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Abstract - Aim: Through reports of the athletes with disabilities interviewed, this study aimed to understand how the 
experiences lived in mainstream sports occur among people without disabilities. Methods: Husserl's classic phenom-
enology was the methodological framework adopted. The phenomenological interview was carried out with an inten-
tional sample that included six athletes with some type of physical disability and later its recording was transcribed for 
the procedures of phenomenological reduction and intentional crossing to explain the meaning of what is experienced 
by these athletes in mainstream sport. Results: Five categories essentially describe how these experiences occur: 
operational body barred in the world; shaping the movement; the invisibility of disability; determination stimulus; and 
normalization of social relations in mainstream sports. These experiences correspond to a dynamic process in which 
each part does not necessarily follow the other. Conclusion: The experience in mainstream sports allowed the inter-
viewees to improve their experience of capacity, self-efficacy, and recognition through the mutuality between self-per-
ception and the expectation of acceptance by society.  
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Introduction 

The present study is the result of the concern felt by one of 
the researchers for living and playing sports over the years 
among people with physical disabilities, in a context in 
which there is no adaptation to the rules. In the first place, 
the integrated sports practice with people with disabilities 
can cause some estrangement, exaggerated care, because 
the bodily admiration in the sport represents a significant 
characteristic and the ability is typically associated with a 
perfect body, which is a social construction that can infer 
that disability is something negative1. Nonetheless, when 
perceiving the positive view of disability, as a new organi-
zation with its laws, a novel way of being in the world 
with its values2, at each training session or competition, 
this excess of care and fear of injuring players with dis-
abilities seem to tend to oblivion. However, how do they 
feel? How important is this practice to them? 

Comprehending the differences between integrating 
and including are important for a better understanding of 
the dynamics of participation of athletes with disabilities 
in mainstream sports. According to Kamberidou, Bonias, 
and Patsantaras3, the word “integrate” means to change, 
remedy or modify the person or the context for an indivi-
dual or group to join another individual or group, so that 
they fit into and be absorbed in the existing system. On the 

other hand, Sassaki4 suggests that “including” implies 
modifying society through changes in physical and social 
environments. Swain and French5 argue that through 
inclusion, the culture of disability is recognized from their 
experiences, the disabling barriers are removed and needs 
related to the disability are met. Essentially, whereas peo-
ple with disabilities adapt their condition to mainstream 
sport, sports for people with disabilities have their adapta-
tions designed according to the athlete's disability condi-
tion. 

In the history of the Olympic sport, some cases of 
athletes with disabilities who participated in competitions 
with athletes without disabilities were highlighted. This is 
the case of the North American runner Marla Runyan, the 
first legally blind athlete to compete in the Olympic 
Games6, and of two other athletes who competed in both 
the Olympic and Paralympic Summer Games in London, 
2012. They are the Polish tennis player Natalia Partyka, 
born without a fully developed forearm, who in the Olym-
pics reached the round of 16 in the single's category, and 
the South African sprinter Oscar Pistorius, known as 
“Blade Runner” for using thin prostheses made of carbon 
fiber in the place of his lower limbs, semi-finalist of the 
400-meter race and the finalist of the 4 x 400-meter relay 
with the South Africa team7. Nevertheless, Richard, Issan-
chou, and Ferez8 argue that Pistorius’ participation in 
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mainstream sport was controversial due to the impossi-
bility of concluding whether or not he gained an unfair 
advantage over athletes not assisted by technology. There-
fore, due to the possible technological advantages brought 
about by his prostheses, which would hurt the traditional 
view of Olympic justice, the case of Oscar Pistorius sti-
mulated debate regarding human improvement in sport, 
even if he had never won a major sporting event compet-
ing against athletes without disabilities8. 

Despite their physical disabilities, athletes like Nata-
lia Partyka and Oscar Pistorius have sought to be part of 
the sports environment aimed at people without dis-
abilities, where, according to Hughes and Paterson9, they 
can be excluded due to construction regulations. Such 
constructions disregard the phenomenological concept of 
corporeality explained by Standal10, which says we are 
our bodies, which in turn are a new perspective on a world 
where inclusion remains, nevertheless, a considerable 
challenge. As argued by Van Hilvoorde and Landeweerd6, 
the prominence obtained by these athletes in mainstream 
competitions can contribute to the denaturalization of the 
view that people with disabilities have in sports, which 
frequently refer to patients fighting their limitations 
instead of athletes with specific and exceptional talents. 

In light of Salamon-Krakowska11 thoughts, athletes 
with disabilities can carry out with their bodies mean-
ingful experiences and interactions with people who are 
different from themselves through training and deliberate 
practice, regardless of their disability or ability. These 
bodily experiences indicate how people feel about their 
bodies12, which represent our active vehicle for being in 
the world and inform the body's intentionality13. Hence, 
the human motor function must be considered not solely 
from the point of view of physical education, sport, or 
rehabilitation, as this is an entirely philosophical issue11. 
As it can be deduced from Edmund Husserl's thought in 
his famous Ideas II14, a seminal work not only for Mer-
leau-Ponty's philosophy15 but for all bodily phenomenol-
ogy, body movement is an ontological condition for 
experience in the world. 

In this article, we examine through first-person 
reports, how the experiences of athletes with physical dis-
abilities in integrated participation with people without 
disabilities in mainstream sports occur. In this way, it will 

be possible to understand, according to the experience of 
athletes with a physical disability, how the others are per-
ceived by them and how they perceive the others regard 
them during integrated sports practice, how they overcome 
their difficulties, perception of their own body and how it 
can change according to their engagement with main-
stream sport. Such information can be essential for trans-
forming a look that downgrades, focused only on the 
disability, to a look and treatment that value the person, his 
capacity, what he can perform in his condition of dis-
ability. 

Methods 

Participants 
The intentional sample included six athletes with 

some type of physical disability (Table 1) from various 
cities in the state of São Paulo, Brazil, who should fulfill 
the following criteria: (a) at least one year practicing the 
sport and (b) participation in no less than one local, regio-
nal, or state mainstream competition since these minimum 
factual criteria infer they practice or practiced the sport 
regularly and effectively alongside people without dis-
abilities. The contacts took place from an intentional pro-
cess, in which the link with the interviewees was sought 
from teams or groups that practiced sports without any 
type of adaptation for people with disabilities. The inter-
views were carried out after signing the Free and Informed 
Consent Term, according to the ethical requirements for 
this type of research approved by the Faculty of Philoso-
phy, Sciences and Letters at Ribeirão Preto Ethics in 
Research Committee (CAAE: 24855014.8.0000.5407). 

Phenomenological interview 
The phenomenological interview was adopted to 

access the experiences of athletes with physical dis-
abilities in mainstream sports. The perspective adopted in 
the present study was that of the classical phenomenology 
of Husserl14 and authors accordant with the phenomenol-
ogy proposed by this philosopher. 

According to Martínková and Parry16, phenomenol-
ogy is a research method that seeks to identify structures 
of consciousness that try to account for how something is 
experienced by someone, an investigation of experiences 

Table 1 - Interviewee characteristics.  

Pseudonym Age Occupation Disability Sport Competition 

Michael 27 Retired Cerebellar ataxia Soccer Local 

James 26 Industrial designer Impaired passive range of movement Karate Regional Games 

Cesar 31 University student/ Librarian Impaired muscle power Swimming University Games 

Addison 32 Nursing technician Limb deficiency Capoeira Regional Games 

George 22 University student Limb deficiency Basketball Regional Games 

Keila 21 University student Impaired passive range of movement Athletics National championship   
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“as they are presented to the subjects who are having the 
experiences”10 (p. 37). In addition, Halák, Jirásek, and 
Nesti17 elucidate that there is a phenomenon from the 
point of view of phenomenology “when the thing shows 
itself as what it is” (p. 118). In this case, it asks about the 
nature of what is experienced by athletes with physical 
disabilities and the various ways in which their experi-
ences in mainstream sports can appear to us. 

The phenomenological interview is one of the fun-
damental elements of this methodology18 through the 
understanding of the individual from the development of a 
sensitive listening19. According to Barreira18, a significant 
characteristic of the method is the epoché, in which it is 
intended to suspend the belief of the natural attitude, by 
subtracting from the intentional scene the use of our pre-
vious knowledge when we analyze a phenomenological 
phenomenon, whether scientific, cultural or common 
sense18. Furthermore, all interview processes are char-
acterized by deepening with the experience of people, that 
is, they aim to favor the interviewee to verify the lived 
experiences18. 

The number of interviews was limited based on 
saturation, i.e., when there was a systematic repetition of 
the meanings expressed in the reports. Moreover, the 
identities of the interviewees were replaced by pseudo-
nyms, to prevent identification. Although the interviews 
were manually transcribed in full in Portuguese, we 
chose to translate only the excerpts used in this study 
into English. In addition, we adopted the back-translation 
procedure described by Mandal20 in order to ensure 
transparency and reliability when transmitting the origi-
nal native meanings. 

Barreira and Ranieri21 and Barreira18 explain that 
the questions used in the phenomenological interview are 
guiding questions, and from them, other questions arise 
that aim to lead the interviewee to the experience in order 
not to be limited to the superficial. The questions are 
exploratory in nature, being open-ended questions that 
lead the interviewee to think about and get back in touch 
with their experiences so that the authentic or original 
speech is expressed. According to Amatuzzi19, authentic 
or original speech is the first speech pronounced with 
meaning, a language that expresses thoughts which can be 
resumed in the derived empirical language, whereas in the 
second language, although at times complex, nothing new 
is brought, without requiring any effort of expression, like 
the ordinary, everyday language. 

The script prepared for the semi-structured inter-
view, aiming to direct each interviewee to get in touch and 
express their own experiences, consisted of the following 
questions: 1) How did sport appear in your life? 2) How 
does your disability appear during training/competition? 
3) What is the meaning of sport in your life? 4) Do you 
think that sports have transformed the way you see your 
disability? How? 

Question 1 seeks to lead the interviewee to trace a 
history of the sporting practice experienced so far. Ques-
tion 2 examines experiences about how the disability is 
perceived by the participants and other people during 
sports practice. Question 3 investigates experiences 
offered by participation in mainstream sports according to 
the practitioners. Question 4 deals with a possible change 
in the interviewee's view of his disability through main-
stream sports. 

Data analysis 
With the set of interviews in hand, i.e., recorded, and 

transcribed, the eidetic analysis takes place, which focuses 
exclusively on the relationship between the object of the 
experience and the experience of that same object. Giorgi 
and Sousa22 elucidate that the eidetic analysis seeks to 
establish the “essence” of the object of study, through 
imaginative free variation, which seeks multiple manifes-
tations of a phenomenon to describe it in what is essential 
to it18,21, defining syntheses of psychological meanings on 
the subject. Finally, the significant experiences are inten-
tionally crossed, i.e., the essential elements of the experi-
ences present in the reports are sought, constituting the 
phenomenological reduction, which allows the creation of 
categories that reveal structuring experiences of these 
individuals’ experience18,21. Hence, the meaning of an 
experience is expressed through phenomenological reduc-
tion as the essential components of the phenomena are 
addressed18,21. 

According to a previous study, a key element of the 
classic phenomenological method based on Husserl's phi-
losophy is the phenomenological reduction18. Husserl's 
phenomenological conception has the situational context 
of a phenomenon (natural orientation) as a starting point 
and along with the reductions (phenomenological orienta-
tion), it reaches essential elements, the residue of what 
was subtracted from the reports, unveiling lived structural 
experiences of the triggered phenomena. In this case, it 
explains the meaning of what is experienced by athletes 
with physical disabilities in mainstream sports. 

Results 
The initial analysis of the interviews consisted of 

identifying the significant sporting experiences, as well as 
understanding the dynamics of the experiences lived by 
these athletes with disabilities in mainstream sports. From 
the analysis of the interviews, the significant experiences 
were intentionally crossed, i.e., the essential elements of 
the experiences present in the reports were sought through 
phenomenological reduction. Five categories were built 
from the interviews, highlighting relevant aspects of these 
individual experiences: operational body barred in the 
world; shaping the movement; the invisibility of disability; 
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determination stimulus; and normalization of social rela-
tions in mainstream sport. 

Operational body barred in the world 
The first significant elements of the interviewees’ 

experiences appear at times when the doubt about the pos-
sibility of making certain movements is raised by others. 
Likewise, the participants also perceive the impossibility 
of performing some movements similarly to people with-
out disabilities, as stated by Cesar: “How can I compete in 
handball against those giant horses in a wheelchair? It 
doesn't work”. In most cases, it can be noted that the 
sportsman with a disability faces barriers to opportunities 
to become familiar with sports planned for people without 
disabilities. It resembles a diminishing experience, which 
apparently begins with the looks of strangers and is likely 
to become the person's perception. Some excerpts high-
light excessive care, as in James's case: “My mother was 
afraid to let me do karate because of my disability”. Being 
the target of derogatory attitudes also marks the partici-
pants’ experiences, as in Michael's experience: “It was 
common to hear things like ‘leave this one unmarked 
because he won't do anything’”, and Cesar: “People 
usually think that a person with a physical disability is also 
intellectually disabled, deaf, blind. Some people come to 
me talking like I'm 7”. The way these athletes are viewed 
also reflects a perception of distrust, as noted in Addison's 
speech: “I was introduced as a graduated teacher, and then 
I heard someone who was there saying ‘is that so?’”. 
Likewise, George reported: “When people see me, they 
look scared and say, ‘hey, how's this guy going to play?’”. 
As will be discussed later, the perception of normality 
experienced by athletes with physical disabilities will be 
central to their own experience. However, participants are 
frequently confronted with looks and stances accusing 
their difference as a depreciated abnormality. 

Shaping the movement 
Despite the difficulties that arise during sports prac-

tice, athletes with disabilities can develop adaptations to 
participate in mainstream sports. Intense commitment to 
training sessions, as well as changes in movement execu-
tion patterns, represent strategies that may allow them to 
be more competitive, without utilizing elements outside 
the rules. This is observed in James's speech, who devel-
oped a different posture pattern for practicing karate: 

“My disability is in my right arm, and I find it easy to use my 
legs. Since my right hand cannot be extended or raised for a long 
time, I use my left hand in the front to try to obscure this defect” 
(James).  

The movements developed by Addison end up being 
requested in his Capoeira classes: “Sometimes, when I'm 
teaching in some places, they want me to make my move-
ments, not the ones they do”. The same is true of George, 

who says he can achieve the same goal differently: “In 
sports, there are things you can do that I won't be able to. 
But I can do it in a different way, which would be practi-
cally the same thing that you would do”. Reporting some-
thing outside the sports context, Cesar highlighted the 
perception of how his condition also implied positive dif-
ferences in daily life, differences that, in a way, demon-
strated his efficiency in locomotion due to the wheelchair: 

“I said to myself: ‘wow, I'm walking faster than everyone’. I used 
to be the first to arrive. This happens to the present day. I don't see 
myself as a disabled man in a wheelchair, because if you think 
about it, I walk faster than you do. I don't get tired; I'm sitting all 
the time. So, you know, I have a comfort that a person who walks 
doesn't have” (Cesar).  

Invisibility of disability 
The perception of body effectiveness through a pro-

cess of invisibility of the disability can be observed in a set 
of experiences between different reports. This becomes 
more meaningful with the progression of events that cul-
minate in the acceptance of the disability and the recogni-
tion of its self-efficacy. 

Michael reports an occasion when his teacher's atti-
tude is brought up as a reference to what is outlined as his 
moral posture in relation to his disability, valuing his 
efforts and his willingness to experiment, characteristics 
that must be appreciated and dignified in a person: 

“One day in elementary school, a guy who didn't know me 
laughed at me when the teacher called my name on the roll call. 
Then, the teacher said, not only for this guy, who laughed, but for 
everyone: ‘If you had half of his effort, it would be great, because 
even though he has a disability, he tries hard. Even though he 
can't do something, he tries’” (Michael).  

James mentions what it is like to be in a competition: 
“When we are going to compete, we also prepare our-
selves so that our opponents do not notice, and they gen-
erally do not notice the disability. So, I feel like a person 
without disabilities”. It is noteworthy karate is a combat 
sport, therefore, it is a type of competition where the 
opponent tries to benefit directly from any disadvantages 
that a competitor may present. This occurs in technical, 
tactical, strategic, and physical terms, not excluding a pos-
sible physiological limit. 

The body's acceptance appears specially and expli-
citly in Cesar's experience: 

“It's one thing to be dressed, and it's another to expose a stunted 
leg, the hollow of your back. People watching, you feel a little 
unprotected. So, swimming helped me a lot in this aspect. So, I 
don't worry if I'm wearing swimming trunks, if I'm wearing pants. 
I see myself in the mirror and I see myself a lot easier than years 
ago” (Cesar).  

Respondents express the importance of not being 
recognized for their disabilities, but for their sport: “Peo-
ple started seeing me beyond the wheelchair. If you ask 
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some people about me, they will tell ‘the guy who works 
at the library’ or ‘the swimmer’” (Cesar); “When I go out 
on the street, some people say: ‘That guy over there plays 
basketball’” (George). George also recognizes how com-
petitive he is, as his opponents did not relieve him: “In 
fact, I was the one who got the hardest hit”. 

There is a positive value attached to the sporting 
experience, as shown by Addison's statement: 

“Sometimes, you think you are less. With Capoeira I saw we are 
the same. There is no difference. The person puts the limit. But 
there is no limit. I make some moves thought by many as impos-
sible, but it isn't. It depends on how much effort you put in. So, ‘I 
can't’ doesn't exist. If you want, you search and go after it” 
(Addison).  

Disabling looks are accompanied by strangeness. As 
seen in the category operational body barred in the world, 
the first significant elements of the participants’ experi-
ences are related to attitudes described as derogatory. 
There follows a malaise and the possible constraint of a 
body seen as impaired by its natural condition. In two 
interviews, this incorporation of the gaze of others in the 
object's body appears clearly. Cesar, who talks about the 
difficulty of seeing himself in the mirror, and Keila, who 
realized that the withdrawal from sports practice was 
accompanied by a negative feeling: “It seems that the head 
is weak. When you are on the street, everyone looks at you 
in a crooked way”. However, the reports converge on a 
crucial existential change, the transition to a new position. 
This occurs when the experience in sports gradually shifts 
the perception of itself from the emphasis on the object 
body to the emphasis on the subject body, the perception 
of itself as capable of acting in the world, often objectified 
as a minor and incapable. 

Determination stimulus 
In this category, respondents describe capacity 

experiences. Recognizing one's own capacity increases 
self-efficacy, even if there are possible difficulties in 
mainstream sports. Some participants report having over-
come their difficulties by competing only in mainstream 
sports, as is the case with Michael: 

“Even though it is difficult for me, I mean, I walk slowly, I can go 
wherever I want, alone. I tried proving to myself that I am cap-
able, that I could be better than normal guys. Then, one day I 
scored a goal” (Michael).  

James reports an appreciation of the principles of 
karate as a stimulus to determination: “The fundamentals 
of karate make us walk with determination, regardless of 
the outcome. We can overcome any obstacle, like ner-
vousness or even my disability in the arm. So, in a compe-
tition, we try to do what we train, without secrets”. 
Similarly, Cesar says that when he competed against 
swimmers without disabilities, he felt his sporting experi-
ence had been elevated: “In my second year of under gra-

duation I competed in swimming. Okay, I didn't win, 
because I competed against people without disabilities, 
‘normal’ people. Even so, it was a success. Everyone 
talked about me. I swam and everyone looked”. Addison 
mentions the difficulties he overcame at the beginning of 
his practice: “In the beginning, I had to work hard. I had to 
adapt to some movements of balance and strength”. The 
period doing physiotherapy is highlighted by Keila: 

“I had to stay like this for a year because I had to undergo surgery 
and realized my arm atrophied. I said to myself: ‘If I don't do 
physical therapy, I can play sports, and my performance will con-
tinue improving.’ I realized it would be good for me, not only for 
my health but for my disability. Physiotherapy is boring, and 
training, you know, you expend all of your energies” (Keila).  

Normalization of social relations in mainstream sport 
This category provides reports of experiences con-

cerning to the politicization of experience in social rela-
tions. This politicization is born out of a moral sense that 
highlights situations in which what is understood as the 
rights of participation and inclusion of these athletes in 
distinctive communities, like sports associations and the 
society as a whole, are hurt. To put it concisely, it is a 
claim arising from the perception that the institutional bar-
riers to their effective participation in human society are 
not natural but normative, therefore historical, and poli-
tical. 

It can be hypothesized that these social norms have 
always aimed to protect and guarantee conditions of jus-
tice for people with disabilities. No interviewee shows 
more of the error of using this method than Keila. Accord-
ing to her account, she was prevented from receiving 
financial support to compete in conventional athletics, 
although her results were better than those of several com-
petitors without disabilities: 

“At that time, the staff in that city no longer wanted me to com-
pete because I was taking money from their athletes. Only three 
would benefit. This girl was falling behind in fourth or fifth place. 
Therefore, they filed an appeal so that I no longer compete with 
them” (Keila).  

Impediments to participation based on certain differ-
ences should not be based on any principle of justice. 
Opponents’ attempts to deny her the right to compete in 
mainstream sports aimed at maintaining privileges and 
interests not guided by sporting criteria. Without the moral 
certainty that what really counts is commitment, that the 
value is in what someone can do and not in the physical 
condition, people with disabilities would not practice any 
sport. This is because these people tend to go through 
extremely discouraging situations inspired by the objecti-
fication of their incapacitating condition as non-competi-
tive. This can be identified in Cesar's speech, which 
expressed how his disability stands out among strangers: 
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“If I am in a bar, it is clear my disability will show up. It will 
appear first due to the wheelchair, which unfortunately draws 
more attention. But, if I'm competing if I'm training, it wouldn't 
happen. Therefore, I am seen as normal. There was no need to 
highlight the disability” (Cesar).  

Discussion 
When people with physical disabilities launch their 

bodies into a world designed for people without dis-
abilities, barriers arise against them as obstacles to be 
familiar with the things of the world6. This happens due to 
a perceptual contrast (pre-reflective or not) with the many 
mundane, physical, and institutional norms, both socially 
configured. In that manner, the disability condition 
appears as decreased in terms of chances of action. How-
ever, in the face of these adversities, the athletes inter-
viewed adapt, seek ways to remain competitive, 
positioning themselves in such a way as to point out that 
what counts is the effort, that there is a greater value than 
that of the physical condition in what they do and can do 
with their body condition. Therefore, from the point of 
view of their experience, these participants do not start 
from an objective predetermination that informs their 
mobility as reduced, limited, inefficient, and, eventually, 
depreciated. Although there is no denial on their part that 
their condition imposes limits, these limits are not posi-
tioned as ready and natural. 

The identified categories present distinctions that 
occur in the layers of the human structure, in the stratifica-
tion of the experience23. The category operational body 
barred in the world portrays a body dimension on the 
social plane, where the person is barred by the view of the 
physical. The following category, shaping the movement, 
reflects a psychic character intertwined, in the order of 
bodily conditions, satisfaction, and desires of the person 
with a disability to identify possibilities and test, by trial 
and error, and to achieve a competitive standard. As for 
the invisibility of the disability, a social aspect shows that 
the individual is no longer impeded, and his ability leads 
to a loss of focus on the disability. Next, the category sti-
mulus of determination shows a strong spiritual element of 
that athlete, through the relationship of effort, persever-
ance, and appreciation of his ability. Finally, the category 
normalization of social relations in mainstream sport con-
cerns the political aspects of standardization, guaranteeing 
the participation rights of people with disabilities. 

Considering the possibility of analyzing these cate-
gories temporally, where each part of the process succeeds 
the other, the distinction of categories does not suggest 
separation of experiences and not necessarily a chronol-
ogy of experience. Each moment emphasizes one aspect of 
stratification but does not eliminate the other. The experi-
ences of each respondent were inserted in a historical hor-
izon and prejudices were already displayed showing a 

parallel between the historical and the individual. The 
political aspects of normalization are already present in 
the first category, while the spirit of determination can be a 
struggle for recognition, but it does not mean that it did not 
exist before, or even a condition that the athlete fights for 
inclusion. The modeling of the movement involves the sti-
mulation of determination, still somewhat under construc-
tion 

The experience referred to as “operational body bar-
red in the world” appears through looks and postures 
directed at the object body that accuse physical differences 
as a depreciated abnormality. According to the work of 
Nenon14, Husserl states in his post mortem Ideas II that 
the body is both subject and object. On the one hand, as a 
subject, the body is experienced as the proper and inalien-
able means by which the “self” acts in the world. On the 
other hand, as an object, the body itself is perceived as a 
body among other bodies in the world. What differentiates 
it from other bodies is, fundamentally, its sensitive condi-
tion and subject agent. The look of the other corresponds 
to a relevant (intersubjective) facet of the constitution of 
the personal perception of the body itself as an object24. 
The intersubjective sharing of appraisals allows the social 
way in which the body is appreciated participating in the 
perception of itself. 

Attitudes and looks of others accompanied by an 
estrangement qualified as derogatory are frequently 
experienced in mainstream schools, for example, where 
students with disabilities share an integrated environment 
with peers without disabilities. In their literature review, 
Nabaskues-Lasheras et al.25 demonstrated that along with 
gender, sexuality, social class, and ethnicity, disability was 
identified as a determining factor for students to be recog-
nized as capable of meeting the expectations of specific 
bodily performances by their physical education teachers, 
who commonly reproduce discourses that suggest that stu-
dents with disabilities must be excluded or exercise per-
ipheral positions in physical education classes. 
Consequently, students with disabilities resist derogatory 
speech that makes their bodies inferior by trying to pass 
themselves off as people without disabilities26. In addi-
tion, Swartz and colleagues27 point out that, according to 
the experience of Paralympic athletes who only compete 
with athletes with disabilities, it is also common for people 
with disabilities to reproduce derogatory stereotypes of the 
body. 

The experience of “shaping the movement” refers to 
the emphasis placed on the body scheme, on the active and 
operative performance of the body in response to the 
environment, and not on the body image. Gallagher29 elu-
cidates that “the body schema operates in a non-conscious 
manner” (p. 552), while in the body image the individual 
experiences some sort of awareness of the body. As argued 
by Salamon-Krakowska11, during sports practice, the per-
son does not think about the movement but interacts with 
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the objects disposed of. Epiphanio and Matos28 demon-
strate that to reach a competitive performance level, mas-
tering the movements of the sport practiced will be one of 
the most critical challenges to be overcome by athletes 
with disabilities. Consequently, the body scheme will be 
decisive for body image, positively modified from a 
scheme that no longer operates in the limitation register, 
but in the potency register29. Therefore, however challen-
ging the learning and improvement of sports gestures may 
be, athletes with physical disabilities learn to organize and 
integrate their bodily experience, which consequently 
allows them to perform actions in a different way to 
achieve a similar goal as someone without physical limit-
ations30,31. 

It can be stated that high-performance sport deals all 
the time with the objectification of the disadvantage. This 
does not mean that lack of ability in sports practice can be 
attributed to a person with a disability. DePauw1 argues 
that the concept of “being an athlete” and the way the 
sports body has seen need to be redefined, an argument 
that agrees with that of Martínkóva32, for whom the “var-
ious alleged truths about the body, health, movement, 
exercise, physical education and sports” (p. 64) should be 
reconsidered. Consequently, if such redefinitions are 
accompanied by the respective changes in perception, it is 
possible, for example, that soccer players or Capoeira 
fighters who have a disability, as in the cases of Michael 
and Addison, respectively, are not subject to negative 
comments or evoke doubts about their ability to compete 
in their sports. 

The reports of some interviewees demonstrate that 
there was no significant degree of competitiveness in their 
performance in mainstream sports. These are the cases of 
Michael, who reported the option of not playing more dif-
ficult matches, and Cesar, who although being acclaimed 
in the swimming event at the University Games, did not 
achieve a prominent position. Moreover, the athletes inter-
viewed exposed an effective limit on their body condition 
in relation to high-performance sports in certain conven-
tional modalities. That is Cesar's experience, who refers to 
the conflict between body and wheelchair limiting him to 
participate in the handball competition at the University 
Games. Another limiting point is reported by Kitchin and 
Howe33, who verified that there is a tendency for only 
extremely skilled athletes with disabilities to succeed in 
mainstream sport, as is the case with Natalia Partyka and 
Oscar Pistorius. In addition, athletes with disabilities will 
have fewer opportunities to participate in mainstream 
sport if the team or club they belong to is lacking in 
resources and support35. 

Nonetheless, even if their performance may not 
achieve significant results - which, in fact, is common to 
most defeated athletes in any sport - integrated participa-
tion may bring several benefits to the athlete with a dis-
ability. Mayoh and Jones36 point out that their sporting 

experiences may allow them to experience their bodies in 
valuable ways, directing the attention from the disability 
to what they do, an appreciation of the person. As reported 
by some of the interviewees, there is a change in the atti-
tude of the other towards them as they experience situa-
tions in which they are recognized as the “boy of 
swimming”, or the “boy who plays basketball.” This is in 
line with what is presented by Wilhite and Shank37 and by 
Woodmansee and colleagues38, who verified an intensifi-
cation of the bonds of friendship between people with and 
without disabilities, in addition to increased confidence 
and a feeling of comfort by the players with disabilities for 
being in an integrated environment. In addition, as they 
gain prominence in competitions, athletes with disabilities 
report an experience of autonomy and independence28, 
and the perception that the public's focus changes from 
disability to proficiency in activities they were initially not 
expected to be capable of performing39. 

When analyzing athletes with disabilities that com-
peted in Paralympic sports, several positive experiences 
are also pointed out. This is the case of the work con-
ducted by Swartz et al.27, where Paralympic athletes 
reported participation in competitions a facilitating con-
text for understanding their disability and reformulating 
their identities, as well as Pack et al.39, who verified 
through the reports of Paralympic swimming athletes the 
experience of improving their personal and social identity, 
the development of a career plan and acting prospects after 
they retired from competitions. Moreover, the creation of 
new categories, i.e., adapted sports, or initiatives that pro-
vide the reverse integration through programs in which 
people without disabilities are integrated into sports cre-
ated or adapted for people with disabilities40, may lead to 
a change of vision, perceived as competitive and fair by 
practitioners, which not only provides adaptations in phy-
sical activities for people with disabilities but all people41. 

On the other hand, the experiences of some of the 
interviewees confirm that, eventually, they manage to be 
competitive in their sports. These are the cases of James, 
who competes in karate as equals in mainstream tourna-
ments without at least his opponents realizing the diffi-
culty imposed by a limitation that restricts the movements 
of his right arm; George, who even without a fully devel-
oped right forearm, plays basketball better than many 
opponents without disabilities; Addison, who graduated as 
a Capoeira teacher; and what about Keila, who gets to 
qualify better than her opponents without disabilities 
reaching an index to obtain financial assistance from the 
practice of mainstream athletics? 

The highlight obtained by these athletes meets the 
need to overcome the vision that naturalizes the disability. 
As pointed out by Ricoeur2, from the philosophy of the 
physician and philosopher Georges Cangilhem (1994- 
1911), there is a change in the biological norm with regard 
to people with disabilities - from the least (disability as 
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negative, as a minor) to the most (new rules, another orga-
nization, different). It can be mentioned that, in this per-
spective, this condition is seen as another way of being in 
the world. This is a way in which people with disabilities 
can, if not achieve the same goals as people without dis-
abilities, at least orient themselves differently in the world, 
a way that does not always guarantee equivalence in com-
petitiveness in the context of sports. 

Athletes with disabilities may also seek equiva-
lence in competitiveness through technological artifacts, 
such as innovative prostheses, which apparently help to 
transform people with disabilities into “normal” 
individuals42. This is the case of Oscar Pistorius, to 
whom the desire to participate in a conventional compe-
tition was surrounded by controversy8. Richard et al.8 

argue that these controversies pointed much more to the 
fact that the use of modern carbon fiber prostheses could 
generate a super capacity that would guarantee advan-
tages during the dispute. This refers to a stimulus to 
integrated sports practices that value justice and fair par-
ticipation of people with disabilities among people with-
out disabilities. According to Van Hilvoorde and 
Landeweerd6, “justice is seen as being independent of 
luck and favoring a more equal distribution of harms and 
benefits” (p. 2223). Fundamentally, the issue of the inte-
grated practice of people with disabilities with people 
without disabilities will always incite doubt, questioning, 
and, eventually, surprise about one of the crucial and 
constitutive issues of sport: fair competition. 

Sandel42 argues from this thought by saying that not 
all innovations in equipment for the adaptation of people 
with physical disabilities corrupt the sportsmanship, so 
that, therefore, they are likely to compete fairly with indi-
viduals without disabilities. Several methods allow ath-
letes to benefit from sports, such as specific drugs to gain 
strength and endurance, training in “altitude houses” in 
order to increase the production of red blood cells, and 
even genetic improvement, which the issue of justice in 
sports disputes gains ample magnitude42. Van Hilvoorde 
and Landeweerd6 state that elite athletes who choose not 
to use substances that increase performance can, in their 
way, become “disable” in a context where doping is “nor-
malized”, that is, despite being illegal, be widespread 
among competitive sportspeople. The question that 
Sandel42 poses, and which is pertinent to the proble-
matization presented here, is: “Do equipment innovations 
improve or obscure the essential skills for competition?” 
(p. 43). 

Some elements must be extracted from this set of 
reports to recognizing the experiential conditions that con-
stitute ontologically the transition to a new position: the 
recognition that occurs in social relations. These athletes 
frequently manage conflict as the claim of what they are 
entitled to, such as when they are prevented from doing 
something, as in the case of Keila, who was prevented 

from receiving financial aid for ranking among the best. In 
addition, the struggle for recognition also concerns what 
appears in experiences of overzealousness and deprecia-
tion for the other, as when they are regarded as children, as 
people with intellectual disabilities, or in some way infer-
ior. There is a constant experience of derogatory strange-
ness that others have in their first contact with the athlete 
with a disability and that later becomes an appreciative 
surprise. The recognition here happens as an effect of an 
ethical positioning (of the interviewed athletes) and repo-
sitioning (social, by others) in the inter-subjective rela-
tionships. 

As pointed out by Paterson and Hughes9, the per-
son with a disability who is prevented from contributing 
socially suffers a type of discrimination that concerns a 
segregationist position. The socio-moral experiences pre-
sent in the category normalization of social relations in 
mainstream sport, are those that authorize the use of 
articulation with the struggle for recognition in the sphere 
of rights. As stated in Honneth's work43, “the importance 
of rights for self-respect lies in the fact that rights ensure 
the real opportunity to exercise the universal capacity 
constitutive of personhood” (p. xv). Merits (qualities) are 
no longer stated as a condition for respect, but as ele-
ments to be considered, individualizing (singularizing) 
the respect when in the concreteness. Therefore, it is 
important to reconsider the defense of the ideals of law 
that are considered principles of our society, giving more 
public appearance to capacity than to the appearance of 
disability. 

In summary, people with physical disabilities who 
train and compete in mainstream sports, in an inte-
grated manner, initially faces an estrangement that 
comes from the other's gaze, distrust of their ability, 
and, sometimes, excessive care that refers to the fear 
that they may suffer some kind of damage. Their 
involvement in such practices enables them to experi-
ence a feeling of capacity that leads to a perception of 
normality that is essential to their experience, where 
the disability becomes invisible by the performance of 
effective movements and competitiveness. Conse-
quently, disability is better accepted by the individual 
in a process of esteem and recognition that affirms the 
person more than their physical condition. To do so, it 
is necessary to address issues of justice, the desires of 
these athletes, and objective limits that modify the 
questions of fairness. Although the disability imposes 
undeniable limits, it is nevertheless possible that some 
of them obtain great sports performance and wish to 
compete against people without disabilities, and even if 
they are not highly competitive, integrated participation 
ends up showing the individual's moral socialization, 
which can lead to an expansion in the relations of 
recognition, as well as gains in self-respect and res-
pect. 
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Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to analyze and under-

stand the experience of athletes with physical disabilities 
who have already competed in an integrated context 
among athletes without disabilities. It is important to 
emphasize that these findings are characteristic of a group 
of individuals who present mild and moderate disabilities 
in addition to being successful in relation to access to inte-
grated sports practices. The interviewees’ reports indicate 
that the experience in mainstream sports allowed them to 
feel “comfortable in their own skin”, by improving their 
experience of capacity, self-efficacy, and recognition 
through the mutuality between self-perception and the 
expectation of acceptance by society. 
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