events within it. Even i f retired athletes take on new activities outside the field of 

sport (either before or after retirement), they are likely, to do and think about those 

things, as athletes (or retired athletes). Thus, even though she no longer has to worry 

about having an edge on her competitors, Sophie continues to hide the extent of her pain. 

David has set goals in his new career which he intends to pursue with 150% effort. And 

despite adopting a new approach to his career and life, Ben still feels a desire for 

recognition and a larger sense of purpose in his life. 

Understanding the Psychology of Career-Ending Injury 

Part Two: Reframing Identity Issues 

I argued that my participants' discussion of injury, retirement and sport in general, 

represented, at least in part, an effort to maintain modes of thought and action consistent 

Most of my participants were very privileged in terms of the career opportunities available to them as a 
result of their athletic success. 
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with an athletic habitus. Their current perspectives, and description of practice, seemed 

consistent with (and even protective of) much of what had been required of them as 

athletes. Thus, this investigation into athletic habitus (disrupted and destabilized by 

serious injury) is, in a sense, permeated by identity issues. As was clear, even in the 

uncritical summary of participants' points of view (presented in Chapter Four), 

descriptions of the challenges which these individuals faced, in injury and eventually in 

retirement, included both assertions that they had moved on (and had in fact experienced 

personal growth as a result of their career-ending injuries), and affirmation of the things 

which were still true about them (e.g. that they are independent, strong, focused and/or 

positive people). In fact, each of them, at some point during the interviews, referred to the 

importance of having had a good career, or a sense of their potential as athletes, given 

that they could no longer demonstrate this physically. 

Thus, even though he doesn't need to talk about it anymore, David said "I'm 

always going to be an injured athlete" (4, p.21). Similarly, Karl has gotten used to 

changes in his body and his lifestyle and says, "I feel like I've made that transition. I feel 

like I'm now Karl, the guy who used to be an athlete" (3, p. 21). Ben still draws on his 

identity as an elite athlete because it is an important part of both his story and his 

credibility as a motivational speaker. Perhaps most telling of the position (and point of 

view) maintained by these individuals is Sophie's statement about the fact that she 

continues to receive recognition for her accomplishments: "I welcome it but I still 

sometimes think it's bad because that's my past you know, [I should] move on and create 

a new me, I guess" (5, p. 34). 

I suggested (in Chapter Seven) that the maintenance of athletic habitus may be in 

part due to the (widely recognized) symbolic capital associated with being an elite athlete 

(which can be upheld to a certain extent in retirement). It may benefit retired athletes, 

within other fields or social life more generally, to retain aspects of their athletic identity. 

For example, Andrew, who is now a coach in his sport, talked about the respect he got 

from his athletes for his past accomplishments, saying, "...[It] hasn't been that long, so 

everyone knows who I am and respects me. ( ) respects what I say. And I can still go 

down the course and like, beat all the kids I'm coaching without any questions. [...] So, 

that means I've still got respect, it's just in a different position now. But I do enjoy i t " (1, 

p. 63). Perhaps most important about receiving this kind of respect (which doesn't 

necessarily require a physical demonstration of ability), is that it is based on the 

recognition of modes of thought and action which express and enact an athletic habitus, 
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without having to say it. 

In fact, it strikes me that participation within the field of sport may be itself 

partially a matter of achieving a particular identity. To put this in Bourdieu's terms, 

recognition itself may be primarily what the field of sport has to offer (at least from a 

psychosocial perspective). He argues that 

...the space of possibilities characteristic of each field... functions like a structured 

ensemble of offers and appeals, bids and solicitations, and prohibitions as well. 

This space acts like a language, as a system of expressive possibilities and 

impossibilities that prohibits and encourages different psychological processes 

that are, in any case, different from those of the ordinary world (1993/1999, p. 

512). 

From almost the very beginning, athletes are rewarded for the quality of their 

participation (always in terms of ranked performances) in a manner which distinguishes 

them from others (who either cannot participate, or do not participate as successfully). 

Thus, the formation and reproduction of a widely recognized identity, associated with 

privileged membership, may allow athletes a unique psychological satisfaction - a sense 

of the self as coherent, purposively engaged, and rightfully 'in place'. 

Ifthis is the case, it would be in part due to the form of participation which sport 

requires - unique in the extent to which the incorporation of objective structures in 

individuals is explicitly a matter or bodily training. Thus, the practical belief (in athletic 

modes of thought and action) which is thereby created and reproduced in athletes, may be 

particularly enduring, making retirement from sport (especially after years of committed 

involvement) different than other kinds of retirement. 

Alternatively, as I suggested in Chapter Seven and Eight, retirement may not 

necessarily entail a complete end to participation. Retired athletes may occupy positions 

at the boundaries of the field, where their knowledge, experience and social connections 

may be maintained (at least in a symbolic sense) by different forms of participation 

(either formally, through commentating or sports writing, or informally, by continuing to 

follow one's teammates and competitors). One way or the other, it seems that the life of 

an elite athlete is lived from a point of view not easily left behind, even under the 

somewhat dramatic circumstances of a career-ending injury. 
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Broader Implications Arising out of A C r i t i c a l Analysis of Career-Ending Injury: 

Flexibility and Disembodiment 

As I described in Chapter Three, sport reproduces and romanticizes (by virtue of 

its coverage in the mass media) sociocultural ideals and values which serve to perpetuate 

various modes of domination. In particular (and of concern with respect to injury) sport 

celebrates hegemonic masculinity - that version of masculinity featuring (among other 

things) physical force, risk-taking and emotional stoicism, and is considered superior to 

both femininity and other forms of masculinity (e.g. homosexuality). More broadly, the 

celebration within sport of individual achievement, and the associated disguise of the 

structures and network of relationships which support and provide it with legitimacy, is 

consistent with the tradition of liberal individualism (both a way of thinking and a system 

of values) so prominent within North American society. Thus, a critical analysis of 

career-ending injury in sport may be relevant to ways of living more generally. 

While I have already discussed the manner in which the athletic habitus (i.e. 

entailing the all-or-nothing pursuit of achievement supported by personal flexibility and 

associated strategies of self-control) can be detrimental to the health and safety of 

individual athletes within sport, it can also be problematic in a more general sense. That 

is, generalized to achievement in other realms, an athletic mode of thought and action 

(based on assessment which is primarily concerned with what is not impossible) does not, 

in the first place, take the importance of things like health, well-being and relationships 

with others into consideration. That this is a way of living already somewhat prevalent 

with North American society (among individuals intent on achievement within various 

different fields) is an observation easily made. Thus, a consideration of the manner in 

which such ways of living are both supported and perpetuated, w i l l be broadly relevant. 

In particular, I want to focus on the cultivation of flexibility both within sport and 

outside it. I have argued that the points of view of my participants (which seemed to be 

enduring, despite their disruption and/or destabilization by career-ending injury) 

contained, or were supported by, a significant amount of flexibility. I argued that this 

flexibility is essentially passive. Accomplished by athletes (and retired athletes) through 

practices and/or strategies of self-control which both overlap and support one another 

(e.g. positive thinking, developing 'perspective', objectifying injured body parts, 

minimizing pain, etc.), it enables individuals to cope with problematic circumstances 

while maintaining a previously established point of view. Thus, a change in thinking 
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(which is a not a change in the mode of thought, but in the selection from possible 

perspectives on a given situation) makes a broader change in point of view, or in social 

structures and practices, unnecessary. 

Emily Martin's (1994) research about changing understandings of health, illness 

and the body in contemporary North American society suggests that the cultivation of 

psychological flexibility within sport may be consistent with increasingly pervasive 

modes of thinking about and approaching health more generally. She describes both an 

increase in available information about health promotion and injury prevention, and an 

exaggeration of personal responsibility. People have access (relative to their resources) to 

an increasing range of therapies, medications/supplements, healthful activities and 

lifestyles which, i f adopted, might prevent them from getting sick. Also, despite the fact 

that such efforts require support from others as well as access to specific resources (i.e. 

time, money and education), emerging ideals of flexibility promote ultimate individual 

agency and responsibility, especially in the realm of health. Thus, for many people, there 

is a sense of obligation associated with doing everything they can to maximize their 

health. 

According to Martin, most people live in a state of "empowered powerlessness" 

within which health can be perpetually monitored but never fully controlled. This stance 

(of the average Tiealth conscious' individual) seems similar to the sense of self as 

infinitely capable (in the context of elite sport). In both cases, there is a seemingly 

unlimited set of strategies and practices which seem to extend the range of controllable 

elements in a given situation, and/or make achievement of an otherwise impossible ideal 

possible. Also, the drive to increase control is ultimately illusory and, for the most part, 

limited to elements within the self. In general, individual cultivation of flexibility can 

lead both to a disembodied sense of self, and to an inability to pursue meaningful change 

- either personal or social. 

To begin with, since flexible accommodation of the self is largely based on 

strategies of control (to improve one's health, to cope with problematic circumstances or 

to continue performing at the highest level), it is likely to create a dualistic and 

objectifying relation to the body. That is, the mind cannot control the body (or effects of 

external circumstances on the body), without objectifying it to a certain extent. Thus, 

flexibility which is developed in the context of a concern with the state of the body 

(either in terms of health or athletic performance) may lead, ironically, to a relatively 

disembodied mode of thought and action. Thus, the pursuit of personal flexibility may 
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give rise to health problems such as overtraining, exercise addiction, eating disorders, 

unhealthy use of supplements and other substances etc. In fact, I would argue that such 

disembodied thought and action is as prevalent among those who objectify their bodies in 

order to improve them, as it is among those who ignore or abuse them (i.e. through 

sedentary lifestyles, overeating, addictions, etc.). 

Such disembodiment makes it difficult to perceive our connections with others 

(on a bodily, social level). As Bourdieu asserts, it is through our bodies that we become 

agents, capable of producing effects in the world, and being affected ourselves. He 

writes, 

...we are disposed because we are exposed. It is because the body is (to unequal 

degrees) exposed and endangered in the world, faced with the risk of emotion, 

lesion, suffering, sometimes death, and therefore obliged to take the world 

seriously (and nothing is more serious than emotion, which touches the depths of 

our organic being) that it is able to acquire dispositions that are themselves an 

openness to the world, that is, to the very structures of the social world of which 

they are the incorporated form (1997/2000, p. 140-1). 

It is also through our bodies (socialized and thereby open to the world) that we are able to 

connect with others. Both because of all the human capacities and vulnerabilities thereby 

shared, and through the bodily expression of ourselves and our experiences (which 

includes speech as well as more subtle but equally meaningful forms of expression). 

Paradoxically, it is also through processes of (bodily) socialization that we come to 

experience ourselves as self-contained, inner-directed beings (Bourdieu, 1997/2000). 

Thus, it can be extremely difficult (and disturbing) to consider the extent to which we are 

interdependent with, or oppressed by, one another. However, such awareness is vital to 

any attempt to make significant changes on a social or institutional level. Changes in the 

way sport 'works' cannot be effectively pursued through psychological interventions 

which attempt to change individual attitudes without addressing the manner in which 

such attitudes are both embodied and continually solicited by structures, practices and 

relationships within the field. To the extent that we retain a flexible, disembodied point of 

view in which we are blind to the conditions of our constraint and our connections with 

others, significant social change w i l l continue to be monumentally difficult to initiate and 
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direct. We w i l l continue to exist, as Emily Martin puts it, in a state of "empowered 

powerlessness." 

In such a context, serious athletic injury represents an important opportunity for 

learning and developing a broader awareness of one's situation in the world. It is a chance 

to rediscover oneself, as a body - breakable, mortal and dependent on others, but also as 

open, grounded in the world and connected to others. However, as my participants 

demonstrated, and as I have described, sustaining a serious athletic injury, may result in 

an amplification of the controlling, objectifying relation to the body prevalent and 

encouraged within sport. Positive thinking, self-control and maximum effort must be 

maintained at all costs - not just because of the concern with rehabilitation and return to 

competition, but because injury itself threatens the fundamental logic (based on a sense of 

the self as infinitely capable) according to which the field of sport is organized, and 

participation made possible. Thus, even when they do not recover, the amount which 

athletes are able to learn from their experiences (in terms of their perspective on the field 

as a whole, or in terms of the implications associated with a self-centred, all-or-nothing 

approach to sport and life) is limited. At the very least, their ability to articulate the 

significance of their experience, w i l l be limited by categories of thought which do not 

easily convey the complexity of either their bodily engagement in the world, or their 

connections with others. 

Thus we have the fundamental contradiction at the foundations of modern (elite) 

sport: it contains both an opportunity to understand and celebrate the meaning of our 

embodiment as human beings, and strong impetus for increasing objectification of the 

body. Bourdieu describes two ways of knowing the body: the "body-as-thing, known 

from outside as mechanism" and "the inhabited and forgotten body, felt from inside as 

opening, energy, tension or desire, and also as strength, connivance and familiarity..." 

(1997/2000, p. 133). While he is specifically concerned with the attitude which scientists 

take toward the body, it is also true that athletes (and those who have a stake in their 

performance) both seek to control (in part through objectification of), and live, their 

bodies. Continually required to monitor their bodies and control movements, energy 

output etc., they also engage themselves bodily in sport - where the best action is that 
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which is enacted in a skillful, unthinking manner. Thus investment in sport is uniquely 

compelling - because it gives the athlete an (otherwise elusive) experience of wholeness, 

but also because, the drive to maximize all the forms of personal output and self-control 

which lead to improved performance, becomes a way of living not easily or even 

willfully left behind. 

Overall, the experiences and points of view associated with career-ending injury 

(at least for my participants) suggest that there are ideological and practical 

contradictions within and outside sport with regards to both health and achievement. It 

seems particularly problematic that the manner in which these aspects of life overlap, 

seems to amplify, rather than modify the modes of thought and action applied to each. 

That is, the cultivation of personal flexibility (based on ideals of individual autonomy and 

practices which objectify the body) for the sake of one's health, tends to require more and 

more of the individual, since the range of (apparently) controllable elements is always 

increasing. Thus, being healthy comes to represent a meaningful achievement rather than 

a matter of luck or privilege. At the same time, the pursuit of particular achievements 

within sport, although dependent on optimal health, nonetheless may ultimately prove a 

threat to one's health. To the extent that personal flexibility enables the (perceived) realm 

of the possible (and/or controllable) to be infinitely extended, athletes may take risks or 

try too hard, thus injuring or reinjuring themselves repeatedly. 

Sociologically Informed Psychology and the Twofold Truth 

This social-psychological framework enables us to more meaningfully situate a 

particular psychological problem, understand how the experience of it is (locally and 

socioculturally) shaped, and to outline some of the broader implications. Once we have 

reconstructed the individual as embodied and socially constituted (and thereby 

constrained), we can investigate both the conditions and the practical logic of his agency. 

From this broader point of view, we can articulate the contradictions and the coherence of 

different points of view, as well as the practical necessity of both. At the same time, this 

process is dependent on the window on the field which individual experience provides. 

Further, such insight is based, not just on the individual expression of a general logic and 

its associated practices, but also on the subjective activity which seeks to make sense 
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(whether it is creative and active, or more passively a matter of negotiating between 

available interpretations). I have argued that this is what is missing from Bourdieu's 

framework from a psychological perspective - a theorization of subjectivity which would 

help to explain both the manner in which some of my participants seem to have been able 

to flexibly maintain a point of view consistent with athletic habitus (and to contain their 

suffering), and how Ben (uniquely positioned) was able to develop a certain amount of 

multiplicity in his point of view. 

This brings us, in a sense, to the idea of'twofold truth', in which (as I have already 

described) my task, as athlete-researcher, is to hold together both the point of view of my 

participants (informed by both position within the field and lived experience), and my 

(analytical but not completely detached) point of view (on their point of view and the 

field as a whole). Thus we have both their accounts (of career-ending injury as a 

challenge, as an experience of growth, and as ultimately unthreatening of their love for 

sport), and my critical analysis of those accounts. And running throughout, a sense of 

deep contradiction and mysterious affliction - why do these athletes (and why do I) 

remain so invested, and so affected? That is, why do we respond to solicitations which 

are no longer directly relevant, or adhere to ideals and modes of practice which should, 

through career-ending injury, be proven ineffective or problematic? 

Ultimately, I think that all this reflects a fundamental human reality. We are 

historical beings: what we have done and who we have been in the past matters to us - in 

both a corporeal, and a subjective sense. While we may cultivate flexibility and even 

multiplicity within ourselves (under the right circumstances), we still need to make sense 

of our progression through time. In fact, we do not orient ourselves so much through the 

passing of time, as through meaning: the movement between places, the unfolding of 

significant events, the shape of our days, and the texture of our relationships with others. 

Within sport, movement, bodily experience and physical capacity are explicitly and 

centrally meaningful. Thus, the athlete forced to retire due to injury must protect a history 

which includes deep loss, and a very tangible sense of her potential as a human being -

meaningful to her in a sense which perhaps can never be fully articulated. 

As David told me, "I ' l l never have that that gut feeling, or that riveting feeling that 

ski racing provided me. You know, I'll never have that adrenaline rush again, there is 

nothing that w i l l satisfy me the way that skiing did" (4, p. 41). However, this is not to say 

that he doesn't, in a sense, carry it with him. When I asked him what it was like to retain 

his memories of skiing, or knowledge of his potential as an athlete, he said, 
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...that's um, something that a lot of athletes keep inside. They don't really talk 

about, and [...] they don't know how to explain it. [...] It's sort of a feeling that 

you don't need to share with anyone else, it's something that you have and 

something that you can take forward into whatever you do (4, p. 48). 

The retired athlete must find a means of retaining all the things she knows to be 

true and important about herself, but which can't be said out loud, and can only really be 

shared with others through active participation. Ultimately, despite injury and decrease in 

physical fitness, the body retains its knowledge, the skillful capacity to do something 

difficult well. This is perhaps a unique form of memory: one that follows the athlete 

everywhere, present in all the things she does which almost express it, like an invisible 

outline of her potential as a human being - now in some ways unfulfilled, but never silent. 

A career-ending injury challenges the athlete to find a means of creating 

coherence out of disruption and destabilization. While the cultivation of multiplicity may 

be preferable to the extent that it facilitates greater self- (and potentially social) 

awareness, and thereby, more freedom in the creation of meaning, the flexible 

maintenance of point of view, can also be seen as deeply significant in its affirmation of 

the meaningfulness of one's mode of engagement in the world. It is perhaps a 

fundamental contradiction (no less a truth) of human existence that such engagement 

(itself an openness to the world) is articulated according to specific constraints. Thus, the 

accomplishment of my participants (whether flexible or multiple) is indeed heroic, 

because they have remained open to a world which, after serious injury, w i l l never be 

open to them again in the same way. 
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Sample Questionnaires 
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Questionnaire # 1 

Employees of National Sport Centre Calgary (N.S.C.C.) 

1) Please describe your job/role at N.S.C.C. 

2) What do you do for injured athletes? 

3) What do you do for retiring athletes? 

4) What would you do i f an athlete had a career-ending injury? 

5) Do you see career-ending injury as a special problem? Does it happen often? Do these 

athletes need special attention? 

6) What are the components of counseling from a sport psychologist? What do athletes 

get out of it? 

7) Under what circumstances might an athlete need extra support? 

8) What are some of the other forms of support available to athletes? 

9) What does an athlete have to do to receive support? Are there any obstacles or 

limitations to the support available? 

10) Is there room for improvement? Where and how? 

11) Do the services available help athletes? How? 

12) To what extent are injured athletes under pressure from others? 

13) Do you work with others to improve the support available to athletes? 

14) Please describe your own perspective on career-ending injury. 



Questionnaire # 2 

Non-Injured Athletes i n Downhill Skiing, Moguls and Speed Skating 

1) What kind of person does it take to be an athlete in your sport? 

-physically, mentally, lifestyle 

2) How does the lifestyle associated with this sport affect you? What kind of person does 

it make you? 

3) What kind of commitments do you have to make? 

4) What kind of training do you do? 

-in season and off 

-mental and physical 

5) What sets the elite athletes apart? 

6) What would constitute a quality performance? 

7) What is against the rules? 

8) To what extent are athletes supported? 

9) How would you describe the sport, as a whole? 

10) How long does a career generally last? 

11) How prevalent is injury? 

12) What do people generally do after retirement? 

13)What is good about skiing? Why do you like it? 

14) What is negative or potentially difficult about this sport? 
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Questionnaire # 3 

Retired Athletes with Career-Ending Injuries: First Interview 

Introduction: This research is part inspired by my own experience with career-ending 

injury and my feeling that aspects of career-ending injury are somewhat misunderstood. 

This discussion is intended to help me get a sense of what kind of experiences you have 

had in sustaining a serious injury and being forced to retire from competition. I have 

some specific questions prepared, but I am most interested in what you feel is or was 

significant about both your injury and the retirement process. Please feel free to go 

beyond my questions, or to tell me i f they seem unimportant with regards to your own 

experience. 

Part One: Overview of Athletic Career and Life After Retirement 

1) Please describe your career in . 

-its duration, the levels at which you competed, your aspirations and achievements 

-what the national team is like in (qualification, organization, coaching etc.) 

2)What have you been doing since you retired? 

Part Two: Illness/Injury Experience(s) 

3) Please describe the timing and circumstances of your injury. 

-what was the timing in relation to competitive events, your projected career 

4) Describe yourself and your life at the time of the injury. 

-your health, happiness, involvement in other activities (i.e. school, work), relationships 

4) Describe your experience of the injury and your treatment (diagnosis, prognosis). 

-what was the initial reaction (by yourself and others)? 

-how were other aspects of your life affected? 

5) Please describe your rehabilitation process. 

-how long did it go (has it gone) on? 

-what was the outcome, or what has it been so far? 

-how much pain and/or disability did you experience as a result of the injury (initially and 
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over time)? 

6) To what extent were you supported by or under pressure from others? 

-coach, teammates, family, friends, nscc? 

Part Three: Retirement 

7) How did you decide to retire?. 

-how did you feel about it, how did it affect you and other aspects of your life? 

-what were some of the consequences, how did other people react? 

8) To what extent were you supported or under pressure from others? 

Part Four: Life After Retirement 

9) How is your life different now? 

-do you perceive changes in yourself as a result of the injury, retirement or both? 

-are there changes in your body or ongoing physical experiences? 

10) What is unchanged or relatively consistent? 

11) Do you see sport differently than you did before? 

12) Do you have a vision for the future (has it changed)? 

13) Looking back, are you satisfied with your career? Does your injury have any 

continuing significance? 

14) What is your current level of fitness and functioning? 

-what kinds of activities do you or are you able to participate in? 
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Questionnaire # 4 

Retired Athletes with Career-Ending Injuries: Second Interview17 

Introduction: In this interview I hope we can go into some of things we talked about in 

the first interview in more depth. As before, I have some specific questions prepared, but 

I am most interested in what you feel is or was significant about both your injury and the 

retirement process. Please feel free to go beyond my questions, or to tell me i f they seem 

unimportant with regards to your own experience. 

Part One: Significance of the Injury Itself 

1) Severity: did this make it a unique experience for you? 

-at the time and since? 

2) Timing: what is the significance? 

3) Do you continue to think or talk about the injury itself? 

4) Do you feel that you were changed by this injury? 

5) How would you describe your life at the time? 

6) How did you feel about having multiple surgeries? 

Part Two: Rehabilitation 

7) Was there any point during rehab when you felt down or lost hope? 

8) Did you talk to anybody (at the time) about the whole process? 

9) How did you feel about the uncertainty of the outcome? 

Part Three: Decision to Retire 

10) What made this hard? 

11) What was that month (in which you made up your mind) like? 

12) You said, 'this is the time when you really need support'. Did you get it? If not, how 

could someone be supported during this time? 

This questionnaire is taken from an interview with one of the athletes in particular and includes questions 
specific to his experience (as solicited in the first interview with him). 
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13) Why do you think it is bad to cut everything off at once (i.e. rehab, contact with 

coaches etc.)? 

14) Did your daily physical experiences change at this point? 

15) Was it hard to ask for help at any point? 

Part Four: Life After Retirement and Looking Back 

16) What has changed? 

-about you (physical, emotional, practical)? 

-your life (daily, in the future)? 

17) What has stayed the same? 

18) What is the importance of past and present physical experiences to who you are? 

19) When you think about skiing and feel sad, what is it that you are missing? 

20) Do you feel you've lost something? Does that change you as a person? 

21) What would you say to someone who says 'everything happens for a reason'? 

22) Have you stayed friends with other skiers, coaches? 
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A P P E N D I X B 

Transcription Conventions 

There are two different notations I have used to indicate the source of particular 

excerpts. First, quotes embedded within the text, and/or additional to larger excerpts 

presented for extensive analysis are referenced like this: (2, p.45). The first number refers 

to the transcript set (each contains both interviews conducted with that participant), and 

the second to the page number (the transcripts from both interviews are numbered 

continuously). 

The large excerpts which I have selected for analysis (e.g. in Chapter Five 

through Eight) are labeled in the following manner: A (1, p. 22-23), with each fragment 

of speech (i.e. each 'turn' by either myself or the participant) also numbered. The 

notation in brackets refers to the source of the excerpts, as above. Discussion in the text 

which follows w i l l then refer to the excerpt and the fragment number (e.g. A3). This 

notation is specific to excerpts in the section or chapter within which it is presented. 

The conventions used in the transcription process are as follows: 

( ) Indecipherable speech. 

(laugh) Other sounds or pauses. 

[... ] Speech which has been removed. 

Used at the beginning or end of speech to indicate its starting or end point in 

the middle of a larger fragment. 

[she said] When speech is only partly decipherable, when a proper name has been used, 

or in order to clarify content, the analyst has inserted words to complete the 

sentence. 

A hyphen indicates that the speaker has been interrupted by speech in the 

next fragment. 

very Bold words indicate special emphasis. 




