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Summary
Within the practice of extreme sports, practitioners’ embodiment is often defined as a sense of
freedom; of being one with life; and having intimate relationships with nature. In all these cases,
theoretical understandings of the practitioners’ embodiment take place inside practice, which was
termed embodiment inside practice (EIP) in this thesis. This means that current research on extreme sport
embodiment have related the more-than-human, more-than-textual world of the practitioners to the
confines of the sport practice. Thereby, theory is not able to highlight the more mundane expressions of
the extreme sport embodiment as it is experienced within everyday life.
The study’s main objective was to explore how extreme sports and embodiment relate to each other
outside the already explored field of embodiment within the confines of the practice which was termed
embodiment outside practice (EOP) in this thesis. The main research question was ‘how does the practice
of extreme sports among surfers and climbers (EIP) affect their relations to everyday urban
environments (EOP)?’ The thesis argues that the practitioners’ build-up experience within extreme sport
practices, becomes guiding to their attention and awareness to the (physical and social) world outside
of it. This spill-over effect was explored through a conceptual understanding of embodiment as
relational attention and operationalized through the ‘walking interview’. A two-step analysis of the
interviews, consisting of mindmapping and coding, explored the practitioners’ thoughts, sensations and
attitudes on EOP, which pointed to the way in which practitioners make sense of and reflect on their
experience with extreme sports in relation to the world around them even when they are not practicing.
Outside practice, the surfers described what I interpret as a dependency on the externalities of the city
when seeking the freedom found during EIP which manifested itself as embodied contrast. The climbers’
experience of inspiration in daily life is the result of the spill-over effect of autonomy through physical
(and mental) problem-solving inside practice and manifested itself as embodied mirroring. The surfers’
and climbers’ embodiment as relational attention was first visualized through a theoretical
understanding of embodiment as becoming through co-constitution, which led to the conceptualization of
EIP and EOP as separate embodiments. This presented an insufficient framework in providing a fuller
understanding of embodiment as relational attention. To fully address this, the practitioners’
embodiment was revisited through a renewed emphasis on embodiment as becoming in the fold.
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1

Introduction to EOP
Extreme sport practitioners’ embodiment outside practice

1

All the movements of the outside world; Keeps on moving in the inside world
- WhoMadeWho1

Extending our understanding of extreme sport embodiment
Embodiment beyond practice
The subject of embodiment has seen a large increase in academic attention in the last decades. Since
arrival of the more-than-representational theory, and before that through Merleau-ponty’s notion of
dwelling, studies on embodiment have turned towards phenomenological approaches in understanding
how human-beings experience their world through practice (few examples are Wylie 2005, Ingold
2011, Wacquant 2004). An academic area that has benefited greatly from this is the field of enquiry
1

A line from the song ´Inside World´ by the Copenhagen-based experimental pop trio WhoMadeWho (see:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cLu-eKhV5_0).
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into extreme sport practices. Within the practice of extreme sports, practitioners’ embodiment is
defined as a sense of freedom (Rickly-Boyd 2012); of being one with life; and having intimate
relationships with nature (Hockey and Collinson 2007, Brymer 2009, Brymer 2010, Brymer and
Schweitzer 2013, Humberstone 2011). In all these cases, the theoretical understanding of the
practitioners’ embodiment takes place inside practice. This means that current research on embodiment
in extreme sports have related the more-than-human, more-than-textual, multisensual world of the
practitioners to the confines of the sport practice. In doing so, theory has not been able to highlight the
more mundane expressions of the extreme sport embodiment as it is experienced by the practitioners in
everyday life.
The spill-over effect of the practitioners’ embodiment was addressed in the research through a
conceptual understanding of embodiment as relational attention. If we argue that embodiment is the
result of the continuing merging of body and environment (as does Ingold 2011 among many others),
then the practitioners’ embodiment carries on and spills over into other areas of their lives. Relational
attention denotes the way practitioners make sense of and reflect on their experience with extreme
sports in relation to the world around them when they are not practicing and is referred to in this study
as ‘embodiment outside practice’ (EOP). This conceptual framework is further explored in the next
chapter. The aim of the research was to highlight the practitioners’ EOP which in fact points to their
embodiment as a whole. Here, EOP was studied in relation to nine practitioners of three extreme sports
practices, namely kite-surfing, windsurfing and climbing.

10

The practice of kite-surfing, windsurfing and climbing2

Kite-surfing is a surface water sport
combining aspects of wakeboarding,
snowboarding, windsurfing, surfing,
paragliding, skateboarding and
gymnastics into one extreme sport. A
kite-surfer harnesses the power of the
wind with a large controllable power kite
to be propelled across the water on a
kite board similar to a wakeboard or a
small surfboard, with or without foot
straps or bindings

Windsurfing is a surface water sport
that combines elements of surfing and
sailing. It consists of a board usually 2.5
to 3 meters long, with displacements
typically between 60 and 250 liters,
powered by wind on a sail. The rig is
connected to the board by a freerotating universal joint and consists of a
mast, 2-sided boom and sail

Mountaineering describes the sport of
mountain climbing and began as
attempts to reach the highest point of
unclimbed big mountains. Mountaineering
is often called Alpinism, especially in
European languages, which implies
climbing with difficulty such high and
often snow and ice-covered mountains as
the Alps. It requires experience, athletic
ability, and technical knowledge to
maintain safety
Bouldering is a form of rock
climbing that is performed without the
use of ropes or harnesses. While it can
be done without any equipment
whatsoever, most climbers use climbing
shoes to help secure footholds, chalk to
keep their hands dry, and bouldering
mats to prevent injuries from falls.
Bouldering problems (the path that a
climber takes in order to complete the
climb) are usually less than 6 meters tall

2

The descriptions were taken from wikipedia.
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Current literature on extreme sport embodiment
There is a growing tendency in academic writing to pay attention to the tactile and more-than-human
aspects of extreme sports. This seems logical seeing that practitioners of extreme sports engage in an
intensive activity which brings their body in direct contact with their physical environment (Shipway and
Stevenson 2012, see also Hallmann et al 2012). More-than-representational geography pays attention
to people’s engagement with the social and physical environment through the medium of doing (Lorimer
2005, Whatmore 2006). Activities such as climbing, generate direct and intimate interaction with the
environment. Other extreme sports, like surfing, also take place through direct interaction with a body
of water. According to Hockey and Collinson (2007:115), ‘sports participants have an understanding of
how to do their sport, and this understanding is not just cognitive but also corporeal, developed by the
body’s immersion in habitual training practices’. Also with regards to the practice of parkour, different
scholars have referred to the concept of dwelling as a mode of movement by which people learn to
know and give meaning to their surroundings (Schiller and Rubidge 2014). By engaging in these
activities, practitioners generate specific embodied knowledge about themselves in relation to the
environment through which they move.
Humberstone (2011), among many others, has shown extreme sports to be embodied through
conceptions of oneness with and connection to nature (see also Evers 2004). This oneness is illustrated as
a strong awareness of the connection between the practicing body and the environment through ‘the
sentient nature of embodiment’ (Humberstone 2011:495). In Brymer and Gray’s article, ‘participants
spoke extensively about developing a deep relationship with the natural world akin to an intimate
‘dance’ between actively engaged partners’ (2009:135). In Straughan‘s article about scuba diving,
people often used words like liberation to explain their attraction to the practice. In Brymer and
Schweitzer’s article, extreme sport practitioners experience a sense of freedom ‘as choice and a release
of anxiety and fear’ (2013:865).
In his articles, Brymer (along with other scholars) describes practitioners’ embodiment as being-at-one
with the natural world or feeling ‘connected through a life enhancing energy’ (Brymer et al 2009:193).
He references Laird Hamilton’s statement that participating in extreme surfing has led to ‘an
appreciation of life and living through his experiences of the natural world as something greater than
humanity; a realization that changed him emotionally, physically, cognitively and spiritually’ (2009:51).
In another article, Brymer (2009) argues that extreme sport participants directly relate their
experience to positive personal changes and attitudes to the outside world. Brymer and Schweitzer
elaborate on this notion of embodiment as a spill-over, arguing that ‘the participant is describing the
experience of being engaged in extreme sports not only in terms of the sport itself but as a way of
being-in-the-world’ (2013:868-872). In their article, Brymer et al describe a feeling of connection to
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the natural world among the surfers ‘that lingered after the wave had dissipated or they had placed
their feet on solid ground’ (2010:202).
As stated previously, there is still little mention of this being-in-the-world in the context of the
practitioners’ embodiment of extreme sports outside practice. This being-in-the-world deserves more
enquiry within extreme sport studies. One such example is already found in Brymer et al’s article
(2009) which suggests that the experience of doing extreme sports leaves practitioners with a changed
perception of the environment and their place in it. In one of their participants’ accounts, a practitioner
contrasts the ‘energy’ of the natural world with the built environment of the city where she resides:

‘You know in the city there is some energy, but it tends to be draining. Like if you spend a day in the city, you feel
like being run over by a truck. Whereas if you go to a beautiful wilderness environment, and you’re part of the
environment, then for me you get an insight into the fact that we’re interconnected and that while we can die, life
and everything is connected. We’re part of this cycle (2009:201, italics added)’

In their brief references to this, part of the practitioners’ embodiment is described as an appreciation of
the power and vastness of the natural world in comparison to ‘the boundedness which characterizes
everyday living within a civil society’ (Brymer and Schweitzer 2013:872, italics added). Taylor’s article
on surfing argues similarly that through practice, ‘people can escape the confusion onshore (presumably
including the antipathy that characterizes human societies) and thereby find ‘peace of mind’’ (2007:93
5, italics added). In this, the extreme sport experience seems to clash with the everyday embodied
experience of living in the city. However, these articles do not aim at understanding how ‘embodiment
inside practice’ (EIP) relates to such conceptions as antipathy and draining within the urban environment
(EOP).
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Initial conceptions on the urban
environment by practitioners of
extreme sports reference feelings
of boundedness, draining,
confusion and antipathy

In summary, we can observe in the literature that the relationships to the environment as experienced
by the practitioners are narrated in different terms whereby the embodied experience within practice
is contrasted to that outside of practice. Although the example briefly mentioned in the paper by
Brymer et al (2009) explores this differing narration, there is no mention of the spill-over effect of
extreme sport embodiment itself. What has not been explored enough in this literature are the relations
of the ‘spill-over’ of the sensations of the body within practice to the body when it navigates its
everyday environments outside practice.
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Problem statement and research questions
This study was designed according to a more-than-representational approach that acknowledges
embodiment in the larger theoretical context of being-in-the-world. As a state of being, embodiment is
expressed not only inside practice but tunes us in to other moments in our life. Ingold argues that
entanglement increases in ‘concentration and intensity with the fluency of action, along the everextending pathways of the body’s sensory entanglement in the life world’ (2010:136). This applies to
the intensity of movement found within the practice of extreme sports as the practice deepens the
tactile and sensory awareness and knowledge of the practitioners. Thereby, it plays a role in how
practitioners perceive the world in general.
This subject has yet to be fully addressed in phenomenology-based research on extreme sport
experiences. The study’s main objective was to explore how extreme sports and embodiment relate to
each other outside the already explored field of embodiment within the confines of the sport practice.
The main research question is thereby: ‘how does the practice of extreme sports among surfers and
climbers (EIP) affect their relations to everyday urban environments (EOP)?’

Sub-questions
The main research question was addressed through three sub-questions designed to understand the
practitioners’ embodiment as a spill-over – meaning if and how EIP carries over into EOP.
(a) ‘how do practitioners narrate their experiences of surfing and climbing?’ This sub-question considers
the practitioners’ EIP, asking why they practice extreme sports; how they do it; what the sport does to
them; how they feel inside practice; and what type of environments are considered ideal for practice?
(b) ‘in what way do practitioners carry embodied knowledge from inside practice into the way they
relate to everyday urban spaces?’ This sub-question explores how practitioners relate to the urban
environment from their gained embodied knowledge inside practice: what are the lessons they learned
from practice that are applicable to city life (think of both physical and social attitudes)?
(c) ‘how do more everyday spaces trigger memories, sensations, experiences of surfing and climbing?’
This sub-question pertains to impulses or triggers in the urban environment that facilitate the experience
and awareness of the spill-over effect among practitioners: how does the urban environment make
them feel as practitioners; and what features draw them and why?
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The relevance of understanding EOP
There is a present need to continue expanding our theoretical understandings of embodiment as EIP to
include how such experiences spill over into more mundane forms of practice within everyday life.
Extreme sport practices provide a nice initial platform to explore EOP since the practitioners’
conceptualization of EIP is thoroughly documented. The thesis turned out to be a conceptual piece of
research that facilitates a better understanding of embodiment in geographies of extreme sport and
thus contributes to theory development in relation to literatures on embodiment in general.
The need for a fuller understanding of extreme sport embodiment is becoming more prevalent as the
number of people practicing such sports increases. Among others, Hallmann et al claim that ‘skiing,
mountain biking, snowboarding, windsurfing, or sports climbing are rapidly growing in popularity’
(2012:147). Even in urban environments, the number of practitioners of freestyle sports increases
rapidly (Garrett 2010, Schutten 2013). The growing popularity of extreme sports needs to be taken
seriously among researchers in the social field of academia as it illustrates an increase in people’s
longing (even compulsion) to connect to their surroundings in more tactile and intimate ways both in
nature and in the city. Urban freestyle practices have already been recognized as an important
component of contemporary city life (Campo 2013) and increasing attention is paid to the
incorporation of extreme sport activities in the design of cities (Schutten 2013). It is important to gain
insight into how EIP relates to EOP in terms of how practitioners of extreme sports, in particular naturebased sports, are re-addressing their sense of connection and belonging to the urban environment of
everyday life. Most practitioners, no matter how frequent their practice, will spend the majority of their
time within urban environments and their outlooks on the city should be understood and explored more
fully in order to possibly facilitate and contribute to this growing social phenomenon3.
Related to issues of health, this study could also be of potential interest to the design of urban living in
general as it is argued that extreme sport embodiment generates and maintains healthy and beneficial
relationships between the practitioners and the environment through conceptions of oneness and
connection. Based on theoretical perspectives in ecopsychology, Brymer et al’s article suggests that
‘feeling connected to nature leads to a desire to care for the natural world and contributes to more
environmentally sustainable practices’ (2009:193). Therefore, the thesis could be considered of
relevance to urban geographers and urban planners wishing to contribute to extreme sport-inspired
engagements and connections with the city through a (re-)designing of urban spaces4.

3

For example, it would be very interesting to conclude that it is the restorative quality of EIP that strengthens the
feelings of isolation and alieantion in the everyday life of the practitioners.
4 The first of such attempts to bring over the surfer’s experience to the city can be found in the placement of
artifical waves within the urban environment (see: https://www.nrc.nl/nieuws/2016/01/08/surfen-kan-je-straksoveral-1577574-a65191).
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Layout of the thesis
The thesis is composed of 7 additional chapters. Chapter 2 details the theoretical framework that
guided the thesis. Here, the hypothesis is put forward that embodiment as becoming infers that EIP tunes
practitioners to how the world affects them in the context of everyday urban living (EOP). Furthermore,
it is argued that nature is not the determining factor in the surfers’ conceptions on EIP as a comparison
of nature-based extreme sports and more-than-nature extreme sports illustrates similar conceptions on
embodiment across different environments.
Chapter 3 describes the methodological approach to EOP where the practitioners’ embodiment was
understood not through the practice of extreme sports but rather by how they experience the spill-over
effect of embodiment. This spill-over effect was operationalized through the walking interview and
aimed at addressing embodiment as relational attention. A two-step analysis, consisting of
mindmapping and coding of the interviews, explored the practitioners’ thoughts, sensations and
attitudes in EOP. Chapter 4 tells the experience of the practitioners using visual imprints and fictional
conversations: the imprints illustrate the personal experiences of the nine practitioners and the three
fictional conversations detail the shared characteristics that emerged in the three different extreme
sport embodiments. These characteristics point to ten concepts: adrenaline, awareness, connection,
freedom, comfort zone, balance, autonomy, inspiration, (urban) impulses and detachment. The idea behind
chapter 4 is to provide the reader with a gradual narrowing down of the practitioners’ experiences,
starting with nine embodiments and going to three embodiments. The reader can skip this chapter if
necessary since it is not needed in order to understand the analysis taking place in the subsequent
chapters.
Chapter 5 and 6 describe the specific distinction in EOP taking place among the surfers and climbers.
Chapter 5 offers a more in-depth analysis of the initial findings as defined in chapter 4 by linking the
ten concepts to reliance and dependency as experienced by the surfers. Here, the surfers’ embodiment is
defined as contrast. Chapter 6 details the climbers’ embodiment as mirroring and illustrates the way
contrast and mirroring are expressions of embodiment as relational attention. Chapter 7 emphasizes
the need for a fuller understanding of embodiment as becoming in the fold by opening the discussion
for a re-visiting of Ingold’s definition of embodiment as co-constitution. It does this using metaphors
which bring to the imagination the logic of embodiment taking place among the surfers and climbers.
The layout of the empirical chapters was designed according to evolution of the analysis and deepens
throughout chapter 4 to chapter 5 and 6, with chapter 7 returning to the theoretical implications of
embodiment as relational attention. Chapter 8 concludes by arguing for further enquiry into EOP as
such research remains absent in current literature on extreme sports studies and on studies of
embodiment in general.
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Embodiment as relational attention

2

Conceptual framework for EOP

Outline
The theoretical framework put forward in this chapter argues that the practitioners’ build-up
experience and knowledge on extreme sports inside practice becomes guiding to their attention
and awareness to the (physical and social) world outside of it. It does this by arguing that
embodiment as co-constitution generates extreme sport conceptions on the world that are not
intrinsic to the environment in which the practice takes place but rather provide practitioners with
an embodied awareness as to how they can ‘move’ through the world in general. In this manner,
extreme sport practice tune practitioners in to how things specifically affect them in everyday life.

A general approach to embodiment in more-than-representational theory
In the thesis, I took a broadly more-than-representational approach which meant paying attention to
people’s engagement with the social and physical environment through an enquiry of the practice,
materiality, relationality and emotions of bodily experiences (Lorimer 2005). I took particular inspiration
from Ingold’s work on embodiment which states that life is an unfolding of encounters between equal
forces or agents (1992, 2011). One way he addresses this is through the concept of becoming.
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Becoming implies that our embodiment is the result of a process in which the body and the environment
co-constitute each other (see Ingold 1992, Ingold 2011). In other words, by moving through the world
and engaging with it in different ways, human-beings generate knowledge about the potential of
body-environment relations.
The term ‘more-than-representational’ geography derives from an earlier conceptualization of ‘nonrepresentational theory’. ‘Non-representational theory’ is ‘an umbrella term for diverse work that seeks
to better cope with our self-evidently more-than-human, more-than-textual, multisensual worlds’ (Lorimer
2005:83, see also Thrift 1997). A prominent critique of this literature has been that it disregards
notions of politics and identity that remain relevant for social sciences and that it neglects to
acknowledge the human need for interpretation. The replacement of ‘non’ with ‘more-then’ illustrates
the wish of scholars to expand and incorporate representational understandings with the study of
multisensual experiences. These approaches acknowledge that human beings experience and generate
knowledge about the world not primarily through symbols, in the mind, but through the whole body in
space.
Ingold’s notion of becoming facilitates such approaches that incorporate both an understanding of
human self-actualization and an understanding of the ‘affordances’ of the environment as they form the
basic components of each human experience (Ingold 1992, Ingold 2011, Diekmann and Hannam 2012,
Costall 1995, Michael 2000, Rose 2006, Whatmore 2006, Bennet 2011). It is ‘a process that always
comes into being in conjunction with the landscape around us’ (Macpherson 2010). Affordances refer to
‘what it (the environment) offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes. [They] constitute the way the
environment affords the body a variety of actions and sensations’ (Gibson 1986:127 in Carolan
2008:417). Evers summarizes this when he argues that ‘we are part of moving assemblages, rather
than being the agent of movement’ (2009:902).
Recent approaches in cultural geography and related fields enable us to incorporate the notion of
embodied self-actualization and the notion of affordances as part of one embodied experience (Cook
et al 2000, Ingold 2011, Lorimer 2005, Lorimer 2008, Macpherson 2010, Dixon and Straughan 2010,
Ingold 2000; Thrift 2000, 2004; Hetherington 2003; Castree and Macmillian 2004; Laurier and Philo
2006; Spinney 2006; Carolan 2007, 2008; Waitt and Lane 2007, Cresswell’s 2006). Co-constitution is
a term coined to describe this natural state in which life and the world are seen as interdependent
(Ingold 1992, Fendt 2014, Berndtsson et al 2007). See figure 2.1 for a schematic representation.
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body

affordances

co-constitution

embodiment
embodiment

figure 2.1 schematic representation of embodiment as becoming through co-constitution

The co-constitution of embodiment within extreme sport practices
As stated in the introduction, research on extreme sport embodiment has seen many benefits in
applying phenomenological approaches to the enquiry of the immediate lived experience of different
practitioners. In relation to such studies, phenomenology is of particular interest as it addresses the
sporting body through an acknowledgement that ‘all bodily movement is accompanied by intentionality
which lies at the core of perception’ (Merleau-ponty 1962 in Hockey and Collinson 2007:117).
According to Brymer et al, ‘a dissolution or obscuring of the boundary between the individual and
nature was a recurring theme in phenomenological analysis of interview transcripts’ (2009:200). It
leaves practitioners with a sense of living on the edge between that which is the everyday and that
which is potentially transcendent (Brymer and Neilson 2012). Many of Brymer’s articles on extreme
sport embodiment discuss the practitioners’ sense of connection to the material environment inside
practice (see also Gonzales 2003). He states that ‘even novices who may initially approach extreme
sports in search of thrills or to test their own courage may find in the experience itself a dawning
awareness of their connection to nature that transforms them in unforeseen ways’ (Brymer 2009:202).
We have read in the introduction that Initial conceptions on practitioners’ embodiment of extreme sports
suggest that inside practice, the embodied experience is narrated as restorative in various ways,
whereas outside practice in urban settings, it is narrated negatively. EIP perceptions are prevalent in
the existing literature on extreme sport practices. Straughan (2012) utilizes Fontana’s definition of
meditation to describe this sense of oneness as it is experienced by scuba divers. According to Fontana,
such practices can ‘put us in touch with a much profounder sense of our being, a sense which transforms
our humanity both in our relationship with ourselves and in our relationships with others’ (2002:234 in
Straughan 2012:25). Another general concept in extreme sport embodiment is the idea of flow –
indicating a distinct state-of-mind related to the ‘expressive possibilities’ of engagement with sports
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(Rickly-Boyd 2012). In another example, Humberstone (2011) uses the definition (kinetic) empathy, a
term coined by Thrift to refer to a ‘kinesthetic awareness’ that is ‘both the means by which the body
experiences itself kinesthetically and also the means by which it apprehends other bodies’
(Humberstone 2011:503, see also Straughan 2012 on the therapeutic or restorative ability of scuba
diving for a sense of well-being and calm through a re-centering of the self). Her conceptualization of
kinetic empathy is offered as a form of spirituality, similar to flow.
In the following paragraphs, the practitioners’ EIP are further elaborated upon through examples found
in three different extreme sport practices. Here, the practitioners’ EIP provides a picture of their
becoming through co-constitution. Co-constitution suggests that people do not merely experience or
perceive their surroundings in a passive manner but that the world is ‘looked’ at in active ways
(Emmison and Smith 2000:185, see also Ingold 1992). Merleau-ponty sees this ‘knowledge as
subjective and situated, and only derived from how people view and interact with the world’ (Schmidt
2005). He uses the term intentionality to address this state of being-in-the-world through a capacity to
reflect. The extreme sports that will be discussed are the nature-based extreme sport of surfing and, as
comparison, the urban-based (or semi-nature-based) extreme sports of parkour and climbing.

The surfers’ EIP as co-constitution: nature as freedom and connection
A nature-based sport that has seen more academic attention than most is surfing. It is a practice that
brings physical, psychological and spiritual benefits. ‘Surfing isn’t easily categorized. It is based in
sport, but can drift into art, vocation and avocation, even religion’ (Taylor 2007:924). Taylor
recognizes that his production of knowledge derives from the use of a theoretical lens ‘typically
deployed by scholars of religion’ (ibid:926). Still, he argues that ‘for some, surfing is a religious
experience, and it does not take long analyzing material surf culture or its associated rhetoric to see its
spirituality-infused nature’ (ibid:924).
Like with other extreme sports, surfing leaves practitioners with an experience of nature as powerful
and transformative. In his article, Bron Taylor (2007) shows how through the practice of surfing, surfers
become more engaging and compassionate toward both people and nature. In relation to nature, this
can be expressed through ‘environmental ethics and action in which Mother Nature, and especially its
manifestation as Mother Ocean, is considered to be worthy of reverent care’ (ibid:925). ‘Soul surfers
articulate the peace and equanimity they find only in the ocean [and] this sense of belonging to nature
in general and the sea in particular represents an important affective dimension of the surfing
experience’ (ibid:935,938).
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Evers’ article on surfing places the affective body central: ‘riding a wave is more than an act. To
‘become-surfer’ is to undergo a complex lived experience of surging relations’ (2004:28). The article
addresses the nature of male surfing bodied as flows of relations. Surfing bodies are considered to be
more than mere flesh and blood. Instead, they ‘surface as moving, relational and luminal assemblages
of spaces’ (ibid:39). By doing this, Evers places emphasis on the affective nature of surfing – in which
human and non-human bodies are seen as fluid and in various states of movement. To him, surfing
bodies are aware of being affected and connected to the world through the practice of doing (see
figure 2.2). ‘This is what surfers call fickleness. It is the messy multiplicity of experiencing that is going
surfing’ (ibid:33).
Straughan’s (2012) article on scuba diving also addresses the way the body and environment connect.
Similar to surfing, scuba diving takes place in water, a medium through which the world could be
experienced and affected differently to practice on land or solid surfaces. This difference in
experience relates ‘in particular the manner in which touch operates as part of a hapticality, including a
kinaesthesia that allows the body to feel its positionality in space. [Straughan] emphasizes here the
textured environment of scuba diving: that is, the materiality of the water that surrounds and suspends
the diver’ (Straughan 2012:20). From her own experience with scuba diving, Straughan notes that ‘the
openness and lack of solid spatial forms allowed [her]… to feel ‘touched’ by a sense of vastness, to
experience feelings of solitude and freedom’ (ibid:22).
Dant and Wheaton’s article (2007) on windsurfing argues that windsurfing and kite-surfing generate a
certain thoughtlessness in practice:

‘At the highest level, all sports require a very high investment of physical capital, but with windsurfing (and similar
sports such as wave surfing and kite-surfing) in order to participate at the lowest levels, the ability to achieve
control must become virtually intuitive: it must happen without conscious thought so that the equipment becomes like
a prosthetic extension of the sailor's body. The sailor must perceive and respond to the bits of equipment rather
than on them to achieve what Merleau-Ponty (1962) calls 'intentional threads' linking them to the sailor. This mode
of haptic perception is tied in with what he calls an 'intentional arc' that links the objects through the motor
capacity of the body to express the individual's intentions’
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co-constitution

fear
oneness
freedom
empathy
connection
stoke
mother earth
flow

figure 2.2 surfers’ conceptions of EIP

The traceurs’ EIP as co-constitution: the city as freedom and connection
Although many extreme sports take place in nature, there are some extreme sport practices that take
place in built environments. In a more recent expression of such sports, called parkour or free running,
practitioners engage in direct physical contact with the predominantly urban surroundings. Other such
examples are skateboarding and, to a lesser degree, climbing.
In parkour, practitioners engage in immediate contact with the built environment. This interaction
expands the sensory perception of the practitioners. It enables them to acknowledge the world through
physicality and thereby connect with it (see figure 2.3).
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‘While moving in the streets of London, I see how traceurs take the opportunity to vault a fence that lies in their
path instead of going around it. This is also the case when vaulting the fence takes the same amount of time and
effort as passing through it. The choice to vault the fence a meter from where the gate is located instead of going
through the gate, illustrates the attitude many of the practitioners have towards their environment. Leon, one of
the traceurs I trained with, told me about this playful attitude towards the city. To him, parkour leads to a sense of
exploration. He compares it to the way children relate to the world: “As kids do, they like to explore a lot more
and they’re more open to what’s around them. As you get older, you kinda switch off. You kinda literally focus
only on where you need to go. Parkour makes you open your eyes to the world again, to see it with different
eyes, as a child would see it”. This playfulness is not only expressed through their tendency to explore their
surroundings but also by a sense of growing awareness to the surroundings in which they move (Merzel 2012:39)’

Also here, there are references to the notion of freedom. Freedom is experienced through movement.
The sense of freedom experienced in parkour is set in opposition to the experience of fear by
inhabitants of the city (Angel 2011). Such feelings of fear have the potential to ‘isolate and alienate
you from geographical as well as social spaces’ (ibid:71). Thomson (2008) argues that parkour disrupts
this sense of alienation among its practitioners (see also Daskalaki et al 2008). Some regard parkour
as an active form of contesting spatial constrains in the city or as a playful critique (Feireiss 2007) and
challenge of dominant constructions of public spaces as corporate domains (Atkinson 2009, Guss 2011,
Brunner 2011). Ortuzar (2009) envisions parkour as an act of flight in order to escape the mundane
and limiting urban living. In my research on parkour, I found out that traceurs embody their becoming
through an increased socio-spatial awareness to the depth of possibilities of engagement with the
world:

‘Parkour addresses what a body can do in its most extreme diversity as distributed across its urban ecology that
offers (or withholds) itself for a potential dialogue’ (Brunner 2011:145). Parkour practitioners are always in the
process of becoming, meaning that through practice they become more skilled and this in turn offers them more
possibilities for movement in the environment. The practice offers its practitioners a deeper understanding of the
environment due to its emphasize on touch and the (social) lines that are generated out of this physicality is what
creates potential (Merzel 2012:26)’
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co-constitution

exploration
fear
familiarity
being a child
freedom
vision
line

figure 2.3 traceurs’ conceptions of EIP

The climbers’ EIP as co-constitution: nature and built environment as connection
There are fewer articles on climbers’ EIP. Lewis (2000) examines the climbing body from a
phenomenological perspective in which the ‘climbing body’ illustrates the tactile and kinaesthetic
engagements between the human body and the physical world. Lewis argues that in contrast to
people’s everyday denial of their body’s mutability – something he regards as ‘a key impulse of
modernity’ – climbers are able to continuously acknowledge this through the practice of adventure
climbing. The article places an important focus on the hands of the climber as the means by which
he/she learns about the world around them. ‘The climbing body orientates itself through tactile
navigation: by feeling or grasp-ing its way through the world’ (ibid:58; original italic).
Barratt’s article discusses the relations between the climbers, their kit and the places in which they climb.
The article describes the importance of technology and tools in the act of climbing and details the roles
and functions these have within the climber’s safety assemblage. This assemblage underlies the
‘extension of human corporeal capacities’ – meaning that practice facilitates a growing awareness to
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the world through kinesthetics. Concepts mentioned in this assemblage are: risk, familiarity, security,
comfort and safety. In this approach, the author can explore ‘the climb’ as a co-enabling practice in
which ‘climbers and material artifacts co-evolve resulting in a diverse array of synergies’ (2011:1).
Some initial attempts are made in Barratt’s article to reflect on the climbers’ embodiment in relation to
the context of (everyday) embodiment. He does this through a discussion of the role of materialities on
human haptic knowledge inside and outside practice (2011:7):

‘Academic contributions on walking (Michael 2000 2009), cycling (Jones 2005; Spinney 2006) and windsurfing
(Dant and Wheaton 2007) emphasize how material artefacts alter our embodied sensations, perceptions and
experiences dramatically… Bodies and materialities cannot be divorced when researching outdoor practices. This
is because the roles of kit become individual to the climber and through practice highly integrated with their
embodied haptic knowledges and these are performed through the individual geographies of each new climb…
However, outside the context of the climb socio-technical mediations may be obscured by the comparative
mundanity of more quotidian situations’

A more extreme version of climbing, called ‘adventure climbing’, takes place in more remote locations.
In Holland-Smith’s article the following it observed over the practice (2014:4):

‘The natural environment provides the opportunity for climbers to develop and test their skills and mastery
(Llewellyn, Sanchez, Asghar and Jones 2008) under conditions which are unpredictable and uncertain. Being in
control and using their skills are emphasized rather than seeking out risk or risk cultivation for its own sake
(Holland-Smith & Olivier, 2013). It is clearly acknowledged that adventure climbing carries with it the potential
for serious injury and even death (Breivik 2008, 2010, Holland-Smith and Olivier 2013, McNamee 2008).
Climbing is an embodied experience where the climber becomes closely connected with the natural environment
(Humberstone 2011, Midol and Broyer 1995)’

This means that through parkour and climbing, practitioners’ EIP is defined through co-constitution which
generates experiences of awareness and connectedness to the (built) environment and the world in
general (see figure 2.4) that are similar to the sense of being one-with-the-world found in nature-based
extreme sport experiences.
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risk
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safety

figure 2.4 climbers’ conceptions of EIP

Practitioners’ EOP: embodiment as relational attention
In the previous paragraphs, the central perceptions gained by extreme sport were delineated
according to the notion of co-constitution. The purpose of presenting the previous paragraph in this
manner was to provide, through the descriptions themselves, a comparison between extreme sports in
nature environments and extreme sports in more-than-nature environments (or perhaps ‘less-than-nature’
environments, depending on the theoretical inclination of the reader). In this way, we can see that the
practitioners’ EIP is not defined by the environment’s affordances but rather by the co-constitution of
body-environment which generate embodied knowledge and attention to the world. For example,
embodiment inside practice is perceived by both traceurs (parkour practitioners) and surfers as
freedom. Parkour is practiced inside urban environments while surfing is done almost exclusively in
nature environments. The concept of freedom is therefore not intrinsic to the characteristics of the
environment in which the practice take place – meaning that the urban surroundings – the affordances
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found in the city – do not necessarily alienate us. Nor does nature provide us with an automatic sense of
freedom. Rather, freedom is an expression of the practitioners’ reflection on their becoming through coconstitution. It is how they make sense of their world through practice.
Welton argues that through practice, through aimful projection, ‘the body brings unity to and unites
itself with its surroundings… The body’s movement and orientation organizes the surrounding space as
a continuous extension of its own being’ (1998:226). The co-constitution of body-environment is
therefore not one of direct contact with a specific environment. According to Deleuze it is a ‘symbiotic
connection’, for it is not the impact between the environment and the body that creates potential but
rather the lines that issue forth from that impact (Ingold 2011a:83). Such embodied knowledge is
visceral and becomes more and more distinguished with increasing experience. It is part of the way you
interact with, and make sense of, the physical world in general rather than an interpretation of how you
(choose to) move. Extreme sport embodiment implies more than just the experience of doing, ‘for an
experience to be constituted as meaningful it is necessary to attend to it by an act of reflection’ (Arnold
1979 in Bain 1995:240). According to Bain, ‘experiences become meaningful as a result of being
grasped reflectively’ (1995:240, original italic). This act of reflection is not limited to the time of doing
but continues as part of the practitioners’ becoming in the world. Merleau-ponty refers to becoming as
a consciousness ‘that not only lives in the world, but explicitly reflects on itself and the world’ (Toren
1999:14). And as the mind is not defining our experience but rather perceiving it, ‘the mind is the
emergent product of a continual process of becoming’ (Toren 1999:3). The possibilities to know the
world are therefore active in our embodied perception (Wylie 2009) or – in Horowitz’s words – in
what we pay attention to.
Horowitz states that attention is influenced by our education, our passions or our constitution – for
example, being a child (2013). Attention as embodied by practitioners during practice is influenced by
both their passion and something we could refer to as a child-like approach to the world. Vanatta’s
article on the nature of play brings added value to the conceptual understanding of embodiment as
relational attention as it highlights that ‘the defining trait of the miracle of playing is its thoughtlessness’
(2008:64). Extreme sport embodiment, as a form of extreme play, can be seen as ‘a fluid and
continuous activity generated by passive synthesis at a lower level’ (ibid:65). The practice of extreme
sports generates playful experiences among the practitioners and places them in a similar state to that
of being a child. With practitioners, this state is called into existence through the intensive bodily act of
surfing and climbing. The intensity of the practice is what seems to determine the persistency in the spillover effect in embodiment among extreme sport practitioners.
This means that the practitioners’ attention to the (physical) world outside practice does not originate in
their mind but flows from their embodiment as practitioners which in turn increases their awareness to its
potential. Thinking ‘lies in the body, understood not as a fixed residence for ‘mind’ but as a dynamic
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trajectory by which we learn to register and become sensitive to what the world is made of’ (Thrift
2004:90, see also Williams 1977, Deleuze 1988, Varela 1992, Bourdieu 1995, Norretranders 1998,
Lakoff and Johnson 1999, Thrift 2000). Carolan expresses it as follows: ‘mind is body; consciousness is
corporeal; thinking is sensuous. In short, our understanding of life is more-than-representational. It is a
lived process’ (2008:409). To say it simply, in reference to EOP: you can take the surfer out of the sea
but you cannot take the sea out of the surfer. As such, embodiment continues to generate points of
(relational) attention outside practice (see figure 2.5).

co-constitution

EOP

figure 2.5 schematic representation of EOP as
relational attention through co-constitution
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The spill-over effect of extreme sport
embodiment

3

A methodology for EOP
We don´t see things as they are. We see them as we are
- Anais Nin

Outline
In this chapter, the methodological approach to EOP is delineated according to how practitioners
experience the spill-over effect from extreme sport practice into daily life. In the previous chapter,
EOP was defined as relational attention. In this chapter, embodiment as relational attention is
operationalized through the walking interview which explore the practitioners’ thoughts,
sensations and attitudes on EOP. The interviews were then analyzed according to a two-step
approach consisting of mindmapping and coding.

Approaching EOP
Research group
The research group for this study consisted of the following nine participants: two climbers, three
windsurfers and four kite-surfers. The research was conducted over a span of three months (between
February 10, 2016 and May 3, 2016) and took place in three different cities in the Netherlands (see
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figure 3.1 and figure 3.2). The two climbers in this study are: Ad and Roel. The climbers reside in
Utrecht and were contacted through a mutual friend. The three windsurfers are: Nienke, Onno and Rens.
The windsurfers reside in Amsterdam and were contacted through online contacts, windsurf associations
and personal approach. The four kite-surfers are: Marleen, Arend, Hannes and Theo. The kite-surfers
reside in Nieuwegein, Utrecht, and were contacted through a direct email. The nine practitioners were
interviewed separately and each interview lasted between an hour and an hour and a half. The
following pages will detail the chosen methods of research.

Ad

25-30

4-4-‘16

Roel

25-30

3-5-‘16

Nienke

30-35

10-2-‘16

Onno

30-35

10-2-‘16

Rens

30-35

24-3-’16

•
••

Amsterdam

Utrecht

Marleen

25-30

20-2-‘16

Arend

25-30

24-2-‘16

Hannes

25-30

29-2-‘16

Theo

25-30

18-3-‘16

figure 3.1 study participants according to name;
age range and interview date

Nieuwegein

figure 3.2 participants’ place of residence

Operationalization of EOP as relational attention
The practitioners in this study were not doing extreme sports. Instead they embodied them. We have
read in the previous chapter that although knowledge is gained through practical experience, it implies
more than just the experience (Bain 1995). Outside practice, the buildup of embodied knowledge,
which is always with us, re-circulates in relation to the affordances of the surroundings physical world.
Taking the relationship of practitioner-nature environment (body-environment) outside the context of

31

practice required the practitioners to reflect on what of their practice with extreme sports spills over
into the way they related to everyday life.
When practitioners look at the urban environment, it is with a selective awareness that they perceive.
As a phenomenological approach, embodiment refers to how practitioners affect and are affected by
the surrounding environment in terms of their entire bodily experience – including senses like sound,
perception and touch (Kerry and Armour 2000). The idea is that what the practitioners experience
inside practice – their capacities to do and learn – in turn tunes them to how the environment affects
them outside practice. The study was executed through independent analysis following a
phenomenological approach to embodiment where the practitioners’ thoughts, sensations and attitudes
towards the urban environment were indicators of their EOP. ‘Phenomenological research seeks to
illuminate the essence of an experience. Hermeneutic phenomenology accepts that lived experiences
are always made sense of, that is, sense making is both intentional involving ‘consciousness-of’ and
interpretative’ (Brymer 2009:197). When proceeding with the phenomenological method, the
researcher seeks detailed descriptions of whatever is in front of someone’s eyes, rather than the thing
itself (Sadala and Adorno 2001).

Methods
The walking interview: attentive talk while walking
EOP was defined as the practitioners’ attitudes, thoughts and sensations towards the city. Linking the
context of ‘inside practice’ with the context of ‘outside practice’ creates new forms of reflection that are
based on attention to both social and physical dimensions of interaction in the city. Through use of
language in particular, the practitioners expressed their motives and experiences inside extreme sports
and the manner in which these in turn triggered bodily sensations outside practice.
The perceptions of the urban environment (EOP), as the practitioners experienced them in relation to
EIP, were examined through the mobile method of walking5. In her book, Horowitz (2013) goes on
eleven walks with expert eyes to study the subject of attention. By going on such walks, she observes
how individual expertise or a state-of-being generate different experiences of the physical and social
environment in the city (see also Pinder 2001). According to Anderson, ‘talking whilst walking’ can
harness place as an active trigger to prompt knowledge recollection and production (2004:254).
Similarly, Kusenbach mentions the go-along as a qualitative research tool that can highlight ‘some of

5

Of the nine interviews, six were conducted while walking. The three other interviews took place in sitting
arrangement. It turns out that of each of the three extreme sport practices, one was conducted while sitting: kitesurfer Theo was interviewed at home in Nieuwegein; windsurfer Nienke was interviewed inside a windsurf club in
Amsterdam; and climber Roel was interviewed on a bench next to the canals in Utrecht.
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the transcendent and reflexive aspects of lived experience in situ’ (2003:455, italics original). Each one
of us experiences this differently: how we ‘move’ through urban environments and what we pay
attention to differs between people. This is evident in Horowitz’ book where the same walking route
produced differing points of attention among the different experts.
The interviews were intended to extract the practitioners’ motivations and backgrounds; feelings and
thoughts while doing the sports; how that translated into the urban environment; and what it was about
the urban environment that triggered memories of their experiences inside practice and shaped the
way they saw, felt and thought; as well as how these culminated in a desire to practice again. The
questions aimed at addressing these cognitive, affective and kinesthetic aspects of their embodiment
outside practice (for an overview of the interview questions see appendix II on page 111). The act of
walking served as the ‘context’ (or mobile engagement) in which practitioners reflected on embodiment
as relational attention by positioning the practitioners in direct and visible relation to everyday life and
the urban environment and providing changing and visible points-of-reference of which the
practitioners possibly have remained unaware in a closed (and immobile) setting (see figure 3.3 for a
schematic overview of the methodology on EOP). The interviews were recorded on video and on audio
and later transcribed in Dutch and translated into English.

(a)
EIP
feelings
thoughts
attitudes

(c)
everyday
triggers
for EIP
(b)
EOP
feelings
thoughts
attitudes

figure 3.3 schematic overview of the methodology on EOP
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EOP in visuals: video frames and photos
Another way to extract the practitioners’ embodied attention was by visual methods. The interviews
were all recorded on video in an attempt to extract possible meanings from the way the practitioners
move through the urban scenery. The practitioners’ body language and movement during the interviews
was incorporated in the visual representation of the practitioners’ embodiment and serve as part of the
presentation of the findings as found in chapter 4 where the practitioners’ embodiment is illustrated in
visual imprints. Additional videos were gathered of surfers assembling their surf gear and of surfers
partaking in their sport on the water. Combined, these visual sources were used as tools for data
analysis and in the presentation of the analysis (see Garrett 2010, Harper 1998, Hindmarsh and Luff
2010).. It is argued that (hermeneutic) phenomenology allows researchers to draw other sources of
information, such as photos and images, in complementing the writing (Fendt 2014) and that visual
methods can serve as ways to communicate data to the reader (Yusoff 2007)6 .
For this reason, the practitioners were asked to take five photos outside of practice that reminded them
of their sport. This visual assignment was meant as a tool through which the practitioners were required
to reflect on important elements and triggers within the urban environment that reminded them of EIP.
The act of taking pictures involves more than the mere capturing of visual reminders of the practice on
film. In the act of taking the picture, the practitioners are asked to look at the urban environment in a
new way that incorporates their sense of embodiment as experienced during the extreme sport
practice. This ‘looking at’ the physical environment can be termed the practitioner’s vision and
incorporates other bodily senses beyond the mere visual (rose 2011, see also Prosser and Loxley
2008). ‘Vision is not just about looking at images (in this case the urban environment); rather it is part of
the multisensory processes through which we interpret the total environment in which we exist, as well as
the specific material objects we encounter’ (Rose 2011:605). The act of taking photographs forced the
practitioners to actively engage in reflection on the relations between EIP and EOP. The photos are not
presented in the thesis as such but were incorporated into the analysis to strengthen the findings7. To
see the practitioners´ photos, see appendix I (on page 109).

Two-step analysis: mindmapping and coding
A two-step approach was taken to analyze the interviews, namely: 1. mindmapping and 2. coding.
The interviews were first analyzed using the mindmapping method. Mindmapping provided the means
for the construction of visual concepts (see figure 3.4 for some of Hannes’ mindmapping results as
example). According to Prosser and Loxley, maps of any kind can be used to organize ideas (2008,
6
7

In her article, Yusoff created a visual piece restaging the Antarctic adventures of Action Man.
Some of the photos were incrporated in the practitioners´ imprints as shown in chapter 4.
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see for example Prosser 2007). I adopted the method of visual maps to interpret the practitioners’
narratives. More so than coding, such visual interpretation can be considered researcher created data
(Prosser and Loxley 2008). This means that the maps were in themselves sources for further analysis in
relation to the practitioners’ embodiment.

[EIP: use elements]

[adrenaline kick]

[the dream scene question]
[outside dependency]

[urban detachment]
[connection to nature inside practice]

[EOP: enjoy elements]

figure 3.4 an example of the mindmapping approach

After mapping, the interviews were revisited through coding. Combining the two-step analysis of coding
and mindmapping with the visual data provided a better understanding of the study as a whole. It
allowed me to reflect on the practitioners’ embodied experience outside practice and at the same time,
reflect on the theoretical approaches underlying this study. Like the photos, the separate mindmapping
pieces, as shown above, are not presented in the thesis as such but were used in comparison to the
coding method in order to facilitate analysis.
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The logic of EOP (pre- and post-reflections on the research)
This research posed major issues on the nature of conducting research about embodied experiences in
relation to extreme sport. In all fairness, I believe this issue is relevant with regards to all
phenomenological studies. In general, it is difficult to find effective methods, resources and skills to
undertake research on the sensuous, embodied and creativeness of social practices (Latham 2003).
Appropriate ways of accessing phenomenological data are increasingly discussed but little suggestion
is given as to how we can transfer such data to the reader (Reid and Gough 2000, Hart 2000, Nielsen
2000). ‘The question remains: how can one hope to study and report on that which is said to be morethan-representational? Is this possible?’ (Carolan 2008:411).
This is even truer when embodiment is studied outside the practice it relates to. Adopting the notion of
embodiment as extending beyond practice, beyond doing, opens the door for the questioning of the
boundaries and relations of embodiment as the spill-over between practice and other areas of life. The
main issue that arises in this context is how to know that what is perceived or observed in the
interactions of practitioners within the urban environment is indeed related to their embodied
knowledge as practitioners. The practitioners’ realms of bodily sensations, thoughts and attitudes
towards the city in comparison to the same realms of experience inside practice were explored through
interviews. In this, embodiment was explored through the practitioners’ attention towards the urban
environment and whether these indeed reflected their EOP will always remain uncertain. Although
providing findings of any kind in a structured manner implies an interpretation of some sort, this does
not mean that what is presented here is merely my interpretation of the practitioners’ embodiment and
that it does not touch upon their embodied experience as such. As Carolan says: ‘we cannot literally
feel in these pages what respondents truly experienced in their lived experience. But this does not
mean that we cannot at least get a taste of their world through their words’ (2008:412, see also Fendt
2014).
The experience of embodiment presented in this thesis comes from the ‘logic’ it conveys. Logic ‘is not
separate from, but rather co-existent with, the everyday world of interaction. A logic exists and persists
in what we do and how we live’ (Del Gandio 20128). From a phenomenological perspective, logic
argues that ‘the mind is the body thinking about itself’ (Del Gandio 2012, see also Husserl 2001 and
Merleau-Ponty 1995). In relation to this research, this logic implies that extreme sport embodiments can
be understood by exploring how practitioners reflect on it.
Since this study concerned itself with EOP, the practitioners and I found ourselves on new (academic)
ground. It demanded a sensitivity among the practitioners to relations of attention between their EIP
and EOP. This does not mean that the practitioners did not know what they were talking about. The
8

The qoutes were taken from an online article (see: https://philosophersforchange.org/2012/06/28/freedom-vsautonomy-a-tale-of-two-logics/).
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practitioners’ use of specific language to reflect on their embodiment consists of logic. This in turn
required a sensitivity on my part as a researcher to a consistent reasoning of their answers. Previous
auto-ethnographic experience with the practice of parkour (Merzel 2012) intended to further
contribute to my sensitivity as a researcher in the field of inquiry into extreme sport embodiment. Logic
was applied to both the embodiment as described by the practitioners and, perhaps more importantly,
to my analysis as a researcher. Such a sensitivity is visible for example in the intuitive logic of the
(phenomenological) expression ‘you can take the surfer out of the sea but you cannot take the sea out
of the surfer’ which is simultaneously rejected in the imagery produced by a reversed logic in the
sentence ‘you can take the sea out of the surfer but you cannot take the surfer out of the sea’. This study
argues that indeed you cannot take the sea out of the surfer, with all the spill-over implications that
follow from that. You can of course take the surfer out of the sea and place him/her in the city and that
is exactly what this thesis was about.
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4

Stories on extreme sport embodiment

Emerging concepts on EIP and EOP through personal imprints and
fictional conversations

Outline
The research was designed to bring two aspects of embodiment together. Logically, practitioners
were left needing to reflect on both EIP and EOP. This chapter will address these reflections
through a consideration of the personal and shared conceptions on the urban everyday
environment among the nine practitioners. The personal experience is addressed through
representations in the form of visual imprints. The shared experiences are addressed using
conversation-like narratives among practitioners of the same practice. The practitioners’
embodiment is detailed through an emphasis on the practitioners’ own descriptions of their
experience and includes analysis from the mindmapping method and from the coding process.
This chapter is able to provide the reader with a gradual narrowing down of the practitioners’
experiences, starting with nine embodiments and going to three embodiments. In chapter 5 and 6,
the three embodiments are further narrowed down to two embodiments, namely that of the
climbers and the surfers.
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Personal conceptions on extreme sport embodiment
The following nine pages intent to give the reader a glimpse into the practitioners’ personal
embodiment. The impressions shown here are a form of visual representation in which visual data is
combined with analysis to provide the reader with an introduction to the individuality of the
practitioners, rather like an imprint of their embodiment. An example of a similar approach can be
found in Fendt’s representation of women’s surfing experience through ‘postcards’ where ‘an individual
synthesis of key themes in relation to each individual woman’s surfing phenomenon’ is provided to the
readers (Fendt et al 2014:411). Like the postcards, the imprints are a blend of the practitioners’
descriptions and my analysis (ibid). However, contrary to the postcard, the imprints presented here are
more heavily influenced by the analysis and are therefore not intended to be understood as ‘portraits’
(see Rosser 1992, Schmidt 2005) since they do not avoid analytical scripts and let the phenomenon
speak for itself in the traditional sense. They are rather visual interpretations of the analysis as it
relates to each practitioner separately.
Similar to comics, the imprints include quotes and headings that together convey the most important
theme(s) about each practitioner. The headings are indicated with capital letters and are narrated by
me. The quotes were taken from the walking interview and are shown in either word balloons or
between quotation marks. (Some quotes are my own and are discriminated from the practitioner’s by
differing colors.) The images were taken as frame shots from the videos of the walking interview and
from the practitioners’ own photos. The key theme(s) are listed below the images.
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HER SENSES HAVE
SHARPENED
THRPUGH
PRACTICE
MEANING SHE
OBSERVES MORE
DETAILS

NIENKE´S
DEFINITION OF
FREEDOM IS BEING
TOTALLY AT ONE
WITH NATURE IN
THE MOMENT
That sense of nature – being so at one with it – you
almost feel like a dolphin. I felt part of that school of
dolphins [in Africa]. That’s almost indescribable

DURING
PRACTICE, YOU
IDENTIFY WITH
NATURE

We ARE nature. Maybe we’re not dolphins but
we’re all organisms and cells sharing things

I was always engaged with nature but now I look at it
differently, with more wonder. To me, nature is wondrous

WINDSURFING
GENERATES
SELFAWARENESS
EXTENDING TO
THE PHYSICAL
ENVIRONMENT

THIS WONDROUS
ATTENTION TO
NATURE
DOMINATES HER
FOCUS IN THE
URBAN
ENVIRONMENT

There’s the sunset, you
see a swan, a seal, a
duck. I don't interact with
them but I’m part of that
world. It sounds very
spiritual but you’re very
close to your
surroundings and you
start to notice the details
I have a standard
route to bike home
because it goes
through Vondelpark.
That’s crucial. I’d
never want to live
elsewhere and not
bike through
Vondelpark

You focus on it more
from day to day. A nice
bird in my garden
gives me that same
wonder

IT´S ABOUT
DOING YOUR
OWN THING

That’s how life is: look at what
you have and where you want to
go and at the same time, you
become content and happy
In the city, you
get distracted by
all the small
café’s, shops –
the possibilities
out there that
throw you off
balance. It’s not
always the case
because there’re
also nice cultural
things going on
but the city has
those impulses
that drop away
here

BALANCE IN
DAILY LIFE IS
MORE
CHALLENGING
TO MAINTAIN

Nature is just full of tranquility, systems. We as humans tend to get lost, get distracted.
Nature keeps us in balance. At least for me, maybe not for everyone. For me it is
mostly about tranquility. Having peace with what is and that’s beautiful

PAYING ATTENTION TO NATURE PROVIDES A
SENSE OF CONNECTION IN DAILY LIFE

OUTSIDE PRACTICE, IT´S
HARDER TO FEEL THIS

Key themes: balance, self-awareness, comparison

Image 4.1 Nienke’s imprint
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ONNO SEEES LITTLE
RESEMBLANCE BETWEEN NATURE
INSIDE PRACTICE AND THE
URBAN ENVIRONMENT OF
EVERYDAY LIFE
I find the sea and
windsurfing at sea a
total contrast with the
city. It has little to do
with each other and
that’s what’s great about
it

ON THE WATER – DURING
PRACTICE – THE DISTURBING
ELEMENTS FOUND IN THE
CITY DISAPPEAR
You’re much more connected to everything that
surrounds you: you need to pay attention to
whether a wind is coming or a wave and how to
best react to that. It’s all very clear and the
reason is that the wind and the waves are easy
to take into account

THIS SENSE OF FREEDOM IS HARDER TO
FIND IN AN URBAN ENVIRONMENT

The city is also very beautiful in its
own way: so many people put
together, the hectic, all that’s being
build and done. That’s quite
remarkable to see a kind of
organism. But life in the city also has
many disadvantages: crowdedness
and turbulent life

Well ... you never make appointments! And that’s quite
intense actually. Quite difficult. You make them with work
sometimes but you try to plan it in a way that you can reschedule it if the wind starts blowing. You arrange a meeting
in the morning so you can go windsurfing in the afternoon
and another appointment you postpone to the next day

That sounds like a lot of
freedom to me

Maybe but there is a downside to
that freedom. It’s not readily
accepted so it DOES hamper my
freedom that way

Key themes: conditional freedom, contrast

Image 4.2 Onno’s imprint
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When I sport, I prefer to do that outdoors and not in a gym. Exactly to not be indoors. To empty
your head, to be outside, to feel the sun and especially the wind. To expeirence all those
almost tenagible sensations

RENS SAYS WINDSURFING AND RUNNING IN THE CITY ARE
SIMILAR IN THAT THEY ARE BOTH OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES
The difference between running and windsurfing
is quite difficult to express in words

BOTH REQUIRE ATTENTION TO THE SURROUNDING
ENVIRONMENT, ONLY IN WINDSURFING THAT ATTENTION IS
MORE INTENSE
You really need to be focused on one thing only. Not get
THE DIFFERENCE IS THE EASE
WITH WHICH RENS OBTAINS IT
INSIDE PRACTICE

distracted by other things. it’s a kind of state of flow
That’s easy to obtain in sport because during windsurfing you
have to constantly focus. Your head becomes empty, literally
empty, but you are very present

COMMUNCIATION
DISTRACTS US FROM
OBSERVING OUR
SURROUNDINGS IN
THE URBAN
ENVIRONMENT

I think inside practice that communication, which we’re always
engaged in, is temporarily absent. This allows you to give more
attention to what surrounds you besides the human impulses that are
often there. I like that communication, don’t get me wrong, but I think
it does make a big difference
That’s similar to going on a walk alone through the
city or during running. When I walk alone in the city,
I ‘see’ much more than in the company of others

WINDSURFING IS AN INDIVIDUAL PRACTICE.
THERE IS LITTLE ROOM FOR VERBAL
INTERACTION
I didn’t
notice
that, I’m
focused on
you

Funny how that works with filming. You see
people think 'who are those people’?

The big difference between walking here
and when I’m surfing is being momentarily
completely alone with your own thoughts…
Here I’m being interviewed which has never
happened to me in windsurfing

Key themes: (verbal) communication, attention, choice

Image 4.3 Rens’ imprint
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“All these surf brands and outdoor brands regard nature highly and Brunotti tried to
convey that. Outdoor jackets are often greenish. Durability is also central. So it’s more
about listening to your surrounding than clashing with it”
“See this container for
example, the Brunotti logo.
Brunotti is a surf brand and
what they have in their logo
is a palm tree and this is a
spar – a christmas tree. What
they mean by that is winter
sport and summer sport”

“The environment here is quite hard and square, and that makes me want to wear my comfortable shoes”… On the beach I want to walk with bare feet because it
feels so good… In nature, you’re engrossed by it”
“I sensed it walking on the grass just now but you really need to think about it consciously. You have to kinda go into it premeditatively”

THIS AWARENESS SEEMS
TO BE LOST IN THE
URBAN ENVIRONMENT

THE POWERFUL FEELING MARLEEN
EXPERIENCES INSIDE PRACTICE COMES
FROM THE REALIZATION THAT INSDIE
PRACTICE SHE HAS IN FACT LITTLE
CONTROL

“Because you are in fact very powerless”

Key themes: harmony, powerlessness, control

Image 4.4 Marleen’s imprint
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KITE-SURFING DEPENDS ON EXTERNAL FACTORS

SIMILARITIES
PHYSICAL
Biking against the wind and trying to stay on the saddle

SENSORY
You could say I’ve been kite-surfing 40 times now

Noticing the wind in urban environments by looking at the tree tops

THAT MAKES IT AN IRREGULAR ACTIVITY

PRACTICAL
These are kiteboard-like jackets

You could say that because you don’t
practice that often actually. A few weeks
ago, we went to Hardewijk and we’re able
to go out a few times but otherwise it’s
problematic: we don’t have a car and until
a few weeks ago, I was busy with work.
That way it can happen you don’t surf for
an entire winter. So you surf mostly in the
summer, except if there’s no wind

DIFFERENCES

CONTEXTUAL
In urban life, functionality is often somewhere far below aesthetics but maybe it’s redundant

AND ON A DAY LIKE TODAY?
Yes, the sun is super nice, could be. Weatherwise, it’s great but I don’t think there’s any wind

PRACTICAL
In the summer when the wind blows gently
– 20 nods or 15 nods – than it’s fantastic

FANTASTIC?

That’s also part of the experience, not needing to lock your bike when you’re at the beach…Here,
I do lock it up
Yes, then you come to things like
freedom: you can go anywhere, you’re
obliged to nothing when you’re surfing

Key themes: pragmatic, outdoor movement

Image 4.5 Arend’s imprint
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NATURE MAKES
THE
DIFFERENCE

HANNES DOES
KITE-SURFING
AND CROSSMOTOR
RIDING. THESE
ACTIVITIES
DIFFER IN ONE
IMPORTANT
ASPECT

What attracts me is the ability to tame the
natural elements or rather work with them

THE EXTRA-ORDINARY
SHOULD REMAIN EXTRA-ORDINARY

“I wouldn’t want to practice kite-surfing everyday”

I haven’t encounter anything in the urban
environment that reminded me of kite-surfing. I could
go out and deliberately look for things but honestly
there’s nothing in the urban context that makes me
think of it

IN THE CITY, HE
ENJOYS THE
ELEMENTS. INSIDE
PRACTICE, HE
ALSO USES THEM

There’s a lot of automatism. I walk but
I’ve being doing that for 25 years so
by now that’s covered. I DO notice the
nice sun and the blue sky, I feel the
wind is cold but whether it’s blowing
harder or softer here doesn’t matter
that much

Here it’s present but you don’t use it as much

Key themes: extra-ordinary, collaboration with nature

Image 4.6 Hannes’ imprint
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SPENDING TIME AT
SEA WAS TYPICAL
OF THEO’S
CHILDHOOD

In all other
areas of life
you need to
stay on track, to
not go faster
than 100 or so

INSIDE
PRACTICE, HE
BREAKS
AWAY FROM
THE
CONSTRAINS
OF DAILY LIFE

Fantastic! It shaped my entire
high school period. If I wasn’t
in school it was because I’d
skip it to be on the water

So no obligations and the
wind is blowing and I can
do what I want

Everything’s allowed,
everything’s possible.
Nothing’s off limits
and that’s the
freedom

OUTSIDE
PRACTICE, LIFE
DICTATES
BEHAVIOUR

IT’S ABOUT FREEDOM
YOU CONTROL YOUR DESTINY

I don’t know, a bit of this… everything is possible and
you can stare outwards and your thoughts are not
obstructed. That’s how it feels. Like space… space
inside your head
I want to be able to look far into the distance and feel
that wind

WHEN YOU STAND
ON A HIGH
BUILDING THERE IS
ALSO WIND AND
THE SPACE TO LOOK
IN THE URBAN
DISTANCE

But that’s too oppressive and cultivated
That’s when I think: I want to kite-surf again! That’s
what I notice. Can I? Is there time? Is there a car?

Key themes: space as freedom, daily constrains

Image 4.7 Theo’s imprint
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“I noticed that humanity as we know it, especially the non-climbers, they are quite limited in solving
physical problems. In a way, I think in bouldering a kind of primal instinct re-emerges. I expanded my
physical abilities to a level – I won’t say “worthy of humanity” – but which is unfortunately not
optimized by most people”

BODILY AWARENESS BECOMES PART OF HOW AD MOVES IN THE CITY
WHEN ASKED HOW HE
WOULD USE THIS
ENVIRONMENT FOR
CLIMBING IN A DREAM
SCENE, AD LAUGHS...

“It’s not just the city that is different,
everything in your environment is viewed
differently”

CLIMBERS DIFFER
TO NON-CLIMBERS
“I often take more risks in the bouldering hall and because of that my absolute top performances are
better inside than outside. Outside the situation is less controlled. You can take your mat to lay
underneath [the route] but it’s still different that the controlled environment of the hall”

CLIMBING IS DONE INDOORS AND OUTDOORS

THIS COMBINATION IS
CRUCIAL
CLIMBING IS ABOUT OPPORTUNITIES
“That’s actually twofold. First, you observe in all
objects, opportunities to climb and improve your
practice. Secondly, you notice that it’s easier to get on
top of things”

“The routes aren’t called ‘problems’ for
nothing and you have to overcome them
with the body you have at that time, with
the strength you have at that time and
there are many solutions to find”

haha

BECAUSE IT DOESN’T
HAVE TO BE A DREAM

No, definitely not. With bouldering
it’s all possible, this environment
as well. And we are in a very
good place for that right now

AND THEN,
A EUREKA
MOMENT
“That’s how I started to
analyse my own life. What's
the worst thing that can
happen to me?”

HE TELLS ABOUT AN
EXPERIENCE WHEN
HE JUST STARTED
“The better you get, the
more you “read” the routes”

“There are these overhang
routes and one of them –
not even a very tricky one –
I didn’t manage to do”

PROGRESS INSIDE
PRACTICE MAKES AD
APPROACH LIFE
DIFFERENTLY

“Years I was only thinking in problems
and I didn’t dare to make the step
because the risks were unacceptable
to me. I think, I can’t prove it, but I
think my personality changed through
bouldering. With a different way of
analyzing risks”

Key themes: eureka, opportunities, risk analysis

Image 4.8 Ad’s imprint
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“I take from that in my daily life that I’m a active person and often look for
physical work. And I’m more open to other things coming my way, more interested
in opportunities that come my way, that are thrown in my lap, but which are
different than you are used to. ‘New things’ in the broadest sense of the word”

“People see this here as a
Church tower or a religious
feature. But it’s also a climbing
object: you can use it for
abseiling, for climbing, you can
make a camp there. You can do
a lot of fun things with it and
what you really want is to
stand on the top, besides that
little cock”

FACING PHYSICAL DISCOMFORT CHANGES ROEL’S APPROACH
TO DAILY LIFE

ALSO TOWARDS
INTERACTION WITH THE
PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT
OF THE CITY

“The trees were there so you climbed it. At a certain point, I
wanted to make a sit in it and placed a piece of wood and
got a nail to attach it. Slowly that became a tree house. and
when that was done, I went looking for something else. Like
another tree house somewhere higher up. It got crazier and
crazier. As a kid, you prefer to be high, a little higher, a bit
bigger, it’s about who can get the highest in that tree. It
wasn’t about competition but about seeing who dared most”

ROEL ALWAYS HAD THE NEED TO BE REACH
THE TOP. IT STARTED WITH CLIMBING TREES

“You only learn when you step outside your
comfort zone. When you think ‘I can do this’
and then try to go even further beyond
that. It’s about testing the boundaries of
your capabilities… I like to extend that, to
make my comfort zone a little bigger by
going deep into the mental aspect of it and
finding out I have more in me”

IN CLIMBING, MIND AND
BODY WORK TOGETHER TO
OVERCOME DIFFICULTIES

Key themes: comfort zone, overcoming, get on top

Image 4.9 Roel’s imprint
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Shared conceptions on nature and city in kite-surfing
On the right side, the four kite-surfers have a ‘conversation’ with each

A conversation on extreme freedom

other. This conversation did not take place in real life but was created for

Arend and Marleen run into Hannes and Theo on their way home. The couple immediately starts

this chapter. The only made-up part of this fictional conversation is the

telling their housemates about the experience they had a day before during a grey and clouded

placing of the quotes of the different practitioners together. The quotes

session kite-surfing. The four of them now engage in an animated conversation while walking along

remained untouched and the fact that Marleen and Arend are a couple

the windy streets of Nieuwegein. They often stop to look at each other and laugh while discussing

and that the four kite-surfers live in the same house is true. The main

their most memorable experiences kite-surfing.

conversation topic is the excitement and the freedom they experience
doing kite-surfing and how practicing together involves a different kind of

Arend

(social) interaction.
Part of the attraction of extreme sports is the speed, tension, skill and
control involved in doing it. What is extreme about these sports is that it

it’s a very powerful feeling because you let yourself be taken away by a large object. Mine is 10m 2 and I know that if
I don’t pay attention, things can go really wrong. That’s a very special feeling – you get adrenaline. I went down
quite badly several times. One time, I lost my board and got carried by it and that left me with a big cut on my hip.
Then, when you resurface and you still in one piece, you think ‘that really hurt’ but it was also very cool

can be dangerous. The possibility of causing yourself pain and/or of
getting injured is almost inevitable during the sport. This added element of
danger is also one of the biggest differences between extreme sports and

Arend

other sports. Practitioners acknowledge and accept this. It increases their
excitement and transforms existing nerves into enthusiasm.
The body transcends itself through a combination of mental and

board. The realization of mental and physical harmony inside practice is

inside practice, they know nature is the one dictating the circumstances for

Hannes

Marleen

you have two big factors. So, the kite itself: you have to get that under control and the movement you make with it.
The position and the posture you have on the board and how you steer - that’s something you need to control. It’s
adrenaline rush-like. You’re completely wrecked. And that you don’t have with walking. Or you need to walk for 8
hours. So, the intensity is less
you can jump so high; go faster; it’s all more extreme! You become immediately hooked. It’s really kicking. It’s more
extreme than windsurfing and there’s more to do. I don’t get that with table tennis or with playing darts. That’s
totally different. It’s also nice but that doesn’t give you a kick or a rush. Or less of a kick. When you jump eight
meters high and something goes wrong - you break a lot of bones. The rush that you get from the fact that it might
happen while you still do it – that’s an enormous kick, I think

physical training. This is achieved through control of the own body over the

defined as balance. Although practitioners strive for a sense of control

it was actually in a kind of storm and I find that quite cool. It's wasn’t as sunny as it’s now. It was all grey and
clouded and dark. Not a storm, absolute no storm and lighting, but still storming. You had to stand on your ropes in
order to lay them all out. That’s super exciting because then everything has to go perfect and precise. We went to
Hardewijk, to beach Horst, where the wind is always very gusty due to the surrounding forest. That's dangerous.
Lightning can strike in the water, for example. You usually see it even on the beach that all the people start to go off
the water. Anyways, that storm, that gave it like an extra element of excitement

yes, it's extreme because adrenaline is part of it. It’s extreme when there is a clear element of danger and kitesurfing has that. It always excites me. I feel a lot more alert and it’s nice to move around so there’re all these
endorphins flowing through your head and adrenaline. You look around you in order to play with your surroundings

Theo
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and that’s awesome. The more you do it, the better you get and the more options you get in how you can use your
surroundings. Also, maybe the thing about expanding your limits - I like that. I really appreciate that and that
happens with extreme sports

practice. Nature is perceived as having dominance over the practitioner
and this is part of the excitement. This means practitioners are always
looking to juggle between surrendering and gaining mastery. It is a
playful attitude towards the natural environment. Mastery is considered a
form of personal victory.
The integration of the mind and body in one activity leads to a
heightened sense of awareness. This leads to an intensified observation of
the self in relation to the direct physical surroundings. This is because their
sensory perception is heightened and their senses are more fully and
consciously engaged. Such an intensified awareness is the direct result of
the embodied interaction taking place between the practitioner and
his/her surroundings.
The focus and attention on the self in action is characteristic of the
experience of extreme sports. During practice, the practitioners
acknowledge and adopt a responsible attitude: any liability is entirely
their own and they cannot indulge in irresponsibility.
Surfing does not only depend on the practitioners’ motivation and
eagerness. It also depends on other, external, factors such as the presence
of wind, work schedule, available company and of spare time.
Opportunities to practice are determined by such externalities.
Practitioners need to adjust their life to be able to practice their sport. The
natural environment determines both the conditions in which practitioners
can practice and the sort of possible interactions found during practice.

Hannes

that you can dread something but also look at that feeling of nervousness as a sense of enthusiasm or excitement. It
isn’t necessarily bad. When you're on the beach and you're still in that fear and you think ‘shit, will it go well? I wish
I was home sitting on the couch’ and then you think ‘fuck it’ and you remember that feeling from the last time you
did it. You go ‘fuck it, even if it goes wrong’ but you want that sensation again

Marleen

you really can't think about a meeting and kite-surf at the same time. That’s impossible because you’ll fall
immediately. You’re constantly engaged with it - becoming one with the water and the wind. Maybe I also experience
that with other games, that you’re competing fanatically but that’s also a kind of sport. When it gets fairly fanatical
then you go all the way in and you also don't think about anything else. With kite-surfing, you forget everything
around you except the wind and you see a gust of wind coming over the water and you think ‘yes, I’m taking that
one’. It’s a feeling and also thoughts; you’re screaming hard; completely submerged in it; singing a song really loud;
you’re totally into it; you hear a song in your head

Theo

it’s something you do in nature and that’s an added dimension I like. With snowboarding, for example, you have the
mountain as your playground and you play with that. And with kite-surfing, it’s the wind. You need to cooperate with
that to do it. Nature gives that extra dimension compared to boxing: playing with the elements; extending my limits
that’s difficult because you’re depending on the elements. Now there’s a little wind but it's still pretty cold. And you
need the right wind direction for the right place. Now it's cold so you know you can go only shortly since you won’t
manage for long. So, it’s less fun: you enjoy it less because you have a lot of pain. And you got to travel that whole
end to the shore so you’ll choose to go less quickly. With kite-surfing and with nature - you have to do with what
nature has to offer you at that time. Sometimes it’s possible and sometimes it’s not

Marleen

I surfed more in the beginning when I lived near the sea, in Zeeland. I could go almost every day. Now I need to
travel half an hour each time; arrange a car; it’s trickier. I prefer the beach and the openness much more than the
forest, for example. There’re also people who love walks in the forest and that kind of atmosphere. That’s not for
me. I want to be able to look far and feel that - feel the wind. You can do everything in that environment. It’s coupled
with a feeling that no one is watching what you do; you can run and roll through the sand; everything’s allowed.
Yeah, I don’t know. It’s a little like this: everything’s possible and you can look far ahead; your thoughts are not
obstructed. That’s how it feels - space, like space in your head. Water is really a thing with me. It makes this motion.
You can hear it by the sea – you hear the waves. I sleep great next to the water. Even at a lake or a canal, you can
hear it - it’s a very calming sound. It’s one of the four elements. It’s like fire: you can sit around a campfire with a
group of twenty people and say nothing. Just sit like that and that’s very cool, of course because it touches you
somewhere or somehow. And that’s also what I have with the water and the wind – with the sea, that space

Theo

it takes you completely away from your everyday life - from the convenience of everyday. You’re confronted with
the discomfort; with the cold; with pain; with tension. During one of the last times we went kite-surfing, the wind was
too hard but I wanted to try it anyway. So, we let the kite up and I flew straight into the air. That wasn’t the

Marleen
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intention. So, I fell hard back on the beach and went straight up into the air again. Then you suddenly realize like ‘oh
yes, this is quite a violent game that you’re playing’. I could unclip myself fast so that wasn’t a problem: your kite
goes down and you’re safe. But in those moments, that you DO have the control, that you surf and you go so hard
that you think ‘oh shit, oh shit’; those are the best moments. You realize you don’t have the control you think you did

Practitioners are aware of the need to adapt to the natural environment
and its conditions.
Essential to the practitioners’ embodiment is the possibility to interact

Hannes

with the environment through bodily engagements. Arend emphasized this
when he said that he does not find spending an entire day on the beach
necessarily attractive by itself. Rather, it is the practice that draws him to

yes, it’s a lot about being in the moment. That can be with a movie as well but a movie is very passive, so it’s
different. It has a different feel to it. You’re also submerged in a movie but there’s no sense of freedom: you’re a
slave to the screen. In kite-surfing, you literally decide: do I turn around or not? do I steer my kite left or right? In all
[other] areas of life, you need to remain on the main lane - don’t go past 100. In kite-surfing everything goes;
everything’s possible! Nothing’s impossible

that environment. The heightened attention to bodily engagement inside
practice influences the sensory experience of embodiment outside of it. The
physical context of water-based sports offers very different impulses than
those found in an urban context. For the practitioners of water-based

Arend

sports the two seems to form a contrast.

on themselves during practice. Any progress is considered the result of
personal choices and actions. This requires a high degree of personal
Arend

The kind of freedom experienced inside practice is considered limitless.

whatever they want during practice.
The possibilities for independent choice-making during practice leads
to a sense of autonomy.
Freedom during kite-surfing equals the absence of responsibilities but is
not considered a thoughtless – meaning inattentive - act.
Part of the connection brought forward through the practice is the

Hannes

Theo

sex {he laughs}. Well, that's also kinda of heavenly. You don't think ‘well, I can also be doing this’ or ‘I’ll have to do
this next’. So yeah… but comparing it to kite-surfing is too much
well, kite-surfing you do alone in that sense. You decide all alone what you do. Sex you do as a couple and you’re
occupied with the other person. Kite-surfing is really done alone, completely alone. you're doing it together but
you’re by yourself. Somewhere, it’s all for you; you forget the world and you’re only busy with the waves and the
wind. The wind is blowing and you can do what you want. You can jump eight meters high but also go very hard and
go five km away. It’s super creative because you constantly decide ‘am I going to do a trick? how do I do that?’.
When you fall, you think ‘this went wrong’ and ‘this I can do differently’ or ‘I can grab my board like this, that will
look nice’. You’re all the time thinking ‘how can I improve myself?’ That’s very typical of kite-surfing: do you go hard
or soft? do you jump high or not? You’re really in charge. You let yourself be guided by the wind and nature but not
by what other people think because everyone says it’s dangerous

This is expressed by practitioners having the sense of being able to do

Theo

then you come to things like freedom: you can go anywhere; you’re obliged to nothing when you’re kite-surfing
it’s a sense of freedom that I don’t have to do anything else and that the wind is blowing and that I can do what I
want. You choose to do it very deliberately – ‘now I’m going to do sports’ - so automatically you’re super motivated.
If you are not motivated, you don’t do it that day. With work, it’s more ‘you HAVE to work’. With kite-surfing, you’re
automatically super motivated. So, it’s a kind of ultimate freedom. You’re aware that you’ve chosen ‘now I'm going
all the way for this and only this’. The same as when you’re having sex. It’s different but you’re also very much in
that moment

The individual nature of extreme sports means practitioners rely solely

motivation.

it’s quite difficult to master the kite completely for what you want it to do, so to speak. Also, if you want to jump,
there are endless new tricks to try and practice. It’s very diverse, you can try all kinds of tricks and that’s what I like
about it. With kite-surfing it’s true that the most fun you have is when you don’t have to think about other things and
just being in the moment: placing your hands in the water; deciding where you’re going and what you’re doing at
which moment

it’s more a type collaboration. Those elements are another factor to take into account and that you’re dependent on
to do what you like. That’s why you’re more careful with snowboarding than with kite-surfing – water is more
forgiving. Playing at certain rules, you get these laws of physics where you need to play between the lines

Theo
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social interaction taking place. The connection practitioners refer to related

when you're at a spot with lots of waves, you play into the waves a lot and that enables you to do a lot with it. When
you’re at a spot with quiet waters, you use that. Look, when the wind is very hard - you take a small kite, 7 m2. When
the wind is very mellow - you take a 14 m2, which is twice as many square meters. So, you adapt yourself to the wind
and you feel that. I mean, you don’t have a motor so it’s purely the wind that does the work. The wind and the
waves, that’s what you use. You try to do that as best as possible

to their own sense of connection to the world and to a sense of connection
to others during practice. The senses react to environmental input and to
social input from other practitioners. The kite-surfers’ sense of connection is
therefore both spatial and social.

Arend

This kind of sociality is based on collective inspiration and shared
motivation. Connectedness comes through these shared experiences inside

In Geertsema’s philosophical approach, freedom is understood in
relation to our response to a situation (2011:45). Freedom as a response
relates to the term homo respondens: ‘the human person as an answering
being’ (Geertseman 2011:38). The way freedom was used in the
interviews – its narrative role in the practitioners’ speech – reflects some of
their underlying conceptions on the urban environment. When reflected
upon freedom outside practice, the practitioners related to it through an
absence of obligations. During practice, freedom is defined as the
absence of obligations. Practice allows practitioners to let go of everyday
mental fatigue and tires their body. There is a momentary lack of worries
and a freedom of movement. In this, the kite-surfers expressed a sense of
responsibility in daily life that was absent during practice. The contrast this
generates, is expressed in a sense of detachment of sensual perceptions
outside practice.
Practitioners do take knowledge from inside practice to everyday life

in your environment, you also take other surfers into account. There are some [social] rules in kite-surfing. In case
anyone comes sailing at you, you know how to pass them. The moment you step out of the water and you’re doing
like this {he holds his right arm up}, that means a request to someone else: ‘can you hold on to my kite?’ since I’m
about to land. Kites are lying on the beach without a lock. There’s no real possibility of locking them and the nice
things about it is - that’s not needed
there’s such a nice atmosphere when you go kite-surfing because everyone is super happy that they’re there.
Everyone can kite-surf so everyone is completely happy. In general, at least. And everyone is happy to wait until a
beginner takes off. It’s totally fine because you’re anyways happy. You’re all out there with the same reason and
that makes you happy. You don’t need to get to know each other to get along. You just know ‘I love surfing, you love
surfing, let´s go for it’. That last time, when I went straight into the air and the wind was going really strong,
another guy arrived in his work outfit. He just came from his gardening work to go surfing. Two minutes later
another dude comes walking up, in the slickest suit ever and with a thick watch, and he also went surfing. Then they
both have a wetsuit on and it doesn’t matter what you do in everyday life because you came there to surf. It brings
people together because you can talk about surf stuff and things like that

practice as the practice generates a sense of community.

Hannes

Theo

Marleen

it’s most fun to go when you’re with the same group of people. With kite-surfing and snowboarding, you do it with
friends. Then everything around that, sort of feels like a day out
you laugh to them; and you look at what the others are doing and then you try to do it as well. We go a lot together
and watch out over each other: ‘is everything alright with them?’ When you see a kite on the water – there can be a
dangerous situation, something can go wrong - so you pay attention. You go there and ask, ‘can I help? are you
alright?”. But above all ‘what does he do? wow, okay, I’m doing that’. At the same time, you want to show others
‘look, I learned something new’. You stimulate each other through the practice and keep each other psyched about it:
someone does a trick and you're going to fall an entire afternoon until you nail it also, it doesn’t matter and that’s
fun. I also did skim boarding, surfing, skating - always with friends in a group. I think I’d go kite-surfing less if it
wasn’t with a group. In our house, we’re with four people who kite-surf so you go faster outside to practice. Also at
the dining table it’s like ‘it’s blowing, tomorrow it’s blowing’ - so you completely psych each other out. We’re a
subculture and that’s why you’re there for each other. When Hannes broke his leg, everyone immediately helped and
called the ambulance. Everyone helped and came to the hospital and sent flowers even if we don’t really know each
other except through kite-surfing. Last summer, when we went to France, it was that combination of sitting at the
water; just chilling for entire days; kite-surfing. There was nothing but eat – sleep – eat – surf – eat – sleep – surf
it took forty-five minutes just to reach the city for a bottle of water. There was no drinking water there so you learn
to be more careful. You feel our limits as humans. It makes you stop complaining about everything that’s wrong in

Theo

Marleen
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[daily life]. It’s actually all very comfortable and warm and everything is up for grabs. That makes the days all start
to look alike because everything’s the same, while I still remember each of the days I went kite-surfing because
every day has been unique. When you're home, you're often occupied with something and when you’re behind the
laptop, everyone knows you're sitting with your shoulders all the way up totally bended. Suddenly you realize ‘I
need to relax’. You’re totally unaware of what your body’s doing. Everyday life feels more oppressive. The city
brings a sense of urgency with it, everyone is always on the way to somewhere

in the form of attention to the weather conditions outside practice.
However, such changes in weather or wind often trigger desires for the
practice. Water elements in the urban environment are also often judged
for their potential use inside practice. In moments outside practice there is

because you always have a purpose then, I think. You’re going to visit someone or buy something and that occupies
your head. Or you’re going to a meeting and you got that meeting stuck in your head

no real engagement with those natural elements.
The level of engagement inside practice and outside practice differ

Hannes

strongly. Outside practice, the routine of everyday life generates a sense
of rut. Part of this can be the result of the fact that many daily activities

awareness is less validated as urban life offers fewer opportunities for
(extreme) physical engagement with the surrounding environment. In
contrast to the natural environment, the urban environment is considered
oppressive and harsh. The environmental impulses taking place in the city

Hannes

are perceived as being unnatural.
One large factor to consider in daily life is the social context in which
practitioners engage with friends, family and work. This form of

To some, this need for consideration restricts a sense of freedom found
outside practice. To others, the needs and demands of other people are
Arend

outside practice. In some cases, different forms of social consideration are

self-awareness experienced inside practice.

Arend

Theo

when it’s blowing hard, you get this sense of ‘I can use that’ and ‘I want to get on the water’. But not ‘I can use that
HERE’. When I feel the wind, that’s like a reminder
then I think ‘I want to kite-surf again. That’s what I experience often: ‘can I? is there time? is there a car?’

perceived as being more valuable and meaningful than the intensified

Theo

whether it’s blowing harder or not, it doesn’t make a lot of difference here. You don’t need it to bike. You can enjoy it
but in kite-surfing you also use it – it becomes important to be able to do your thing. With biking, you only need your
bike and the road. It’s often true that when I wake up and see that the wind is blowing or hear that it’s going to
snow, I’m excited to see if I can schedule a session. Especially in the beginning, every time it blew, I thought ‘oh, I
need to arrange a session this afternoon’. When I’m in the car and I drive along the water, I can also think ‘is it wide
enough to let a kite up and do a round?
I always have those thoughts. I will notice a windless day so I’m occupied with the weather: cold, warm, rain, sun.
You’re thinking about that more because you’re quite dependent on it. That’s funny. That’s something that has
changed - being occupied with the weather: where is the wind coming; high pressure area; low pressure area; when
is better weather coming. I always know that because perhaps we could go kite-surfing next week. I’m aware of the
wind even when I’m in the city. I know exactly how strong it is and my wife doesn’t have that

consideration is determined by the needs and demands of other people.

not seen as an imposition but rather as an important aspect of daily life

I do enjoy my surroundings then as well but in a different way to when I’m kite-surfing. I can enjoy the trees, the
birds, the sun or new buildings that have been added which I find nice, but I enjoy it less than a beautiful forest or a
wall I can climb
well, I notice it but it’s more like you simply use it because you need it - the road or the shop. Sometimes you do see
unique things suddenly that trigger you like ‘that’s pretty or cleverly thought’ or you see a weird building that’s
different, or a nice garden or a beautiful dog. But that’s more… you just use it. You use it to reach your goal. That’s
completely different to kite-surfing. With kite-surfing it's about starting to inflate your kite and from there, you let
go all the way. You just think ‘how quick can I [start]?’ – still, after seven years – ‘how quick can I inflate that kite
so that I can stand there, in the water?!?!’ That feeling remains. It’s like that with kite-surfing - surfing in itself IS the
goal. You use the waves and the wind but I don't know, it's just different

outside practice lack embodied awareness. Outside practice, sensory

Theo

I always look to the tops of the trees to determine the extent to which it’s blowing or not. I see a parallel here
because I find it also beautiful here. The beach is beautiful but also the trees here. Such a pollard willow; a small

Theo
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stretch of water; a rooftop covered in green; and such a quiet neighborhood. The difference is that with kite-surfing
you’re doing something exciting. I can’t accidentally make a five meter jump here. There’s much less excitement here

Summarizing, the kite-surfers refer to [adrenaline] experienced inside
practice as being one of the main attractions in extreme sports. The

I feel more a sense of oppression or tightness in an urban environment. It’s very cultivated - determined by humans.
The sea, that’s always been there. You can’t stop it. You can build a dam but that doesn’t stop it. Water keeps
flowing; raining and it’s a system that never stops. The city feels a bit too suffocating to me. Although, through
skateboarding it does feel different because you use the city as a playground. So I’m not excately sure how it works

practitioners expand their [comfort zone] by gaining control of the own
body over the board and although they strive for a sense of control inside
practice, they are also aware of the fact that nature is the one dictating
the circumstances for practice. Still, they feel they can do whatever they
want during practice. The [freedom] inside practice is perceived of as
limitless and defined as the absence of obligations. This definition of
freedom as used in the interviews – its narrative role in the practitioners’
speech – illustrates some of their underlying conceptions on the urban
environment: the [impulses] taking place in the city are perceived as
unnatural and at the same time, there is a [detachment] in awareness of
sensory perceptions outside of practice among the kite-surfers.

Hannes

Theo

Yes, the environment here is quite hard and square. That makes me want to wear my comfortable shoes. I sensed
that walking on the grass just now but you really need to think about it consciously. You have to kinda go into it
premeditatively. In nature, you’re engrossed by it. On the beach, I want to walk with bare feet because it feels so
good. And there’s a sort of unity that fits. In human constructs, there’s often a lot of clashing going on. It’s not
natural in its essence and therefore it lacks a certain natural rhythm. In nature, there’re also a lot of incentives, in
principle - a lot to see and experience - but it all belongs together. Trees have a lot of elements but all trees belong
together and there is of course a lot of sound in nature as well but again, those sounds that are meant to be there.
They’re not intruding. It has a certain rhythm to me, I think

Marleen

because it’s quite selfish, in that sense. It’s about your own fun and that’s super nice but you can’t mean something
to others. You contribute little to the world by doing that. It’s like that in general when it comes to sports. Although
some sports do contribute to your own attitude. They contribute something to your development and I would miss it
as a form of relaxation. Because in life you’re depended of people wanting things from you: you have to perform to
earn money; you need to get out of bed at 6 AM. With kite-surfing, all those things fall away. The world wants a lot.
Whether it’s people, friends, family or yourself - you place things on yourself. I think I’m very free in my daily life,
free from how it should be or from hypocrisy or whatever but you still have all kinds of frames in which you have to
do things. During kite-surfing, those fall away. And you can and do let loose

Theo

I see it more as entertainment for myself, something fun and necessary in order to keep going. I really like sports, I
wouldn’t want to miss it but I find other things also very important now so I’d also like to invest in other things in
this world. To spend my time in other, more helpful, ways. Things I find really useful like having a positive impact on
someone else’s life. That’s perhaps something I do take from the practice: teaching people how to enjoy healthy
things within the limits. Like we learn to kite-surf within the limits of nature. Helping other people with that and
noticing that their quality of life improves, is something extreme sports itself can’t give me. For me that’s, how you
say, managing my time in a valuable way. So, playing with the elements is also valuable but this is more valuable
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Shared conceptions on nature and city in windsurfing
On the right side, the three windsurfers have a ‘conversation’ with each
other. Again, this conversation did not take place in real life but was
created for this chapter. Although the three windsurfers all live in
Amsterdam, they do not know each other in real life. The main conversation
topic is the changing perceptions taking place inside practice and their

A conversation on attention
Nienke has just returned from Africa where she had a life-changing experience with windsurfing. She
meets up with Rens and Onno to talk about it. They agreed to meet in Amsterdam and find
themselves in a quiet café overlooking the IJ.

increased attention to the differences between surfing in nature and city
life.

Nienke

The reward of the practice is found in learning to cope with the
experience of nerves and anxiety. For this to happen, practitioners need to
remain constantly focused on what they are doing at that moment. It is a
conscious act of intensified interaction with a physical environment (which is

you’re not distracted by other things. It’s a state of flow. In sports, that’s easily achieved. With windsurfing because
you must focus constantly; your head becomes literally empty but you’re still very active. It’s a very nice experience
because you’re really playing with controlling the elements around you. And sometimes you notice that you fail when
it’s blowing too hard and you’ve been pulled by your sail. Sometimes you wonder whether it will end well

predominantly natural).
The experience of ‘intense living’ found inside practice is more strongly
felt than during other activities outside it. The intensity of the interaction
taking place with the physical surroundings during practice leads to a very
distinct embodied understanding of the relationship between body and
space. Extreme sports like windsurfing and kite-surfing can only take place
within a large body of water. Therefore, the practice predominantly takes
place in natural environments. Surfers feel a strong sense of relation to the
natural world because of this.
Being outdoors and sensing the natural elements while doing the sport is
crucial. There is a constant sense of connectedness in relation to the world

I stood there meditating and I was all alone but I was included in that group, and it was Indescribable. I could also
have looked at that situation a few years ago and think that I’m there in Africa alone, but I never felt like that during
that whole situation. Before starting, I was thinking ‘well, I’m not doing that, I can’t, I can’t even make that round
decently, why would I do it?’ And sometimes there were violent wind flags and you needed to stay concentrated. And
somewhere at the end, I fell and got up again. I felt very wobbly and eventually I defied those 15 km full of energy
and while I reached the third baker and circled it: there were fifty dolphins swimming there. So, at one point I was
alone with fifty dolphins with a sense of awe – ‘this is real’. It sounds very spiritual but you engage in very close
contact with your surroundings and you become quite aware of the details

Onno

Rens

it's a nice feeling. It’s both… in your head you get rid of all the tension but also your body has done a lot of
physically pleasant labor. So, you're physically very tired but much clearer in your head. That combination is very
pleasant
the reason I windsurf is I find being on the water very pleasant and seeing a horizon is very pleasant. To
occasionally not be so close to each other as people. It´s very nice to have my own place and find the space in that.
That feeling of the strong wind on my face is also very nice. It gives a certain resistance but when you windsurf, it’s
great. I also like biking against the wind. To use an element that gives resistance but that also gives a lot to work
with. And you can face it with running or on the bike. You know it will be harder but you can also think ‘then I won’t
progress as fast as normal’, or ‘I‘ll paddle slower’ or you can actually go for a little challenge. I loved the outdoors as
a child, playing outside. But why I like the water and wind specifically, those elements? That’s a difficulty question.
Sometimes you can’t explain it. When I exercise, I prefer to go outdoors. Not in a gym. precisely to not be inside; to
clear the head; to be outdoors; to feel the sun and the wind especially; all those almost tangible feelings

Rens
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that seems only possible in nature. The presence of natural elements offers

Nienke

means of connecting to world by which practitioners experience a oneness

it does give you that adrenaline rush, that sense of intense living. You can also experience that by cooking something
really great but in windsurfing - you find those experiences very easily. They are part of the practice. When I go
surfing, I know I’ll get pleasure from that, almost always. Maybe it’s the same if you’d always go out for great diners
but that attracts me less

with nature. Being connected to nature or ‘being one with nature’ centers on
an increased appreciation of their direct interaction with the physical
environment during practice. Practitioners experience a sense of connection
through identification with nature. It brings practitioners a sense of comfort,
both physical and mental. They perceive the natural environment as being

Onno
Nienke

part of the self.

nature and this results in an increased self-awareness. The combination of
Nienke

such an awareness. It leads to the understanding of the importance of
human integration in the natural surroundings.
Feeling at one with nature and being aware of being in the moment
leads to a sense of freedom. The sensory experience of doing water-

practice. This freedom comes from being outdoors and engaging with the
natural elements through the body. It is a sensory experience and is
perceived as complete during practice. There was a strong emphasis within
these interviews on the sensory awareness of freedom during practice. The
three windsurfers and four kite-surfers all mentioned the idea of ‘freedom’

it’s a connection you experience in nature when you’re windsurfing with the elements of nature and not looking at
what others do. You learn from others but eventually you go your own way

Nienke

Rens

it gives you that complete sense of freedom that you're completely at one with nature and one with your
environment - being very present in that moment, in the moment of surfing. You do pay attention to your technique
but windsurfing is also a form of meditation. You realize that we are all part of nature. [In Africa], when I arrived at
the finish, everyone was happy and for three days you have such a smile and everyone's talking about it; everyone
had the same experience. You’re immediately connected. You’re connected to each other and to nature. After I came
back from Africa, my awareness increased a lot: being aware of my presence on this earth but also the influences I
have
it really is about feeling free, enjoying and relaxing. I think that has to do with having autonomy in
things. That you really consciously choose ‘now I do this’ and ‘now I determine which route I take’, without any form
of selfishness or narcissism. For me, freedom has to do with doing things that make me happy, That’s how I would
describe it; without harming others in the process but that’s a different story. Deciding for myself where I’m going
and what I want. In windsurfing, that also depends on the elements but because you know how to master those, you
can go where you want. In surfing, I experience that freedom completely. In my spare time and in work sometimes.
In my social relations also often: I choose my own relations and who I spend time with

based sports is directly linked to the freedom of movement found inside

Rens

you ARE much more connected to all that’s going on around you

that it’s all completely right. You’re totally one with the elements and with the surfboard and the sail;
everything goes smoothly. Everything I pay attention to in surfing is fun. I experience that often when I go surfing
because the temperature is just right; the wind is just right for surfing; it gives me that sense of freedom I
experience

Beside a closeness to nature, practitioners feel closer to their own human

extended bodily movement and conscious sensory perception generate

physically and also mentally, you get completely high. It’s a sense of high, something is happening in your brain. The
brain produces serotonin, making you happy. An indescribable feeling overcomes you, actually very special. Like a
kind of high on life

Rens

With my work, for example, to feel the flow while working with people, that’s more difficult. I try to experience that
also with work but I have quite a busy job - going from America to Japan – and then to maintain that serenity - I
hope to be able to keep doing that

as a central motive and experience inside practice.
We have read previously about the definitions given to freedom by

in work it's different. Things you do, should be the things that make you as happy as possible. Then it’s pleasant.
That gives added value instead of simply thinking ‘earn your money, doesn’t matter what you do’. I think there’s a
link there with windsurfing: being autonomous and doing things you want to do

Rens
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scholars of extreme sport experiences. From the literature, we learned

Nienke

about Brymer and Schweitzer’s (2013) definition of freedom as ‘choice
and a release of anxiety and fear’. The participants in that article
describe a sense of freedom in terms of peace and being-at-one with
nature that also related to a general sense of being-in-the-world. Contrary

surfing is done mostly alone. Once you’re on the water, it’s possible to wave to someone or call out
something but such contacts are short. Mostly you’re on the water alone. On shore, you engage in social contacts, on
the water you’re really alone. There’re other surfers on the water but there’s no time for chats, unless you choose to
do so. That does happen, like when we’re in the water and we’re discussing how nice it was. I think communication that human interaction you almost always have - is absent during surfing. This enables you to be attentive to what’s
going on around you outside of that human element

to the definitions of freedom in Brymer’s article, the sense of freedom
described by the practitioners here relates exclusively to a state-of-doing.
Freedom inside practice is an active sensation and embodied through
intensified movement.

Nienke

Freedom as experienced by the surfers in this study came from having
the sensation of being able to do whatever you want during practice. It is
a sensory experience of the self that is perceived as complete during
windsurfing and kite-surfing. The urban environment does not enable a
sense of relaxation and freedom through the act of doing as it is so easily
found inside extreme sports. This leads in part to a stronger disconnection
between embodiment during practice and embodiment outside of it in
everyday life.
Outside of practice, the embodied knowledge of connectedness during
surfing leads to a heightened sense of connectedness to other people in the
city. This connection is a predominantly social one; not a physical
expression. Practitioners do sometimes use the heightened sense of
embodiment experienced inside practice and apply it to situations outside
practice. One way this is done is through an increased awareness of

my perception to the world has changed. There was a time that I compared a lot. That doesn’t work. The moment I
stopped comparing and only observed the world in the way I wanted to perceive it, the world itself became as
beautiful as I liked it to be. It’s hard because we get distracted. That’s a fact. There’s nothing you can do about that.
But that comparison stopped in windsurfing because you can’t compare during practice. You can only pay attention to
your own progress. You go from A to B to C, not because you’re better then someone else or because you win but
because you’re better than your last training in relation to your own skills

Onno

Rens

it sounds perhaps negative but to really see the world in that kind of awareness, watching the world intently and
seeing things you otherwise wouldn’t… Ultimately, I think that also helps you to mean more to the outside world
because you’ve gained more awareness, so you feel more; you’re more aware of someone who needs help. That can
become important in the city as it enables you to have that same trust and connection with others
there’s a constant demand on your creativity. It’s about applying playfulness during practice. Maybe it’s something in
my character as well. But you keep trying new things or going faster or trying tricks by which you’re in a state of
play. And playing around, you discover the possibilities and that playfulness increases. Maybe it’s how I grew up
because Zeeland is a very rich polder area. If you went somewhere on the bike then you’d definitely encounter wind
and there’s no point whining about it, it was there. So, it never bothered me, except maybe when it rained and I’d
arrive at school soaked. When I bicycle through the city, I like to do a kind of windsurfing or at least make use of the
pavement by jumping of it. Or if I have a slopping sidewalk, to make a wave over it. That’s how I bike in the city
from time to time. When I don’t surf for a while, I notice I become more playful in the city when using the bike or by
jumping of a bench

Rens

yes, in nature I have that less than in the city. In the city, there are much more impulses when it comes
to the attention you have for things

Rens

while I walk through the city, I am also aware I need to do a lot of things. A lot must be done. In the city, I’m always
busy with other things, or I notice how crazy the city is, how many weird things are going on
in a city like this there are definitely more distractions: so many people, so much movement, quite a bit
of advertising, trams, sounds. You have to filter that out here and in surfing you don’t

Rens
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inspired mobility in the urban environment. This increase in awareness
comes from a shift in attention to the freedom of bodily movement taking

Nienke
Onno

place inside practice.

alienation from everyday life due to their engagement with practice. The
urban environment is perceived as more enclosed than nature and this
Nienke

environment is often perceived as more of a commodity then a source of
engagement with the world. The urban space becomes a ‘context’ to
traverse. An embodied experience of the urban environment seems to be

One distraction characteristic of the urban environment is the need for
communication. Practitioners experience different levels of attention to the
surrounding world which depend on social interaction and verbal
communication. Verbal communication demands attention and thereby
excludes other possible impressions from the environment. During practice,

embodied experience of extreme sports. The verbal communication that
does take place relates directly to embodiment. Embodied awareness in
urban environment requires a more conscious approach to the sensory
perceptions of the self. There is more need for filtering impulses. This
requires a higher level of conscious attention.

Nienke

Rens

there are things that can influence you negatively: booze, vandalism, restless streets. That does give me a sense of
unrest. The world is constantly giving off impulses, distractions. If it’s not marketing then it’s the new job or a
colleague wanting something. And to then get back to yourself and maintain a sense of peace - like the one
experienced during windsurfing - that’s always a challenge
I love the city because of its nature and sometimes due to the wind you can sense intensely because of the way the
buildings are placed. I do have a lot of orientation points in the city to whether I can go surfing. Then I look at – the
photo’s I sent you of the treetops in my neighborhood – which make me want to go surfing. It reminds me of the
wind when they move. So, movement, indeed, makes me think: does the wind blow? Is there a chance to go surfing?
Even when I know I have no time for surfing, I can get a good feeling if there’s wind but sometimes also quite
restless if I can’t surf. It really is the state-of-mind you find yourself in thou – that determines how you perceive
things. Whether that’s nature or in the city - a city is also a kind of nature where a lot is happening. There, you have
the buildings shaping the environment and what you see. In a forest - it’s the trees and birds flying around that
shape the environment; or the fallen leaves. The context is just very different. The big difference between how we
walk here and when I surf is that during practice I’m completely alone with my thoughts, in a sense. Here it’s very
busy and I don’t like feeling stuck while ploughing through the streets with other people. That doesn’t give a sense
of freedom. But then again, I am free in choosing to go there and then I prefer to go through the Kalverstraat

absent.

there is limited verbal interaction. Verbal interaction is secondary to the

when you enter the city after a good windsurf session, you look around you and think ‘what a weird bunch of people
you are that you don’t windsurf’. At that moment, you find everyone weird and you don’t understand any of it
Subconsciously, you’re always alert to things. Also, here, you register that cars drive by and that people are walking.
Right now, I walk relaxed so I can look around me now and again and assess what happens around me. Inside
surfing, that’s important… Well, maybe here as well but during practice more because of the impact… But here
there are cars. With surfing, you have to look around so you don’t clash into other surfers or a speedboat… There
are actually more similarities, only there the speed is faster because I myself am moving with greater speed

Besides inspiration, the windsurfers experience a strong sense of

leads to a sense of detachment outside practice. Due to this, the urban

nature is really crucial for me to be able to live in the city. I don’t pay attention to shops. If I need something, yes,
but never for shopping. I notice changes in renovations but the city, for me, is something useful I need to go through

when I lose my awareness, even briefly by being too busy, I notice it and then I need to turn inwards and find that
peace again and windsurfing helps with that. Also, meditating, it’s the same idea. And when I’m feeling good in my
own skin, and windsurfing helps with that, then I see more. I feel more. I can open myself up more to other people,
even just with a smile. An openness to the world gives a lot in return. It’s a continuous game of living in the world.
And peace is inside yourself so it shouldn’t matter so much. Now I can experience some peace within my own square
meter balcony like I experience during surfing
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Summarizing, the windsurfers talk about an [awareness] of engagement
with the environment during surfing which leads to a strong sense of
[connection] to nature and expresses itself in the practitioners’ experience
of oneness with the world inside practice. This contributes to the sense of
[freedom]. It is a sensory conception of the self that is perceived as
complete when surfing. The urban environment does not enable a sense of
relaxation and freedom through the act of doing as it is so easily found
during extreme sports. There is more need for the filtering of [impulses] in
the form of verbal communication. Embodied awareness in the urban
environment requires a more conscious approach to the sensory perceptions
of the self which requires a higher level of conscious attention. The urban
environment is often regarded more as a commodity then a source of
engagement with the world and becomes a ‘context’ to traverse. The
natural elements found in the city offer [inspiration] and generate a sense
of longing to surfing outside practice and point out to a [detachment]
between embodiment during practice and embodiment outside of it in
everyday life.

with everything I do on my own, I think I receive more impressions from the environment
than being with two or three people. It requires energy to listen to someone and to be able to give an answer that
corresponds to what is asked. That automatically represses other influences and impressions you’re able to see or
hear, like sounds, when you’re focused on communication. Communication distracts a lot. But impulses also come
when you're on your own and you think about things. you can chase certain thoughts or you can let them go and
think ‘there's a lot but now I choose to not engage with it or to DO engage with it’. In everything I do, it will always
be like that. I also have it when I’m strolling through the city alone. Then I see much more than when I’m with other
people. We keep mentioning attention in this conversation and that’s something you have a choice in. It’s a choice
‘where do I focus on?’
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Shared conceptions on nature and city in climbing
On the right side, the two climbers have a ‘conversation’ with each other.

A conversation on inspiration

Also here, this conversation did not take place in real life but was created

We fall on a conversation between the two climbers in Utrecht. Ad and Roel have taken a break

for this chapter. Both the climbers live in Utrecht and work together in a

from work to relax on a bench placed along one of the main canals. The bench overlooks a nearby

Canoe rental company owned by Ad. Their main conversation topic is the

church. They eat their lunch while glancing occasionally at the building’s top.

mental and physical challenges they experience during climbing and how
I find the physical aspect of it very important but it´s most fun when it’s combined. So, when you have a climb
activity or adventure and you can find the combination in that: the physical and the mental challenge. I think you
can’t separate the physical from the mental. You need strength, which you can improve through regular training, by
practice, by developing more muscle power, by improving climbing skills. That´s definitely important. But when you
also get stronger mentally, you can go into a route with more confidence and more dedication to succeed in finishing
it one way or the other

they approach the city with a similar attitude.
Practitioners need to maintain a certain amount of training for them to
progress inside practice and requires a large amount of repetition. The
built up of experience in practice leads to expertise among the
practitioners. Expertise means that practitioners can take more calculated
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risks inside practice. Due to the dangerous nature of the sports,
practitioners are continually searching for a balance between what they
know they can do and what is considered a possible risk to their safety.

the possible risks involved. Practice puts practitioners in uncomfortable
situations that require preparation and expertise. Practitioners therefore
need to consider the limits of their own capabilities. It is a conscious form of
engaging the physical and mental limits of the self. There is a constant
pushing of the personal limits inside practice. It offers them the means to
test and push their limits in a controlled and visible manner. Extending the
own comfort zone is a form of autonomy over the self.
In this study, freedom and autonomy are closely related. Looking at the

What progresses is the strength and that has to do with a certain absolute peak in your bodily strength that you have
to maintain. So, in a personal way, you always perform on the top of your ability. And it’s also a training for the
brain: if you want to be good at it, you have to continue doing it otherwise you forget how to do it. If you practice 2-3
times a week, you’ll notice significant improvements: you will be better, smarter, more skilled, more agile and more
capable of solving climb routes
you get to know yourself more or better. You work hard for it and are really physically and mentally
demolished but you do it. [That’s] something you learn when you go outside your comfort zone: you think ‘this is
what I can do’ and then go beyond that. If you look for the limits of what you can do, you only know where that limit
is by going slightly beyond it. You have to go a little bit beyond the limit until you really don’t feel like it but not go
so far that it goes wrong, that’s a balance we explore and keep looking for

Engaging in extreme sports implies a more calculated understanding of
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Roel

what I’ve learned from bouldering is that normally when you don’t know or can’t do something, you’re naturally
more reluctant and careful and you adopt a larger margin of risk. With bouldering, I started to explore what the
limits of my personal capabilities were. By knowing those better, I can adopt a smaller margin of risk inside the
practice. The routes aren’t called ‘problems’ for nothing. You have to overcome them with the body you have at that
time, with the strength you have at that time and there are many roads leading to Rome, so many solutions to find. I
found that people who boulder usually behave more natural. With that, I mean closer to their own nature, not nature
as in the environment but human nature with all its capacities and possibilities. As a climber, you’re very aware of
your body since in bouldering its crucial to whether you finish a route or not. It’s very precise. The harder the route,
the more important that becomes
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it's exciting when you climb the harder routes because you can fall - that’s how it is. When it’s too hard or
when you’re physically not strong enough to make the next pass - a fall is a real possibility. That happens regularly.
It’s exciting. You prefer not to fall, and usually it goes smoothly. Even attached to a rope, you can make a bad fall.
When you feel it’s going wrong, you can direct it a bit but you have to accept that it’s not a relaxed situation to be in
and that you need to keep going. And when you feel you can’t continue, you’re actually still in your comfort zone.
You're not yet in your primal zone, so to speak. There’s much more strength in your body than you actually used you can still make more adrenaline. So, it’s pretty exciting sometimes and that’s why not everyone understands why
you’d want to do such a thing: why would you want to look for the limits of your capacity and possibly hurt yourself?
You can fall pretty bad and break something. People died doing this but that’s also what keeps it quite attractive.
Looking for the borders of what you can and cannot do: when do you dare no more? when is it too much? When do
you break? That’s exciting and challenging and makes climbing really intense and really great

coding of the concept autonomy, the given definitions were self-reliance
and self-responsibility. Self-responsibility is an antonym of the concept
freedom. Self-reliance also mirrors self-dependency. An online dictionary
definition given to autonomy is ‘the act or power of taking one’s own
choices or decisions’9. We saw that freedom entailed a state of being free
from the control or the power of another. Brymer and Schweitzer’s
definition of freedom was also seen as a choice.

Ad

The climbers’ understanding of the urban environment points to a
different emphasis than the surfers. Theirs is more focused on a developed
sense of autonomy. Although the concept autonomy is not mentioned
explicitly, the climbers’ conversation is filled with expressions of it.

expertise, there is also a strong emphasis on shared practice. Social
interaction inside practice is based on shared activities and a concern for
collective well-being. Practitioners feel familiar with each other. We have
seen a similar experience among the surfers This sociality is an important
component of both surfing and climbing and is greatly valued. The sociality
experienced inside climbing influences the social interaction taking place
inside practice and outside of it.
The climbers’ attitude inside practice influences their attitude outside of
it. The eagerness with which practitioners accept challenges inside practice
influences their approach to (social) circumstances outside of it. Due to

9

Of course there is an exciting element to it: what risks are you taking and what is an acceptable one? for myself, I
don’t experience fear of heights but there are of course risks involved if you fall wrongly. That relates to risk
analysis. But in general I know what I can and cannot do so I make the risks smaller. So the margin is smaller but to
me a sense of safety is usually anyways guaranteed. But because you do always keep a certain margin, there is an
aspect of fear involved because the consequences can be dangerous: if you break tour head or you fall on another
handle underneath you. That is an element of fear and ‘common sense’.
it's very hard to explain to someone who just lives his life in an office building. The biggest challenge he has is to go
bicycling with his friends that one time of going for a short run. That's just a whole different world than when you
stand on Mount Blanc and you know that you’re one of the few that have been there that day. It really is a unique
place where you are in general but also a unique... your body is in a unique place in its own world. You can’t easily
repeat that at home. You're already far outside your comfort zone, otherwise you’d remain in your bed in the
morning. But simply to survive, you need to continue, you need to persist. And that does something very weird in
your head because your opportunities for growth on a personal level, physical level, any level in the world… your
opportunities for growth lie outside your comfort zone

Despite the obvious individual nature of climbing as an expression of
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It’s also about that social aspect of the practice… In the bouldering hall, actually everywhere I've been, everyone
is very motivating. There has never been anyone that didn’t want to help me to get a certain route. Everyone is
really very constructive. Despite the [difference in] level, it’s a very positive atmosphere. Everyone is trying to
perform to their best ability and everyone helps each other in order for them to personally achieve their best
performances. [I notice] that people are interacting very respectfully with each other and are very accommodating.
Instead of people fighting each other about going first, they are more like “no, you go first”. People are very
accommodating and it seems climbing relaxes people in general. also, it’s relevant to listen to other climbers’
instructions and tips about routes. You hear climbers say: “okay, to your right is another handle”. Then you notice
you also become skilled in listening to your environment and in looking and remembering and kind of mind-mapping
how exactly the route looked like.
It’s nice to listen to fellow climbers saying: ‘left foot up now, by your knee is a handle’. That social aspect

This definition was taken from an online dictionary (see: http://www.thefreedictionary.com/autonomy).
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is most important. Having other ‘like-minded people’ to do stuff with. [it’s] a very social sport. Also in the climbing
hall with complete strangers, when I see someone who doesn’t have much experience yet or doesn’t quite know, I
feel free to approach that person and say ‘hey, can I help you? need explanation? or help? Or ‘hi, I’m Roel’

experience with practice as autonomy, the climbers approach situations
outside practice as possible mental and physical challenges.
Again, there are some differences between water-based sports and
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climbing in relation to the urban environment. Climbing is done both indoors
and outdoors and both in a natural environment and in an urban context.
For the climbers, there is more room for embodied reflection on the

for me, it’s gotten worse due to climbing because you give commands to your climbing partner. We don’t go into a
discussion about how we’re going to climb. No, you say what you think, I say what I think, and between now and ten
seconds we have come to a conclusion. We can argue about it - I don't care - but we must decide now. That's not
about pressure, you just want to continue. Sometimes it IS under pressure – that we have to decide now: ‘do we go
left or right? because where we are now, if we stay here for ten more minutes, it will go wrong because it’s getting
cold; bad weather is coming; we have to hurry up; it’s getting dark’. That’s a very direct way of communication and I
take that sometimes into my everyday life. I sometimes miss that other people don’t have that

practice outside of it. The context or ‘scenery’ of climbing is more like that
of the urban environment. It offers the climbers similar opportunities for
practice as found in nature environments. Even when climbers do not
partake in the practice while being in the city, they have a realization of
the possibility to do so if they desired it. This means that on a physical

in my social contacts, I think better about how I say something and what I say and how it comes across to that
person. Through bouldering, I notice I have become mote calculated in my social attitude: how open or closed do I
position myself. You think about it more or you think a step ahead as to how do I come across to others without
pretending to be someone else. That social aspect also helps me in everyday life, and has copied itself from the hall
to society in general. if only through some didactic skills you’ve developed: thinking about how to bring something
across and how to say the right things to ensure people perform better and rise above themselves
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level, climbers can relate more easily to the urban environment from their
experience with extreme sports.
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I did start to analyze my own life [outside practice] differently. For years, I was only thinking in problems and I
didn’t dare to make the step because the risks were unacceptable to me. At some point a chance comes along and
then you have to dare to take a risk and analyze: what are the worst risks that can happen to me? So, I think - I can’t
prove it - but I think my personality changed through bouldering: with a different way of analyzing risks. A better
risk analysis that leaves me satisfied with a smaller margin of risk and therefore enables me to make that step.
Career wise, I take more risks. Of course, they are calculated but it’s different, also with other things. That has
undoubtedly changed, however marginally. I find it difficult to say exactly what kind of influences it had. In one way
or another, I'm calmer and also more calculated in what I say, I think a little longer and harder about things. So, I
can’t say with certainty but it does feel like it. Bouldering has taught me that persisting pays off and if you keep
practicing and go outside your known zone, that it’ll eventually succeed
perhaps you're less afraid of challenges since you know you can handle pretty weird challenges and
survive them. Now you know that you can handle it even though it’s outside your comfort zone. Indeed, it’s
something I think I developed through practice. You have to be born with it - I think - with such a mentality. You can't
learn that in one time but you can develop it. If you possess it a little bit you can grow in it. I take from that in my
daily life that I’m an active person and that I often look for physical work. I’m more open to things and more
interested in opportunities that come my way, Things that are thrown in my lap which are different to what I’m used
to. New things. – In the broadest sense of the word. Someone asks me to go do something fun, someone asks me if I
can help with a move, someone asks me if I want to travel – as in ‘I’ve already booked, someone pulled out, wanna
join?’. In those cases, I think more like ‘oh, that’s pretty cool, great, sounds like fun to do’. I know a lot of people
who first think ‘okay, is it nice? can I get that? what does it cost?’ People who think in problems, difficulties,
obstacles. While my first reaction is that I’m in favor, that I see the possibilities and challenges
I do experience that differently, absolutely. Not just the city, but basically everything. If I walk through a forest then
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I look at the possibilities, if it’s only the kid in me who thinks ‘I can get into that tree easily’'. Also, you notice that by
doing a lot of technical climbing, you realize and see that you can reach everything more easily. In the city, you can
look at the possibilities around you; take these houses, you have a window sill here, an edge there, I’m sure I can
get on that roof. So that's the association I have. Even just going up a flight of stairs while holding just with one
finger because you can. People always have the idea they need to hold on tightly because the handle bar is there. By
using one finger, you train that finger and you realize it’s enough to give you orientation and stability. It shows we
think about all the possibilities and impossibilities – which is almost like a ‘curse in church’ to us. You can climb on a
lot of things and you find that you know better what your body can do for solutions. Everything becomes a potential
challenge

Summarizing, the climbers need to maintain a certain amount of training
for them to progress inside practice and this requires a large amount of
repetition. Climbers continually search for a [balance] between what they
know they can do and what is considered a possible risk for their safety.
Expertise means that they can take more calculated risks inside practice.
Extending the own [comfort zone] is a form of [autonomy] over the self.

the city can be more, sometimes, not always, but the city can be a climbing route. And then a bridge suddenly
becomes a climb challenge. A quay becomes a wall… see if you can reach the top. Especially if you're with the right
people who like to do that and everyone is in the right mood to do some crazy things

Despite the individual nature of climbing, there is also a strong emphasis on
[connection] through shared practice. The sociality experienced inside

Ad

climbing influences the social interaction taking place outside of it. Climbing
[inspires] the climbers´ approach to situations outside practice as possible

like the ship yards at the canoe company. It’s wonderful to climb and play around those. We play around the water
connections. And we climb up [the canal walls]. well, it’s not really socially accepted for us to climb random buildings
and people’s houses in the center of the Domplein
I also think it would be very tiring if I’d always be so open [as during practice]. Then I’m continuously connecting with
everyone I meet and each person who looks at me, I relate to and create a bond with. No, that would be a quite
exhausting feeling. That wouldn’t work. It’s very good to connect with someone [during climbing] but it does not
work in everyday life. It requires a different level of approach because if you connect with everyone on that level,
then you're really totally wrecked. That’s very intensive and very heavy. If you would be so open in daily life then I
think people would feel offended very easily and they’d have much less protection or shield to take a joke. You have
to have your social layers. In case someone makes a comment to you, that you’re able to see the fun in that and not
be immediately offended or personally hurt by it. I don’t think that’s something the entire society should have. You’d
make yourself vulnerable and give others the chance to hurt you. You have to develop a certain shield in everyday
life to be able to assess insults or sarcasm or humor in their right value

mental and physical challenges as the urban environment offers them
similar opportunities for practice as found in natural environments.

From the three conversations between the practitioners, the following ten concepts emerged that were indicative of the practitioners’ reflection on
embodiment as relational attention in general:

[awareness] [autonomy]
[freedom]

Roel

[inspiration] [balance]

[connection] [comfort zone]

[(urban) impulses]

[detachment]

[adrenaline]

Roel
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The surfers’ dilemma

5

A conceptual outline of surfers’ freedom as embodied contrast

Outline
This chapter contains a schematic outline of the different relations between the concepts mentioned
in the previous chapter. The ten concepts were: comfort zone, adrenaline, freedom, autonomy, balance,
awareness, connection, (urban) impulses, detachment and inspiration. Although this chapter includes
data collected from all the practitioners, it focuses particularly on the experiences of the seven
surfers. Here, together with the ten concepts, the workings of EIP and EOP as perceived by the
surfers will be illustrated. The surfers experienced differing dependencies towards EIP and EOP, in
the form of reliance and responsibility, which together with the ten concepts helped define the
surfers´ freedom as embodied contrast. The climbers’ experience is discussed in the next chapter.

The spill-over effect of freedom among surfers
To understand the spill-over between EIP and EOP, we must look first at EIP as a separate experience
before enquiring how it relates to EOP. The focus is not only placed on the surfers’ embodied
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experience inside and outside practice but also on what their experienced difference between EIP and
EOP can tell us about their embodiment as relational attention.

Adrenaline as tension and its relation to freedom
Practitioners experience a sense of adrenaline due to the conscious placement of the body in situations
where personal limits are tested. Simultaneously, practitioners recognize their unattainable quest for
complete control over the external circumstances inside practice. In chapter 4, this was addressed
through the concept of ‘adrenaline’ and ‘balance’. Firstly, we must define more specifically what
balance means to the practitioners. Balance inside practice refers to two things. Firstly, balance is a
physical thing: for the climbers, balance comes by listening to the body and learning where its physical
limits are; whereas for the surfers, it is learning to control the board with their body. Balance relates to
comfort zone as having more balance allows the practitioners to step outside their personal comfort
zone. The concepts are also linked in the sense that practitioners put themselves in situations that require
preparation and expertise. Surfing and climbing offers practitioners opportunities to test and push their
limits in a controlled and visible manner because it provides a context of strong embodied discomfort.
This creates moments in which practitioners are forced to focus only on their own physical and mental
actions. The only thoughts occupying the practitioner’s mind during practice are that of his/her
interaction with the next wave or with the next step in a climbing route. There is a momentary absence
of having to deal with anything else except practice. This is the second meaning of balance and its
entanglement with the concept of comfort zone: the built-up experience improves the climbers’ skills and
thereby generates expertise within the practice.
Extreme sport is a practice of calculated risk taking where there is a negotiation between the
practitioner’s skills and the circumstances offered to them by nature at that moment. Among the surfers,
experiences of adrenaline relate directly to an awareness of nature as an equal or even a stronger
actor in practice. This awareness is experienced tacitly and immediately during surfing. Nature is
perceived as a subjugating power by having dominance over the practitioner. The concept tension,
beyond adrenaline, perhaps formulates this experience better as it can stand for both the welcome
presence of danger and the need for focus among practitioners. In the traditional sense, tension mean
‘becoming tense through anxiety or nervousness’. However, this definition usually invokes a more
negative association with the term, while inside practice this tension is experienced as a positive stateof-being as this form of uncertainty provides a sense of excitement. This is true with regards to both
surfing and climbing. Although balance relates to tension due to its role in the negotiation of control,
tension alone does not necessarily result in a sense of balance. Therefore, these concepts are linked
through the idea of extending the personal comfort zone inside practice.
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The tension combined through bodily movement and a lack of over thinking (expressed in focused
attention) equals a sense of freedom among the surfers. Freedom during surfing is expressed through
action. Awareness of this freedom also brings a sense of connection. It is the result of feeling connected
to nature through direct engagement with it. Freedom is shaped by active attention on the act of
moving and controlling one’s own movement. Theo acknowledged this in saying that inside practice
‘everything is possible’. In this way, this kind of freedom also relates to reliance in the sense that the
experience of ‘intense living’ is only strongly felt during practice and less during other activities outside
of it.
The sense of freedom described by the practitioners is a very specific form of embodied experience of
feeling at one with nature and an awareness of being-in-the-moment. Extreme sports are experienced
as intensified attention to the physical act of being-in-the-moment. Regarding this definition, other
examples could apply such as the act of sex. Two kite-surfers mentioned this comparison during their
interviews. Both activities were defined as intensified acts of being-in-the-moment. What differentiates
between the act of sex and the practice of surfing most strongly was the practitioner’s focus of
attention. Within the shared act of sex - often, not always - the focus is placed also on the other
individual involved in the act. Contrary, extreme sports like surfing are individual practices with an
unavoidably exclusive focus on the self.
An exclusive focus on the self implies that any progress in surfing and climbing is a result of personal
choices and actions. Without a conscious choice, practitioners would not be able to engage with the
practice in the first place. Motivation and creativity are important elements of this individual approach
to extreme sports. The individual nature of surfing and climbing contribute to the heightened perception
of the world around them as it forces practitioners into an intensified state of focus. In this, practitioners
pay more attention to the interaction taking place between themselves and the impulses around them.
The need for independent choice making during practice further cultivates a sense of autonomy.
Freedom inside practice is the ‘active attention placed on the sense of autonomy of the practitioner’.
The degree of focus on the self, strengthens with the increased intensity of an activity. The intensity of
the act is determined by factors such as possible dangers and the levels of skill required to perform the
act. Active attention implies an approach in which practitioners rely on an autonomous act where
creativity, choice and motivation come together in one activity. This intensive attention to the immediate
experience of the surrounding world is similar to the way children engage with the world (Horowitz
2013). The more intensive the act, the more attention and focus it requires. Like Theo said, ‘walking
requires less active attention then playing football’. Playing football in turn probably requires less
active attention than kite-surfing. A lot of emphasis in defining freedom as an ‘active attention on the
autonomy of self’ in extreme sports is placed on the act of ‘doing’. Freedom as experienced inside
practice is therefore not so much about being-in-the-moment as doing-in-the-moment.
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The surfers’ dilemma: the contrasting of dependencies
As we have seen above, EIP takes active form. This is visible in the emerging concepts relating to EIP:
freedom, tension, connection, awareness, comfort zone, balance and autonomy. Taking EIP and placing it
in a different context, namely that of everyday life in an urban environment, complicates the matter.
The concepts relating to EOP are: detachment, inspiration and (urban) impulses. These concepts relate
closely to the surfers’ perceptions of freedom as experienced inside practice and outside practice. The
observation that practitioners, mainly the surfers, perceive this freedom inside practice and outside
practice in different ways offers a good starting point in exploring their sense of embodiment in daily
life through their knowledge of extreme sports. These differences express themselves in physical and
social dependencies among the surfers and are represented in this paragraph with the two added
concepts of reliance (which stands for dependency as defined inside practice) and responsibility (which
stands for dependency as defined outside practice).

Dependency as reliance in the surfers’ EIP
The fact that surfing must take place in a nature environment does not seem to bother the practitioners.
They accept the dictation of circumstances provided to them by nature. In practice, the dependency on
the external conditions is valued as a form of collaboration. Take Theo, for example. He considers this
dependency to be the ‘inevitability of adjustment to the practice since without the elements there is no
practice’. He relies on the natural circumstances to carry out his practice. Therefore, he accepts their
conditions readily.
Practitioners’ dependency inside practice can be defined as a state of reliance as it shows an
accountability not only on the practitioners themselves but also on an external factor to partake in
extreme sports. Reliance implies that ‘opportunities for practice are determined to a large extend by
external circumstances’. This accountability comes in the form of knowing that the practice will provide
the practitioners with the sense of freedom they desire (see figure 5.1 for a conceptual framework of
the surfers’ EIP).
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connection

balance

awareness

tension
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freedom

reliance
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EIP

figure 5.1conceptual framework of the surfers’ EIP

Dependency as responsibility in the surfers’ EOP
While dependency inside practice was considered a reliance, dependency in daily life was seen as a
limitation to a sense of freedom as experienced inside practice. Outside of practice, experiencing a
similar form of freedom gets complicated by the impulses coming in from the urban environment. Such
impulses are defined as a dependency in the form of commitments towards friends, family and work.
Conditions in daily life often come in the form of (social) duties: you need to work to make a living; you
need to provide for your child; and you need to obey the rules. The rules and (unwritten) duties of
society were perceived through the limitation these imposed on the personal freedom as it was
experienced inside practice. This inevitable need to adjust inside and outside practice is defined
according to the practitioner´s frame of mind: where nature’s boundaries are full of potential; the
(social) boundaries experienced in daily life limit the practitioner´s autonomy of movement and in
consequence their sense of freedom.

Onno I find the sea and windsurfing at sea to be in total contrast with the city. They have little to do with each other and
that's what's great about it. To go back to what I said before, it’s the opposite. If you go to a party that’s often
because it's expected of you, so that's quite the opposite

Another impulse that is dominant in everyday interactions is the need for verbal communication. There is
a contrast in the way practitioners feel they can communicate and receive information during practice
and in everyday life. During practice, there is less need for verbal communication as practitioners can
relate to one another through action. Through action, surfers experience the social interaction in a more
harmonious manner than during social encounters outside of it. Everyday exchanges are predominantly
social in nature and therefore determined by verbal exchanges. This means that when we engage with
other people, we are required – we have no choice but – to focus our attention on speech. A process
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Rens referred to in chapter 4 as ‘filtering’. Through filtering, our attention is shifted from a focus on nonverbal (non-human) impulses to a focus on verbal impulses. Such exchanges indeed demand a lot of
attention and can thereby exclude many other possible impulses coming in from the environment as it
forces us to focus on audio impulses over visual and other sensory impulses. This can lead to an
increased dependency on verbal communication and a greater loss of sensory input from the
environment.
City life is dominated by social activities where the focus is shared and there are far less opportunities
to engage in active attention on the own activity. Practitioners find themselves relating to daily activities
from a need to respond to these incoming impulses. In this, their attention is shifted from solely on the
own practice to the attendance of others. One kite-surfer valued this respond as a virtue – a higher
good - in comparison to kite-surfing but most practitioners regarded this as duty in comparison to the
practice. Responsibility better conveys this need for attention in the city, that the practitioners feel is
required of themselves, and more specifically, towards others. I called this the ‘circle of dependency’ as
it represents the surfers’ dilemma with regards to the dependencies produced by a sense of freedom
inside practice (see figure 5.2 below). Figure 5.2 illustrates the conceptual framework of the relations
between the different concepts as experienced in the surfers’ EOP.

CIRCLE OF DEPENDENCY

freedom

reliance

responsibility

detachment

autonomy
EOP
inspiration

(urban) impulses

figure 5.2 conceptual framework of the surfers’ EOP

The conceptualization of freedom as embodied contrast
If you look at the schematic overview of EIP and EOP, you will notice that the concepts reliance, freedom
and autonomy appear in both representations. This suggest that these concepts are in fact the spill-over
effect within the surfers’ embodiment. By acknowledging this spill-over, we have a figure of the surfers’
embodiment which considers EIP and EOP (see figure 5.3). This (extended) understanding of
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embodiment among surfers is what was referred to in chapter 2 as relational attention and represents
the surfers’ embodiment as a whole.

connection

balance

awareness

tension

comfort zone

freedom

reliance

autonomy

responsibility

detachment

EIP

EOP
inspiration

(urban) impulses

figure 5.3 conceptual framework of the surfers’ embodiment

The surfers’ experience of freedom outside practice was defined according to opposite experiences in
dependencies towards external impulses coming in.

why do you windsurf? Me
Onno Freedom
how does that express itself? Me
Onno it’s a nice feeling. It’s both: in your head, you get rid of all the tension; and also your body has done a lot of
great physical exercise so you're physically very tired but very clear in your head. That combination is very
pleasant
and you can’t experience this in the city? Me
Onno in the city, you're always busy with other things
could you experience that sense of freedom in day-to-day; walking through the streets? How do you Me
experience that?
Onno how I experience walking through the city?
yes… Do you like it, the city? Me
Onno sure, I think I look around me more than most people: I always see much more but that’s probably to do
with the fact I’m an urban planner. Most people only look around them at eye level while there is a lot to
see in the city looking up as well
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so when you’re in the city, you look at the architecture around you? Me
Onno more at the crowds of people, at how crazy the city is and how many weird things take place there
and on the water? Me
Onno no, that's just water. And that’s what so pleasant about it

It seems that embodiment in extreme sports is strongly determined by the context in which it is
practiced. Inside practice, practitioners experience their response to impulses as a positive one.
Practitioners talked of building a sense of connection to the world around them. This connection was
based on the intense physical interaction taking place between the practitioner and the nature
environment. Practitioners’ love of nature motivates, and is motivated by, the practice of surfing and
climbing. Surfers felt connected to nature and to other practitioners through a shared love for the
practice. They also felt more connected to themselves through intensified focus on the execution of the
practice. Take for example Theo’s explanation of freedom in kite-surfing.

you mentioned ‘freedom’. That's a really big concept. What is it for you? How do you define it?
Theo

that you’re very much in the moment. Literally just think about ‘what do I do now? Do I send my kite left or
right?' In all other areas of life, you need to stay on track, not to go faster than 100 or so. Everything’s allowed,
everything’s possible. Nothing’s off limits and that’s the freedom
but if you compare it to the highway – the wind, like the traffic rules – also determines what you can do.
There are certain limits [to kite-surfing] but you don’t experience it like that?

Theo

Me

when you're at a spot with lots of waves, you play into the waves a lot and that enables you to do a lot with it.
When you’re at a spot with quiet waters, you use that. Look, when the wind is very hard - you take a small kite,
7 m2. When the wind is very mellow - you take a 14 m2, which is twice as many square meters. You adapt
yourself to the wind and you feel that. I mean, you don’t have a motor so it’s purely the wind that does the work.
The wind and the waves, that’s what you use. You try to do that as best as possible
and that adjustment, that doesn’t hinder your sense of freedom?

Theo

Me

look… if there’s no wind, you can’t surf and that’s a limiting factor of course. You’re very much dependent on
the wind. If it doesn’t blow for two weeks, you’re not kitesurfing. It's as simple as that. It limits your freedom;
you can’t always go. Skating is something you can always do: if it rains, you go to an indoor park; if the weather
is nice, you go outside

Me
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Onno’s experience of freedom outside practice is defined differently.

if you experience that freedom only when practicing, that’s seems to be quite limited
Onno

yes. You mean you would want to feel like that always?
of course

Onno

Me

but I think there are different levels of freedom. At this moment, walking through the city, I’m also aware of
how many things I need to do
not necessarily

Onno

Me

Me

true, not necessarily, but then you have to go around excusing yourself

We see above that freedom can be seen through different lenses depending on the context. Among the
surfers, freedom related strongly to reliance and to detachment. Their sense of freedom was linked
directly to dependency, both inside and outside practice. Due to this contrast, the surfers experience
different ways in which they connect to the natural elements inside and outside practice. The city is
filled with movement – both natural and unnatural. Still, the practitioner’s need to engage with these
features is not considered similar to the human-environment experience of freedom during surfing.

what is it that you feel then? Me
Theo yeah, I really don't know. A little like this: {Theo swings his arms outwards in large motions} everything’s
possible and you can look far ahead: your thoughts are not obstructed. That’s how it feels – space, like
space in your head
Is that feeling related to the sea or is it also something you experience in relation to other places with large Me
surfaces or with wide views?
Theo Water is really a thing with me. It makes this motion. You can hear it by the sea – you hear the waves. I
sleep great next to the water. Even at a lake or a canal, you can hear it - it’s a very calming sound. It’s one
of the four elements. It’s like fire: you can sit around a campfire with a group of twenty people and say
nothing. Just sit like that and that’s very cool, of course. That's because it touches you somewhere or
somehow. And that’s also what I have with the water and the wind – with the sea, that space
I could say that standing on a high building, you also have that space in front of you and Me
you can look far outwards to the surroundings ahead. That’s perhaps an urban environment but can’t you
also get that spacious feeling there?
Theo no. It’s very cultivated
what do you mean? Me
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Theo Determined by man. The sea, that’s always been there. You can’t stop it. You can build a dam but that
doesn’t stop it. Water keeps flowing. It keeps raining and it’s a system that never stops. The city feels a bit
too suffocating to me. Although, through skateboarding it does feel different because you use the city as a
playground. So I’m not excately sure how it works

When asked to compare, the surfers related their EIP to the presence of natural features in the urban
environment which were: water, trees and other green elements and weather elements such as wind,
rain and sun (or sunshine). To the question ‘what elements in the urban environment remind you of the
practice?’, the practitioners pointed towards its externalities. Rens said the wind reflected itself through
the plasticity of natural elements, whereas urban features lacked this kind of fluidity. Phrasing it
differently, what is experienced as embodiment inside practice was projected unto externalities outside
of it – the urban affordances. Those elements in the urban environment were the ones triggering
memories of surfing. However, while there seems to be attention to these elements in the city, there also
seems to be an increased awareness to a lack in sensory perception of those elements in relation to
their own sense of embodiment within their daily life.

Hannes Well, I bike to work and then I also really enjoy my environment but that’s in a different way than during
kite-surfing. Here, I can enjoy the trees, the birds, the sun. It’s just that with biking, I only enjoy it and in
kite-surfing, I am able to use it.

Outside practice, Hannes described what I interpret as a detachment between his physical
engagements with the natural elements and his sensory perception in sensing his engagement with them.
Inside practice, he perceived the natural elements as tools for engagement with the world around him.
In the act of walking or biking, some of the same natural elements were ‘looked at’ but not perceived
through his own action. The natural elements are not considered relevant for that activity to take place
and are not taken into account in the practice of everyday activities. It is perhaps due to this that a
more embodied experience of the urban environment seems to be absent among the surfers.
To the surfers, the urban environment lacks opportunities for excitement through the act of doing as
found inside practice. Activities in daily life are physically often less challenging then the activities
engaged with during practice. Whereas nature provides the practitioners with exciting and
unpredictable circumstances, daily life is considered mundane. The lack in possibilities for exciting
physical engagements with the surrounding environment in the city leads to a sense of (physical)
detachment of the urban environment among the surfers.
This does not mean that during biking, we don’t adjust to the wind as it interacts with us. There is more
possibility to perceive such engagements taking place within the urban environment than practitioners
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normally are aware of in daily life in comparison to their experience with extreme sports. After all, we
all experience the need to bike harder when going against the wind. Such affordances are all present
in the urban environment, just not - or less - perceivable by most of the surfers.

Rens I do feel more alert during windsurfing but there is resemblance. Unconsciously you’re always alert to things, also
here: you register the cars driving by, the people walking. Here I walk slowly so I look around me occasionally and I
can calculate pretty good what’s going o. In surfing it is important to…
Well, maybe also here. But in surfing more because of the impact…
But in the city, there are cars coming by…
During surfing, you have to look around you to not get hit by other surfers on the water or by a speed boat…
There are actually more similarities in things. Only during surfing, the speed is bigger because I also move with more
speed. That means what you register around you is also more intense, more active, I think.
I am really contemplating your question…

Seeing that the intensity of actions engaged with in daily life is less, these perceptions are also less
noticeable in comparison to the surfer’s own EIP. The surfers did mention some examples of this: Rens
likes biking against the wind to experience the physical resistance created by the wind against his
body. To him, this activity is also an expression of his extreme sport embodiment, albeit a less intense
and therefore a less challenging one.

A natural(?) focus
If we think about the role of intensity in the perception of body-environment interaction, we can
compare surfing to parkour as both extreme sports mention the notion of freedom inside practice.
Through parkour, practitioners become well-tuned to the urban environment inside practice. This
awareness allows them to perceive the urban environment through conceptions of freedom also in
moments when they are not engaged in practice. Embodiment is not about doing; it is about being. It is
not the action itself that allows such an awareness of freedom among the traceurs outside practice but
something else that relates more to the nature of embodiment in general. In parkour, the urban
environment generates freedom not based on the action of doing parkour but as the result of
embodied knowledge about its possibilities in relation to the socio-spatial environment.
Similarly, we must look at the surfers and not assume that it is only the physical impossibility of
practicing surfing in an urban environment that defines their perception towards everyday life. In
relation to the awareness of embodied interaction between the practitioners and the world around
them, the surfers experience the urban features in a less intensified manner than during surfing. Since
the surfers’ awareness is defined according to the intensity of doing, they are in fact more aware of its
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absence outside practice. It is in the surfer’s perception that the natural (and urban) elements do not
provide the same form of tension as found inside practice. The body, while not practicing extreme
sports, is perceived through the act of not doing and perhaps results in experiencing the own bodily
senses with lesser intensity. Through the practice of extreme sports, this perception can only become
stronger, meaning more embodied.

if you compare that feeling with how you feel when you walk outside? What senses are you aware of? Me
Theo I really don't know, actually. When you’re running: you also have to pay attention to the curbs and watch
where you’re going; you probably also smell without noticing; and looking around you, of course. Don’t
know, there isn’t really a difference. It’s more that one is more intense than the other and much faster. If
you race bike, you’re also focused on looking forward, I don’t know exactly what’s the difference between
them
maybe there is no difference or like you say: the one experience is more intense and that makes you more Me
aware of it. When you go to work, you’re more in your head?
Theo that, in any case, much more. When you're playing football, you’re very busy with the game; but when you
surf, you’re much more focused and closed off from the rest
that's kind of the purpose of this study: to look at the relationship you have with the world Me
around you through the experience with sports. In the case of football, you’re less dependent on the natural
elements. With kite-surfing, you engage in a kind of negotiation. What do you take from that into daily life in
the city? Anything? Nothing? Or perhaps it’s more accurate to say that the contrast increases?
Theo yes, the contrast increases
hannes I haven’t encounter anything in the urban environment that reminded me of kiteboarding. I could go out and
deliberately look for things and make photos but honestly there’s nothing in the urban context that makes
me think of it10

One could say that, through practice, the surfers rely more on a connection between themselves and the
world through physical engagements found in doing. Compared to the connection felt during surfing, the
urban context generated a heightened sense of not belonging. In the city, the surfers focused more on
the human impulses which were perceived as distracting, loud and intrusive. This difference in the
impulses coming in leads to a stronger perceived detachment of embodiment in everyday life outside
of surfing. For some, like Nienke, this strengthened a sense of disharmony between embodiment inside
and outside practice. For others, like Theo, Onno and Hannes, this created a lot of contrast.

10

10

This quote was taken from an email exchange between Hannes and me about the EOP photo request.
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The climbers’ dilemma

6

A conceptual outline of climbers’ autonomy as embodied mirroring

Outline
This chapter is about the two climbers. It shows where, conceptually, the climbers’
conceptualizations on the urban environment differ from that of the surfers. Therefore, it will not
go into as much detail on the relations between the concepts in EIP and EOP as the previous
chapter already included analysis from both the surfers and the climbers. Here, the focus is placed
how the climbers relate to the urban environment from their gained embodied knowledge inside
practice which expresses itself as autonomy through embodied mirroring.

Surfers love the freedom, climbers love the obstacle
In the literature, we saw that the practitioners experience similar perceptions inside practice despite it
taking place within differing environments. This overlap in EIP made me and Ad try to convey the
surfers’ EOP from our own experience with climbing and parkour.
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Ad I cannot compare climbing with windsurfing since I don’t do it. I don’t have insight into what you gathered
through your interviews. But as I mentioned before… the atmosphere in a bouldering hall and during the
practice outdoors is such that people treat each other with a lot of respect and patience. Instead of people
fighting to go first, everyone is attentive like ‘no, you go first’. It seems to calm people down
I’ve noticed the same thing with the windsurfers… maybe it relates to their engagement with Me
challenges and the inevitable need to adjust yourself to the environment. But they didn’t refer to that as
‘problem-solving’
Ad also with windsurfing, every new wave will be different and you’ll need to adjust to that as well, if you ask me.
Having a five-meter wave or a two-meter one means the practitioner will need to adopt an entirely different
attitude and approach to it. But apparently that’s not their main motivation. Perhaps it’s more about being
outside and about the practice itself. While with bouldering and with parkour, as you mentioned, there IS a
problem: how are you going to reach the top of that rock? Or in parkour: how are you going to execute the
parkour(trail) you envisioned?
with parkour, it’s mostly about resolving or addressing the fear that comes with doing a Me
particular jump or movement
Ad that’s undoubtedly a mindset you need to have. With bouldering, it’s really about reaching that top. With
climbing as well. It’s just a question of how are you going to do that and how do you apply your body to that?
With a tricky route, you can reach a point where you think you can’t go any further and your body hangs on in a
certain position. At some point, you’ll have to let go with one hand to reach the following step. How do you do
that? There are situations where it feels like you can’t let go and still you need to move your body in such a way
that you move forwards, otherwise you won’t progress

As we read in the previous chapter, the surfers have a specific embodiment. This embodiment differs
from the climbers’ embodiment as relational attention. This means that Ad and mine’s attempt to
conceptualize the surfers’ EOP was problematic. If you think back to chapter 4, you will notice that the
topics discussed by Ad and Roel differed from those mentioned by the surfers. Ad talked about ‘risk
analysis’ and the expansion of possibilities experienced through climbing and Roel’s interview went
more in the direction of the sensation of stepping outside the personal ‘comfort zone’ and the emotional
openness found there.

risk analysis

what I’ve learned from bouldering is that when you don’t know or can’t do something, then you’re naturally Ad
very reluctant and careful and then you adopt a larger margin of risk. With bouldering, I started to look at:
what are the limits of my personal capabilities? And by knowing those better, you can adopt a smaller margin
of risk in the practice… Years I was only thinking in problems and I didn’t dare to make the step because the
risks were unacceptable to me. And at some point, a chance comes along and then you have to dare to take a
risk and therefore you analyze: what are the worst risks that can happen to me? I think, I can’t prove it, but I
think my personality changed through bouldering
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I take from that in my daily life that I’m an active person and often look for physical work. And I’m more Roel
open to other things coming my way, more interested in opportunities that come my way, that are thrown in
my lap, but which are different than you are used to. New things... In the broadest sense of the word. Someone
asks to go do something fun, someone asks if you could help with a move, someone asks if you want to travel
– as in “I’ve already booked, someone pulled out, wanna join?” that you think more like “oh, that’s pretty
cool, great, sounds like fun to do”. I know a lot of people who first start to think: “ok, is it nice? Can I get that?
What does it cost?” Who think in problems, difficulties, obstacles. While my attitude is whatever comes my
way, "nice, we’re going to do it” and then see if it's really going to succeed. First thing, your first reaction is
that you’re in favor, and that you see the possibilities and challenges. And people who are not physically
active, I’m getting a bit too general here, but people who are not sporty, have a different view on the world.
Less adventurous. They are more concerned with “What movie was released last week with Tom Cruise in it?
What clothes am I going to buy next week?” They have a different experience relating to the world

comfort zone

Ad and Roel referred to the idea of obstacles throughout their interviews: Roel through a reference to
comfort zone and Ad through the idea of risk analysis. Climbing requires the practitioner to negotiate
his/her own actions in relation to what is there. Climbers view their practice as an extreme form of
overcoming obstacles found within nature and more-than-nature environments. This generates a sense of
autonomy that is cultivated within the mindset and physical approach to climbing. The conceptualization
of EIP as autonomy is dominant within climbing and centers on the notion of overcoming obstacles inside
practice.

Practitioners’ notions of freedom and autonomy in daily life
In this study, the concept of freedom related closely to that of autonomy. Freedom was defined as
‘active attention on the autonomy of self’. Although the surfers’ definition of freedom relates to
autonomy, this autonomy is different to the one described by the climbers. The climbers’ sense of
autonomy directly relates their attention towards the urban everyday environment through inspiration.
The surfers’ sense of autonomy relates to freedom and to an awareness of contrast in embodiment in
nature and urban environments. In the tables below, we can see how the concepts of chapter 4 relate to
the individual practitioners (see figure 6.1).
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figure 6.1 table of concepts as mentioned by participants (the upper section contains concepts that were mentioned and are indicated in
black; the lower section contains the concepts not mentioned and are indicated in light red)

Marleen

Arend

Hannes

Theo

connection
tension
awareness
comfort zone
autonomy
reliance
responsibility
detachment
(urban) impulses
inspiration

freedom
connection
tension
comfort zone
reliance
balance
detachment
inspiration

freedom
connection
tension
comfort zone
reliance
awareness
responsibility
detachment
(urban) impulses
inspiration

freedom
connection
tension
awareness
balance
comfort zone
autonomy
reliance
responsibility
detachment
(urban) impulses
Inspiration

freedom
balance

awareness
autonomy
responsibility
(urban) impulses

balance
autonomy

Onno

Nienke

Rens

freedom
connection
awareness
tension
detachment
responsibility
inspiration
(urban) impulses

freedom
connection
awareness
tension
balance
comfort zone
autonomy
reliance
(urban) impulses
detachment

freedom
connection
awareness
tension
comfort zone
autonomy
(urban) impulses
inspiration
responsibility
detachment

balance
comfort zone
autonomy
reliance

responsibility
inspiration

balance
reliance
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Ad

Roel

connection
tension
awareness
comfort zone
balance
autonomy
reliance
detachment
inspiration

connection
tension
awareness
comfort zone
balance
autonomy
reliance
detachment
Inspiration

freedom
(urban) impulses
responsibility

freedom
(urban) impulses
responsibility

From the tables, we can see that the topics mentioned by the climbers are identical. This is interesting
since practicing the same sport does not automatically mean practitioners will address the same
concepts (even when asked the same questions). We see this with regards to the kite- and windsurfers.
There is a less clear pattern among the seven practitioners of kite- and windsurfing as there is a
diversity in the combinations of mentioned concepts. For example, Onno’s interview includes eight of the
twelve concepts, while Theo’s interview contains all of them. For both Roel and Ad, an obstacle is an
opportunity in disguise. This idea of obstacle as a crucial part of the practice carries into the
practitioner’s approach to situations in daily life. Both climbers therefore did not addressed the
following three concepts: freedom, responsibility and (urban) impulses. The climbers did not once refer to
the notion of freedom when talking about their practice.
When asked to directly to compare between EIP and EOP, the climbers did not point out to any
physical or spatial contrast like the surfers did (see figure 6.2). The contrast mentioned by the climbers
was related to the possibilities of intimacy found in everyday life. Roel experienced an inability to
engage in similar intra- and inter-personal connections during climbing and in the city. He considered
this inability to be welcomed in relation to daily life. The social intimacy experienced inside practice
was undesirable for two reasons. Firstly, to function in daily life, there is need for filtering of social
interaction between people. Even when desired, replicating such openness outside practice seems
impossible. Therefore – and secondly – the sense of openness with oneself and with a follow climber is
a reward found inside practice and is something that is worth having to work for. With regards to
connection, he relies on the practice to find it but experiences a sense of detachment outside of practice
as a result. For Roel, conceptions of detachment were therefore social in nature. As with the surfers,
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climbers value the social context of the practice in equal measure to the practice itself. This reliance on
the practice to experience an intensified awareness of self and intimacy, led the (opposing) term of
reliance in the climbers’ EOP. It links the climbers’ EIP to a sense of detachment through an awareness of
the impossibility of intra- and interpersonal connectedness outside climbing.

figure 6.2 conceptions of inspiration and detachment in the practitioners’ embodiment

Surfers

Climbers

detachment

Opposing intensities physical and social
freedom

Impossibility emotional openness

inspiration

Physical elements triggering memories
of the practice

Recognition of autonomy in own approach

It appears that an important difference between the surfers and the climbers is this absence of the
mention of freedom as an embodied experience inside practice. The sense of autonomy the climbers
referred to did express itself through an enhanced sense of freedom of bodily movement but explicit
conceptions of freedom as an embodied sensation were not made. It is therefore important to
distinguish between freedom and autonomy in the climbers’ embodiment when addressing the
practitioners’ differing EOP. To do this, I relied on Del Gandio’s (2012) digital article comparing
freedom and autonomy from a ‘logic’ point-of-view. From a phenomenological standpoint, ‘a logic is
not separate from, but rather co-existent with, the everyday world of interaction. A logic exists and
persists in what we do and how we live’. Autonomy as seen in this study was an expression of motivated
self-choice. This kind of autonomy can be seen as ‘a practice of self-constituting power that exists initself and for-itself’. The logic of freedom ‘exists in relationship to, and is thus conditional upon, an
exterior’. It is a practice ‘that always occurs in reference to a subjugating power’ – or more neutrally
phrased: an external actor.
The strongest expression surfers have to experience freedom comes through their practice. This freedom
is sensory in nature and is experienced as complete during practice. It is only through the act of surfing
that they grasp a vivid sense of this kind of freedom. Cycling does not provide it. This means the
practitioners make a distinction between the physical activity engaged in and the natural elements
surrounding that activity in an urban environment. The active mindset required for surfing, expressed
itself as dependency in an urban context, meaning that surfers process the surrounding natural
environment differently during practice and in daily life due to the contrast in their own level of
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engagement with the physical activities offered to them within the city. Such activities lack the intensity
required to experience the same freedom as in surfing. If you think back to the previous chapter, the
three concepts that are central to the surfers’ embodiment were placed underneath each other to form
a branch. From the circle of dependency, I called this branch ‘the inverted branch’ as it illustrates a
reversed sense of freedom in relation to EOP (see figure 6.3).

connection

balance

awareness

tension

comfort zone

freedom

reliance

autonomy

responsibility

detachment
inspiration
(urban) impulses

figure 6.3 the inverted branch

The surfers regard their practice as an extreme form of interaction with nature through a collaboration
of body-environment. They talked about this practice as freedom: a temporary break from daily
limitations. Now imagine that the surfers, like the climbers, would make no use of the conception of
freedom in their embodiment; what would that mean for their embodiment? An omission of this concept
in the surfers’ EIP would mean a missing link in the surfers’ conceptions on the urban environment. To
strengthen this idea, we can make an observation with regards to the specific expressions of the
practitioners’ embodiment. The surfers did not talk about their practice of surfing in terms of obstacles
or problems. Their experience of the natural environment and the conditions it offers within practice is
that of freedom and oneness. This logic can become more visible or tangible, also in the readers´ own
experience, by simply thinking of the reversed ‘logic’ that could take place between the surfers and
climbers. This reversed logic would have the kite- and windsurfers approach waves as ‘obstacles to
overcome’ while the climbers would approach their climbing route as moments in which they (finally)
had ‘freedom of thinking’.
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In Del Gandio’s article (2012), he states that freedom and autonomy are two different practices:
‘freedom is a practice that always occurs in reference to a subjugating power. Autonomy is a practice
of self-constituting power that exists in-itself and for-itself’. In relation to the practitioners’ embodiment,
this observation points to a difference in spill-over effect between autonomy and freedom. The
attention given to the idea of freedom in surfing – practicing it, talking about it and reflecting on it –
deepens the surfer’s sense of embodied contrast in relation to the urban impulses experienced in the
city. Expressed through autonomy, the climbers’ embodiment was reflected in their experience of
‘knowing how to solve problems’ rather than ‘feeling free in practice’ and centered more on their own
attitude towards the world around them. In this sense, freedom and autonomy could indeed turn out to
be two different practices with regards to the embodiment of extreme sports. Without ‘the inverted
branch’, the climbers’ inspiration has to be found in a different spill-over effect and that is the climbers’
dilemma (see figure 6.4).

connection

balance
EIP

awareness

tension

comfort zone

reliance

autonomy

detachment

EOP

inspiration

figure 6.4 the climbers’ dilemma
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The climbers’ inspiration through mirroring
Aesthetic mirroring
The first manner of the climbers’ mirroring is found in the affordances within the urban setting. From
their experience with practice, climbers reflect more easily on the urban exterior. The surroundings
inside and outside climbing resemble each other closely. When it comes to the physical context of
climbing, all that is needed are hard surfaces such as walls and rock formations. Climbers can envision
their practice onto the urban environment. Contrary to surfers, who need to travel to large bodies of
water, climbers can use pretty much any hard surface available and/or accessible to them. In a
physical sense, there is a more direct link between the practice and the urban environment since
buildings and walls in the city offer the same challenges to climbers as found in more natural
environments or in the bouldering halls. This is true to the extent that, as Roel said, ‘the city can be more,
sometimes, not always, but the city can be a climbing route’.

in the city, you can look at the possibilities around you; take these houses, you have a window sill here, an Ad
edge there, I’m sure I can get on that roof. So that's the association I have
physical openness

a bridge suddenly becomes a climb challenge. A quay becomes a wall… see if you can reach the top. Especially Roel
if you're with the right people who like to do that and everyone is in the right mood to do some crazy things

Affective mirroring
Besides an obvious similarity in affordances, climbers reflect on their practice more easily in an urban
context due to their cultivated mindset inside practice. The climbers’ inspiration comes from their sense
of autonomy. Inspiration for the climbers expressed itself in openness to the physical and social
possibilities found in the city. Ultimately, the embodied experience with the practice enables climbers to
feel an awareness of the practice that is directly translated into a state of being autonomous outside of
it. It seems that surfing, done exclusively in a nature environment, relates more consciously outwards: to
an awareness of nature. Climbing, which also takes place in a less-natural context, can relate
consciously to an awareness of the self.
Expressed as EOP, the climbers experience an increased openness towards challenging situations both
socially and physically. During his interview, Ad and I talked about what he takes from the embodied
sense of practice into his daily life. This is what he said: ‘the attitude I need to optimize my skills in

84

practice is easily copied in my approach to daily life’. The attitude Ad referred to is the need to ‘solve
problems’ inside the practice of climbing. What is seen as a ‘problem’ to overcome inside practice
becomes an attitude focused on attention towards opportunities rather than problems outside of
practice.

you find also in everyday life that you think better about how I drop my feet or where I put them. And that’s Ad
not just with how and where I put my feet but also how I hold my body in relation to my surroundings, [I’m]
more aware of how I should approach people and how I can achieve the best results by how I say or tell or
ask
socical openness

I know a lot of people who first start to think: “ok, is it nice? can I get that? what does it cost?” Who think in Roel
problems, difficulties, obstacles. While my attitude is whatever comes my way, "nice, we’re going to do it”
and then see if it's really going to succeed. First thing, your first reaction is that you’re in favor, and that you
see the possibilities and challenges

In the words of the climbers, everyday situations are opportunities to get inspired. Roel even uses the
word ‘obstacles’ when talking about how, according to him, non-climbers perceive situations in
everyday life. His own definition of ‘obstacles’ is one of potential. This is perhaps so natural that
situations in life are no longer seen as obstacles but merely as a possibility or a challenge. It is his sense
of autonomy as a climber that is mirrored more easily within the urban context of everyday life (see
figure 6.5).
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figure 6.5 conceptual framework of the climbers’ embodiment
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Unlike the surfers, the climbers experienced a stronger overlap between embodiment inside and
outside practice. This overlap was conveyed through notions of inspiration in the form of certain (social)
attitudes towards everyday situations. Although both climbers and surfers were able to find inspiration
in the urban environment, the manner in which inspiration manifested itself differed. The surfers’
inspiration came in the form of memories of the sport and led to the perception of embodied contrast.
The climbers’ inspiration came from their attention to their own autonomous attitude towards incoming
challenges. This autonomous attitude led to the perception of embodied mirroring: climbers love
obstacles and the city is filled with them. As Roel and Ad addressed external situations inside practice
as obstacles and problems to overcome, situations outside of it also become obstacles and thereby
challenges. This is where autonomy led to an enhanced experience of inspiration in the daily life of the
climbers (see figure 6.6).
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figure 6.6 difference in inspiration between climbers and surfers
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The folding of EIP and EOP

7

A theoretical revisiting of embodiment as becoming through contrast
and mirroring

Outline
In this chapter, the embodiment of extreme sports is given ultimate (more-than-representational)
expression. It argues how the perceived separation of the practitioners’ EIP and EOP points to the
larger issue concerning the complexity found in trying to understand the practitioners’
embodiments as a becoming through co-constitution and illustrates where the practitioners’
embodied contrast and mirroring fall within the conceptualization of embodiment as relational
attention. Here, the surfers’ and climbers’ embodiment is understood also in relation to the
traceurs’ embodiment in the predominantly urban practice of parkour. To do this, the chapter
introduces the idea of the metaphor as a helpful ‘tool’ in describing embodiment as relational
attention. Metaphors help to bring to the imagination a fuller understanding of embodiment as
experienced by the surfers and the climbers.

Attention, the fold – Revisiting embodiment through the folding of EIP and EOP
The anti-thesis of EOP as co-constitution
The previous chapters detailed the embodied experience of the surfers and the climbers. Chapter 4
described the practitioners’ personal imprints and the commonalities in embodiment among the three
extreme sports. Chapter 5 and 6 discussed the practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention in
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which the surfers’ sense of freedom was defined as embodied contrast and the climbers’ sense of
autonomy was seen as embodied mirroring. Throughout those chapters, there were already indications
of my voice as a researcher. In the quotes below, this voice is even more prominent. The reason for this
is that the thesis itself was the subject of discussion between me and the practitioners. It led to an
observation of the elusiveness regarding the goal of this thesis and its methodology. Such discussions,
which took place between the practitioners and me during the walking interviews, are telling of the
need for a fuller understanding of embodiment as relational attention. One example of this followed
the interview with Theo. Theo was the last practitioner I spoke with during this research. At the end of his
interview, he had a question of his own.

Theo do you have a hypothesis?
no, not really. I spent three months in London practicing full-time parkour for my bachelor thesis. So, I spent Me
entire days outside on the streets: walking around with a group of traceurs. It changed the way I
experienced my surroundings. I became more open and social. The city really became my playground. And
now my question is if and how the practice of extreme sports in nature translates to the experience of the
urban environment. I believe something has to be translated in that perception. If the practice becomes such
an intrinsic part of who you are then it has to have an impact on how you experience the world outside of it.
The question is what and how. But I noticed practitioners I talked with do not experience it like that. It
seems the contrast only becomes stronger
Theo

I find it very difficult. I’m almost tempted to go along with it because of how you explain it. But I don’t know
why exactely
what do you mean? Me

Theo

that my view of the urban environment changes. I lean towards that pure hypothetically but it’s very tricky.
Also, because I already do it for seven years now. Perhaps even more, maybe I started earlier, about nine
years. I was sixteen. I’m practicing nine years now and I kinda don’t know better. I began with sports at the
age of ten and it got more and more extreme with the years. So, I’m not sure if it changed my outlook on
things. I actually think it hasn’t. If I compare myself to my wife then I’m not sure whether we see the
environment different purely because I kite board and she doesn’t
I think we all see the world differently anyways due to differences in our background and personality and Me
occupation. The question for me is whether there’s a common denominator in the practice of kite boarding
and can I pinpoint that? Or is it such a personal experience? Of course, you can acknowledge and share
similar outlooks with your wife because we’re all human beings. But I do think that a butcher, for example,
relates in a certain way to the world due to his occupation. I read this book about a psychologist going on a
walk with her child. She noticed that her child experienced the walk differently and that he paid attention to
things she did not ‘see’ before he pointed them out. That led her to go on walks with several experts – a
psychologist, a geologist, also a linguist – to see where they pay attention to in the urban environment. It
seems to me that doing extreme sports also generates a certain focus of attention to the environment
among practitioners. That whatever you do a lot and intensively would change your outlook on the world in
general. The question is how? And perhaps how unconsciously? With parkour, I noticed a clear change in my
outlook on the city

Theo

with skateboarding, I recognize that change in outlook very much. With kiteboarding, I can’t make that
connection
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maybe because the context is different Me
Theo yes, I can’t surf here
I do think it influences the practitioner’s outlook outside of practice. Only it’s hard for the practitioners and Me
for me to figure out what that is exactly since the context they have to relate to is so different. I’d love to
be able to look inside your head and walk with you when you go outside to see if it differs to how I relate to
the urban surroundings as a non-practitioner. But then again: how do I know that what I would ‘see’ is
influenced by your experience with kite-boarding and not by your religious background, which is also
important for you. There are so many things you can’t exclude. I should have gone kite-boarding for three
months but that’s not the case here
Theo look, I have a very different relationship with the context ‘sea’, there’s much more of a connection. I dare to
do everything in it and I know how it works; same with the wind. You become completely one with it. I know
how strong the wind is, that’s undeniable; the same with water. A non-surfer can maybe also think ‘what a
wave’ but he’s got no experience with it. I know how things work. So, in relation to the sea, in that context,
I definitely changed through the practice. But to translate that to just… to here?!?

This elusiveness – experienced both by me and the practitioners – centered on the issue of whether and
how embodiment inside practice could be named outside of it. I often felt I would eventually be
needing to write an anti-thesis – presenting a thesis that disapproved the theoretical assumptions put
forward in the conceptual framework presented in chapter 211. The above quote is representative of
those interview segments in which the practitioners and I stepped outside the interview to discuss and
reflect on the theory assumptions provoked by the research, and those moments were common enough.

Relational attention: the context in-between
The design of the present study meant practitioners reflected on their EOP from their embodied
knowledge with EIP. Such embodiment is defined through the spill-over effect. This spill-over is
expressed in Ingold’s (2010) theory on embodiment as becoming through entanglement. According to
Deleuze, this is a ‘symbiotic connection’, for it is not the impact between the environment and the body
that creates potential but rather the line that issue forth from that impact (Ingold 2011a:83). Initially,
this understanding of EOP as becoming was visualized through the idea of the co-constitution of bodyenvironment (see chapter 2 for figure 2.5). However, this approach was unable to incorporate the
empirical findings on EOP as formulated in the present research. Defined as co-constitution, the
practitioners’ conceptualization on EIP and EOP remained unrelated and deemed expressions of

11

An example of this is one of my preconceived assumptions or hypotheses that the surfers would internalize
their embodied experience with surfing in such a way as to, for example, ride the city’s pavement as a wave: ‘my
imagination, and previous ethnographic experience with parkour, told me that the childlike playfulness – typical of
extreme sports and gained through practice – will manifest itself through a more playful attitude towards city life.
Although the surfers did mention such examples, the majority and overwhelming emphasis in the interviews is
centered on a perceived experience of contrast’ (taken from personal audio fieldnotes, April 2016).
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different coming-togethers of the practitioners’ bodies with the environment during practice and outside
of it (see figure 7.1).
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(urban) impulses
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balance
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figure 7.1 EIP and EOP as co-constitution

freedom

A closer look at embodiment as relational attention, with its understanding of the practitioners’
embodied contrast and mirroring, suggests that the lines of becoming that result from embodiment are
entangled with other lines of becoming and that therefore co-constitution is a limited frame in which to
describe the practitioners’ embodiment as a whole. In Carolan’s article, he addresses this becoming
through reference to Merleau-ponty who argues that embodiment is about the ‘potentials that emerge
out of the folds of embodied activity: ‘I am not, therefore, in Hegel’s phrase, “a hole in being” but a
hollow, a fold, which can be made and be unmade’ (Merleau-ponty 1992:215 in Carolan 2008:410).
Perhaps that is why Rens, Hannes and other surfers had difficulties reflecting on EOP separately in
comparison to EIP. In their embodied experience, the surfers fold into themselves two (and more)
mutually-exclusive notions simultaneously. In this approach, the practitioners’ embodiment can be seen
as an entanglement of similarities and memories; and an entanglement of opposites and contrasts.
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To classify such contrasts in embodiment inside and outside practice as differing co-constitutions would
be inaccurate since it neglects the workings of becoming as entanglement. We have read in the
literature that attention to the world comes forth from people’s choice of movement which casts lines of
becoming which trail beyond any specific time-space and becomes entangled with other lines. Ingold
argues that such lines increase in concentration and intensity ‘with the fluency of action, along the everextending pathways of the body’s sensory entanglement in the life world’ (2010:136). Contrary to most
existing research on embodiment, which enquiries about embodiment as it is experienced inside
practice, this research looked at EOP and therefore highlights the relevance of the fold (or
entanglement) in understanding embodiment as becoming. While co-constitution as a phenomenological
approach to embodiment is applicable to the study of embodiment as it relates to EIP, it has to give
way to an emphasis on embodiment as becoming through the fold in relation to EOP (see figure 7.2).
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figure 7.2 theoretical understanding of embodiment as becoming in the fold
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Contrasts are relations between two states of being: one cannot exist without the other to mirror it12. In
those moments when the surfers experience freedom, they also deepen their awareness to the contrast
coming into existence of not being free outside of the practice. The more dependencies surfers
experience in daily life, the less freedom they feel they have. Or perhaps the opposite is truer, the
more embodied freedom they experience during surfing, the more they regard those dependencies in
daily life as such. In that sense, daily life would indeed seem less free then during the practice of
extreme sports, particularly with regards to surfing. The surfers’ embodiment of freedom is therefore
better understood as a fold; a (self)awareness experienced through an entanglement of embodied
contrasts. Here, I want to return to the concept of responsibility, mentioned in chapter 5, and its
meaning. In chapter 5, the concept referred to the surfers’ conceptions of obligations and commitments
in everyday life. These were perceived as an imposed responsibility (by others and by the self). We
could argue that this attention to the urban environment among the surfers is a matter of choice.
Attention implies conscious focus and Rens mentioned this during our conversation.

Rens I’m going to think about this some more after this interview because our talk was very specific about
attention and attention is something you can choose to have

Although embodiment as relational attention could suggest that practitioners’ attention to the urban
environment is a conscious act, the surfers’ understanding of that attention is perhaps less of a choice.
Instead of the correct spelling, the concept could have been spelled response[ability] as the ability to
respond, as in a conscious choice, seems to be somewhat more paradoxical in nature. In chapter 2,
Vanatta’s statement on the nature of play offered an interesting way of approaching this seemingly
dichotomy with regards to an understanding of attention as a conscious act and as embodied
awareness. According to Vanatta, ‘the defining trait of the miracle of playing is its thoughtlessness’
(2008:64). This would mean that extreme sport experiences, as expressions of play, indeed could be
seen as ‘a fluid and continuous activity generated by passive synthesis at a lower level’ (ibid:65).
Extreme sport embodiment influences the way practitioners embody and engage with the world as their
repeated practice generates an intensification of perceptions through the act of reflection which
renders their perceptions outside of practice as equally meaningful with regards to extreme sport
embodiment.

12

There is a certain metaphysical quality to this notion of the simultaneous expression of contrasting experiences
that is also observed in contemporary science: ‘might it be that, just as quantum objects can apparently be in two
places at once, so a quantum brain can hold onto two mutually-exclusive ideas at the same time? (from the article
´The strange link between the human mind and quantum physics´ (see:
http://www.bbc.com/earth/story/20170215-the-strange-link-between-the-human-mind-and-quantum-physics).
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The practitioners’ relational attention to the everyday urban environment is then understood not as a
choice but as a continuous intensification of their reflection on EIP. The practitioners’ conceptions on the
urban environment of everyday illustrate a difference in relational attention among surfers and
climbers. The surfers’ experienced freedom inside practice directed their attention to the self, outwards
– through an intensified embodied contrast towards the external world. Expressed as autonomy, the
climbers noticed an increased perception towards the openness of challenging situations outside
practice, both socially and physically, through an intensified embodied mirroring of their own inner
worldview as climbers. The way the affordances and the body interact is specific for those two
embodiments. In this way, we acknowledge that embodiment entails reflection not merely as an act of
conscious focus but indeed as the coming together of equal forces through increasing embodied
attention to those perceptions and conceptions on the everyday urban environment among practitioners
of extreme sports that go unnoticed, or are characterized by thoughtlessness. The incorporation of the
present analysis complicated the understanding of extreme sports embodiment as co-constitution and
forced a rethinking of the theoretical understanding of embodiment through an emphasis on becoming
as a fold.

The contrast in the fold
As we read in the literature, the experience of freedom during extreme sports is found both in an
urban environment (parkour) and a nature environment (surfing). Among the traceurs and the surfers, we
can see a difference in the affordances (nature versus urban) relating to their sense of freedom. For
traceurs, the conceptualization of freedom within the urban environment comes through an embodied
experience of depth in perception to the urban possibilities for movement (Merzel 2012). Among the
seven surfers, the conceptualization of freedom originated from an increased folding of the contrasting
dependencies in relation to freedom. The embodied contrast experienced by the surfers refers both to
the physical distance between practice and everyday life and to the contrast experienced in their
attention to relationality. The moment the surfers experience freedom inside practice, that is the moment
they start to ‘see’ the lines brought into existence of them being un-free outside of it.
The urban surroundings – the affordances found in the city – do not necessarily alienate us. Nor does
nature provide us with an automatic sense of connection (think of Arend, who said that it is not
necessarily the sea itself that draws him to it but rather the practice of kite-surfing which makes him
come back to the sea). However, the sense of freedom practitioners talk about is also not necessarily
found in the ready availability of movement within the environment since the traceurs talk about their
practice in the city as freedom but the climbers do not. This means you cannot find the freedom in the
body or in the affordances. It is found in-between: in the folding of EIP and EOP. One way to
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understand this folding of the surfers’ EIP and EOP is by seeing their embodied contrast as ‘a habit, a
gesture, an ongoing performative accomplishment, a material rhetoric that continuously inscribes itself
through a minutia of communicative practice’. Take for example Rens.

Rens it really is the state-of-mind you find yourself in – how you experience things. Whether that’s nature or in
the city. The city is also a kind of nature; where a lot is happening; there the buildings shape the
environment more. Whereas in nature – it’s the trees and birds flying around that shape the environment;
or the fallen leaves. The context is just very different
what is different about the context? Me
Rens the shape of things

The context Rens is referring to is not one of the bodily possibilities for engagement or the afforded
impulses found there. The context contains those but entails more in relation to EOP. Context does not
simply refer to the difference between the urban and the natural environment but to that sense of
awared self, as Rens experiences it inside and outside practice – that which he pays attention to. The
concept (urban) impulses contained many of the affordances experienced by the practitioners inside the
urban environment – it showed us what the city offers the practitioners in relation to their embodied
experience with surfing and climbing. We have seen that these affordances differ between the
climbers and the surfers. The reason for this is the differing knowledge they gathered through practice.
Similarly, the concept inspiration illustrated differing meanings between the two extreme sports. In EOP,
these concepts suggest that the co-constitution of the practitioners’ embodiment originated from their
built-up of embodied knowledge within the practice. The practitioners’ co-constitution of EOP does not
happen separately from EIP but flows forth from it in an ongoing process of becoming. It is only
conceptually that EIP and EOP appear unrelated; as embodied lines of attention they are entangled.
Despite the fact that Rens experienced the natural and the urban environment as equal – saying ‘the
city is also a kind of nature’ – the two environments were perceived as offering different ways in which
he was able to pay attention to the world around him at any specific moment. We have seen that
freedom is constituted by limits that are established and mediated by a superior power. And, strangely
enough, that superior power survives and persists through the gestures of our own actions — that is,
through the gestures of our own free will. In extreme sports, this superior power is the surfer him/herself
experiencing active freedom. Through their own actions, practitioners make gestures of free will. This
notion of freedom generates a distinction between the surfers’ attitudes to practice and daily life.
Inside practice, freedom was experienced inside the body; in the self; it was experienced as
embodied. Outside practice, it was sought for outside the self; in the context; in what the urban
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environment provided them. In this way, freedom sets out its own opposites, where it is experienced as
limited and limiting outside practice. . It becomes a scale of mutually exclusive notions on embodiment –
a contrast. The contrast that emerges from this is not a contradiction; it is a reflection – an expression of
Rens’ attention to EIP.
The kind of attention taking place in the practitioners’ embodiment is conceptualized through the surfers’
notion of freedom and through the climbers’ notion of autonomy but is derived from their reflection on
the meaningfulness of these specific perceptions in relation to EOP. The climbers’ and surfers’
embodiment as relational attention was described in the previous chapters as contrast and mirroring.
These concepts were not included in the above conceptual overview as they are taking place in the fold
(see figure 7.3). Here, you can also see how the traceurs’ embodied depth, from which
conceptualizations on the urban environment include a sense of freedom and exploration, take place in
the fold. The shape of things, as Rens said in his last quote, is that which is folded into him. It is the way
he pays attention to the world: his state-of-mind as a practitioner outside practice. Surfing brings into
existence a distinction in the (spatial) interpretation of freedom as: there I was free SO here I am not. It
is his attention to this contrast that defines his reflection on embodiment outside of it.
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figure 7.3 representation of the practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention
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The use(fullness) of metaphor to describe embodiment as relational attention

We are saying it’s something like it. And so, in the same way, the human-being has always used
images to represent his deepest ideas of how the universe works and what man’s place in it is
- Alan Watts on metaphors

As stated previously, the co-constitution of body-environment is not one of direct contact. Each
embodiment becomes through body-environment relations and that becoming is specific, or logic, to that
embodiment. This approach led first to a conceptualization of becoming as embodiment outside
practice, next to embodiment inside practice. This is an interesting observation in itself but is especially
indicative of a (theoretical) need to reflect on our understanding of embodiment in general as it
presented an insufficient framework in providing a fuller understanding of embodiment as relational
attention. Beyond recognizing the equal importance of the forces of affordances and the body in
embodiment, co-constitution is unable to ‘tell’ us how extreme sport embodiments are reflected upon in
relation to more mundane practices.
Attention, as defined in the introduction and in the literature, is the relation between the practitioner’s
embodied knowledge and what he/she ‘sees’ outside of practice. The thesis’ aim was to describe these
relation of attention practitioners experience in the folds of their embodiment as climbers and surfers.
Revisiting their embodiments as folds allow us to acknowledge that EIP and EOP are part of the same
becoming and that practitioners experience this becoming in distinct ways: climbers did not reflect upon
their being a practitioner through references to freedom; surfers did not address waves as problems.
These folds are perhaps the landscapes Ingold refers to when he states that a landscape ‘is not a totality
that you or anyone else can look at, it is rather the world in which we stand in taking up a point of view
on our surroundings. It is within the context of this attentive involvement in the landscape that the human
imagination gets to work in fashioning ideas about it’ (Ingold 2000:207).
Climbers and surfers get to work in fashioning ideas about the urban environment through attention to
contrast and mirroring which were conceptualized through the notion of detachment, inspiration, (urban)
impulses and responsibility in relation to the urban environment. To a large extend, academic studies on
extreme sport experiences have overlooked this aspect of the practitioners’ embodiment.
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Visualizing the practitioners’ embodiment with metaphors
To visualize and describe these folds in becoming to the reader, I want to make use of the possibilities
offered to us by metaphors. The incorporation of the notion of metaphor serves on two levels. Firstly,
the logic found in these extreme sport embodiments could be described as metaphors which are figures
of speech in which a term or phrase is used to applied to something to which it is not literally applicable
in order to suggest a resemblance13. What I observed as an ‘outsider’ during this study - this entire
thesis - could be considered a figure of speech. My findings indeed apply to ‘something to which it is
not directly applicable in order to suggest a resemblance’. Research into embodiment depends on the
researcher’s (subjective) interpretation of his/her data. The findings are therefore representative of
that researcher’s understanding. We will never be able to get at the practitioner’s ‘real’ embodiment,
as I pointed out in chapter 3. Even if I went kite-surfing myself for three months, the unknowingness
remains as to how much my changing views on the world were in fact due to my build-up of embodied
knowledge inside practice. The notion of metaphor allows me – as a researcher – to acknowledge this
gap (however small or large) between my (more-than-representational) understanding of the
practitioners’ embodied experience and the practitioners’ actual embodiment.
Secondly, metaphors allow for a visualization of embodiment as relational attention where the
practitioners’ becoming of the self in relation to the surrounding space is seen through the lived-out
process of reflection. They are not necessarily how the practitioners perceive the world but function
more like glasses that we, as outsiders-looking-in, can put on to have a better understanding of their
embodiment. Although the metaphors in this chapter apply to ´something to which they are not literally
applicable´, they differ in an important way. Rather than being mere figures of speech, metaphors can
be seen as the manner in which each of us probes his/her reality. In his article on farmers’ conceptions
of the countryside, Carolan makes use of ‘Merleau-Ponty’s (1992) example of the blind person and
their cane, which in time becomes absorbed into their living body’ (2008:414). Merleau-Ponty argues
that ‘the unpracticed person probing the ground with the cane feels only the ground through the cane.
As habituations slowly lead to the absorption of the cane into the body, however, more sophisticated
forms of interaction develop. In doing this, one begins to feel the ground directly’ (2008:414).
According to Clark (1999) ‘we all rely upon external props to the extent that they become ‘part of the
cognitive machinery itself’ (Carolan 2008:418). As such, we can see the contrast perceived by the
surfers not as the result of a real physical disconnection between EIP and EOP but as a form of
remembering – or probing – the environment in relation to their embodiment. We could regard the sea
as the surfer’s cane – becoming part of the surfer’s habituation of everyday life in the city.
We have seen in the literature that through practice – as a form of ‘aimful projection’ – ‘the body
brings unity to and unites itself with its surroundings… The body’s movement and orientation organizes
13

This definition was taken from an online dictionary (see: http://www.dictionary.com/browse/metaphor).

97

the surrounding space as a continuous extension of its own being’ (Welton 1998:226). The surfer’s
embodied contrast outside practice is then the metaphysical cane probing in his/her direct environment
in order to remember freedom. In the context of this probing in the urban environment and daily life,
the surfers felt inspired by the externalities in the urban environment which provided them with
memories of surfing. The inspiration and detachment experienced by surfers (and climbers) is a form of
active attention to this contrast in embodiment. Embodiment as ‘seen’ by the practitioners will become
visible in the following pages that show, in our eyes as external observers, their logic as practitioners.

Embodied depth as ‘seen’ by traceurs
Related to embodiment as relational attention, we can compare the surfers’ sense of freedom with the
sense of freedom as experienced by traceurs. Previous research on parkour argued that the openness
generated by the deepening of parkour vision provided traceurs a growing sense of embodied depth
within the urban environment (Merzel 2012). This depth is expressed in the restorative narratives they
share about living in the city (as indicated by the concepts used by the traceurs to describe the city in
figure 7.3). This logic of embodiment allows for different reflections (relational attention) on freedom
among the surfers and the traceurs. Contrary to the surfers, the increased depth of vision means
traceurs experience freedom as ‘here I am free’. For the traceurs, the metaphor for this depth can be
‘seen’ in the sentence ‘here I am’14.

Embodied mirroring as ‘seen’ by climbers
In the climbers’ conceptions of the urban environment, the city is perceived as an obstacle. This is not a
literal obstacle but a figurative one. In Roel’s experience of climbing, notions of ‘overcoming yourself on
the mountain’ become embodied through attention to the ‘solving of problems’. It refers to an
embodiment of inspiration in relation to an autonomous attitude. The conceptualizations of the urban
environment through attention to overcoming obstacles becomes embodied in the mirroring of such
possibilities inside and outside practice. This specific fold can be ‘seen’ in the metaphor ‘let me’.

14

The research I did on parkour related the notion of embodiment to the act of doing parkour in an urban
environment (Merzel 2012). Within this context, co-constiution was helpful in understanding the traceurs’
embodiment. In this research, this understanding is extended upon through the realisation that freedom as
described by the traceurs is an expression of embodiment as relational attention, where it is not the urban
environment itself that generates such conceptions but rather the inspiration of embodiment inside and outside
practice, simlar to the climbers.
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Embodied contrast as ‘seen’ by surfers
The differing external impulses provided by nature and the city afford a different understanding of
freedom among the surfers. The embodied contrast experienced by the surfers is a reflection on their
experienced sense of freedom in practice as ‘there I was free SO here I am not’. The metaphor that
follows from this, can be ‘seen’ in the sentence of ‘I am a wave’ (see image 7.4). If you remember or
scroll back to the start of the thesis (on page 13), you will recapture the image of a surfer on a wave
overlooking the urban scenery. The surfers’ embodied contrast as described in this chapter was
illustrated below as a visual comparison to that image. Hopefully, the two images combined are able to
provide a visualization of the conceptual evolution which took place within the analysis on the
practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention.

image 7.4 the surfers’ embodied contrast as ‘I am a wave’
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Conclusion

8

Extending current literature on extreme sport embodiment
The context for research on practitioners’ EOP
Current literature on embodiment in extreme sports has successfully adopted the more-thanrepresentational theory in enquiring into the lived experiences of its practitioners. Within such approaches,
practitioners’ embodiment has been described as restorative in nature. Practitioners’ conceptualisations of
freedom inside practice and of having intimate relationships with the environment are abundant (Brymer
and Schweitzer 2013, Rickly-Boyd 2012, Hockey and Collinson 2007, Brymer 2009, Brymer 2010,
Humberstone 2011 and many others). In all these cases, embodiment was studied through a focus on the
experience taking place during the practice of extreme sports, which in the thesis was termed embodiment
inside practice (EIP). The present research aimed at extending the understanding of EIP to include the spillover effect of the sensations of the practitioner’s body within practice to the practitioner’s body when it
navigates its everyday urban environment outside of practice.
A majority of the existing research on embodiment has neglected to explore such forms of embodiment
outside of their specific bodily practice, such as sports. The relevance of the present research comes from
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its ability to contribute to this absence in literature by providing a better understanding of the ways in
which practitioners of extreme sports are re-addressing their sense of connection and belonging to the
urban environment of everyday life. Its relevance further coincides with the phenomena of a rapid increase
in the number of people partaking in extreme sports (Hallmann er al 2012) which in turn places urban
planners and health care studies on urban living in general in the position to facilitate possible
contributions to positive forms of (physical and social) city life.
The research was conducted through a more-than-representational approach towards the spill-over effect
of extreme sport embodiment among nine practitioners, namely four kite-surfers, three windsurfers and
two climbers. The navigation of the bodily sensations of the practitioners in everyday life was termed
embodiment outside practice (EOP) and explored through the main research question: ‘how does the
practice of extreme sports among surfers and climbers (EIP) affect their relations to everyday urban
environments (EOP)?’ The sub-research questions were directed at an enquiry of the cognitive, affective
and kinesthetic aspects of the practitioners’ EOP which addressed the following three related issues: 1) the
practitioners’ narrative on EIP: their reasons for and experiences of engagement with extreme sport
practices; 2) the spill-over effect of EIP: how practitioners relate to the everyday urban environment
through reflection on the built-up embodied knowledge gained inside practice; and 3) the manner in which
practitioners experience thoughts, sensations and affects while reflecting directly on the urban environment,
which pertained to triggers and impulses found in the urban environment that facilitated awareness of
relational attention between EIP and EOP.

Defining EOP in theory and methodology
Existing phenomenological research on extreme sport embodiment centres on the restorative nature of
practitioners’ experiences during practice. Among the more dominant EIP conceptualizations are the notions
of freedom, oneness with the world and connection through (kinaesthetic) engagements between the human
body and the physical world. Although many extreme sports are practiced within nature environments, such
conceptualizations are not exclusively reserved to practice in nature. The examples of parkour and
climbing illustrate comparable restorative narratives among practitioners’ EIP taking place in urban
environments or more-than-natural environments (in the case of climbing).
This becoming of body-environment as co-constitution is not necessarily one of direct contact. According to
Deleuze it is a ‘symbiotic connection’ as it creates potential through the ‘lines that issue forth from that
impact’ (Ingold 2011a:83). As such, the practitioners’ embodiment continues to generate points of
relational attention outside of practice and it is in these spill-over relations of attention that the climbers’
and the surfers’ embodiment is understood. Relational attention can be linked to an intensification of
perceptions through practice. According to Arnold (1979 in Bain 1995), it is the act of reflection that
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renders such perceptions meaningful. Therefore, surfers’ and climbers’ EOP needed to be addressed in
order to understand the workings of embodiment as relational attention as this becoming contributes to the
practitioners’ reflection on the urban environment of everyday life.
EOP was defined as the practitioners’ attitudes, movements and perceptions towards daily life in the city
and was inquired about through the mobile method of the walking interview. According to Anderson,
‘talking whilst walking’ can harness place as an active trigger to prompt knowledge recollection and
production (2004:254). While walking, the practitioners were asked to actively reflect on how their
embodied knowledge of extreme sports expressed itself in the urban everyday environment through
attention. Through use of language in particular, the practitioners expressed their motives and experiences
inside extreme sports and the manner in which these in turn triggered bodily sensations outside practice.
According to Bain, ‘experiences become meaningful as a result of being grasped reflectively’ (1995:240;
original italic). Linking the context of ‘inside practice’ with the context of ‘outside practice’ provided new
forms of reflection that were based on attention to both social and physical dimensions of interaction in the
city.

Findings on practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention
In chapter 4, the reader was presented with the practitioners’ imprints and with three fictional
conversations which were highlighted by the practitioners’ own descriptions. The imprints reflected the
personal embodiment of each practitioner, while the fictional conversations offered insight to the shared
embodied experiences within each of the three separate practices. The ten concepts emerging form the
analysis were: awareness, tension, freedom, connection, comfort zone, autonomy, balance, inspiration,
detachment and (urban) impulses.
The main body of analysis pertained to the inquiry of relational attention among the surfers and the
climbers through an understanding of the spill-over effect. Chapter 5 detailed the specific spill-over in
embodiment taking place by among the surfers, while chapter 6 addressed the specificities of the climbers’
embodiment. The difference in embodiment among the two types of extreme sport practitioners arose from
divergent narratives among the surfers and climbers on conceptions of dependency as experienced within
EIP and EOP, and were further analysed in reference to the concepts reliance and responsibility.
Outside practice, the surfers described what I interpreted as a dependency on the externalities of the
urban environment when reflecting on the freedom found during EIP. The detachment this generated was
experienced as embodied contrast. The circle of dependency, as described by the surfers, further
cultivated this notion of freedom as embodied contrast. The surfers’ experience of contrast within the urban
everyday life was the result of the spill-over effect of the knowledge that freedom is conditional and is
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experienced in intensified form through bodily movement inside practice. As conveyed in the surfers’
reflection on EOP – freedom occurred in reference to the subjugating power of mundane expressions of
responsibility. It is in its association with surfing that the power of freedom persisted beyond practice and
spilled over into the surfers’ conceptualizations on urban living as contrasting.
Comparable, although with a different outcome, the climbers’ experience of inspiration in daily life was
the result of the spill-over effect of autonomy through physical (and mental) problem-solving inside
practice which expressed itself as embodied mirroring outside practice. As expressed in the climbers’
reflection on EOP – autonomy was defined as a practice of a self-constituting power that exists in-itself
and for-itself. Their inspired attitude towards ‘obstacles’ during climbing equipped the two climbers with
the embodied mirroring of possibilities and challenges in the context of urban everyday life.

Revisiting of embodiment as becoming in the fold
The surfers’ and climbers’ embodiment as relational attention was first visualized through a conceptual
understanding of embodiment as becoming through co-constitution, which led to the representation of EIP
and EOP as separate embodiments. This initial representation of embodiment as separate state-of-beings
was indicative of a (theoretical) need for reflection on the literature understanding of embodiment in
general as it presented an insufficient framework in providing a fuller understanding of embodiment as
relational attention. Ingold’s notion of the co-constitution of embodiment acknowledges the potential
created through entanglement but does not help us understand in what unique ways seemingly unrelated
areas of the practitioners’ embodiment come together in their sense of being. Co-constitution is helpful
when enquiring about EIP but limits our understanding of embodiment as entanglement by defining it
predominantly according to a state-of-doing, not being. This is evident form current literature on
embodiment which addresses embodiment as it is experienced during practice. The practitioners’ reflection
on the urban environment through contrast and mirroring is what constitutes their embodiment as surfers
and climbers. It is within these specific coming-togethers of the practitioners’ EIP and EOP that embodiment
can be defined as a state-of-being.
To fully address this state-of-being, the practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention was revisited
through a renewed emphasis on embodiment as becoming in the fold, or as the lines of becoming that
generate specific relations of attention as experienced by the surfers and the climbers outside practice.
The two folds describing the possible entanglements by which the surfers and the climbers make sense of
their world as extreme sport practitioners was represented in this thesis using the metaphor as a tool. The
metaphor served two-fold: one being on the level of the more-than-representation of embodiment as a
fold; the other being on the level of the illustration of the practitioners’ embodiment as relational attention.
Embodied mirroring is the fold taking place through the climbers’ practice of ‘overcoming obstacles’ and
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can be seen in the metaphor ‘let me’. Embodied contrast is the fold taking place through the surfers’
experience of ‘there I was free SO here I am not’ and can be seen in the metaphor ‘I am a wave’. Here,
the metaphors for the climbers’ embodied mirroring and the surfers’ embodied contrast were perceived as
the practitioners’ ‘aimful projections’ through which ‘[their] body brings unity to and unites itself with its
surroundings’ (Welton 1998:226) both in nature and in the urban environment.

A short remark on future EOP research
The logic presented here is the product of research done through a specific methodology that relied on a
more-than-representational understanding of the walking interview and provides limited first insight into
phenomenological studies on the specificity of the spill-over effect of embodied practices in general. The
validity of the present study could be reinforced by extending the research with other phenomenological
methods which rely on an incorporation of ethnographic accounts or more in-depth analysis of the
participants’ experiences. Future research on EOP, also in reference to this study, would benefit from an
extension of the time spent with the participants through second interviews or by tagging alone to observe
the participants in several situations within their daily life. Still, the elusiveness of the spill-over effect of
embodiment magnifies to an extreme those difficulties encountered by researchers in conducting morethan-representational studies within social sciences. Co-constitution describes becoming through EIP, thereby
setting a (conceptual) context in which becoming is linked directly to practice. Embodiment as relational
attention refers to the folds of becoming – meaning it requires an exploration of the manner in which
people make sense of, or interpret, their EOP and is thereby more problematic. Perhaps this is the reason
such studies have remained few in number even though it is exactly this elusiveness that needs to be
addressed if we wish to gain more understanding in people’s embodiments in the context of urban living
and of living in the world in general.
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Appendix I

Practitioners’ EOP photos15

Nienke’s photos

Cyclists biking against the wind and trying to stay on the saddle
reminds of the struggle against the wind and practitioners’
experience trying to controle their kite

Noticing the wind in urban environments by looking at the tree
tops

Arend’s photos
Heavy weather on the rise
in Utrecht means
challenging conditions for
kiteboarding, big jumps
and a lot of adrenaline,
few practitioners on the
water and being alone with
the elements

15

Karpendonsk Lake, Eindhoven. Nice weather and the
thought whether I could kite-surf here

The qoutes in the photos consist of the practitioners’ own explanations.
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Rens’ photos

Two times a surfing bus and a lot of water. If I would move within
Amsterdam then that will always be in the east side. Perhaps
further away from the sea but more open water areas nearby. On
the last photo, you can spot a flag which I always pay attention to
see how hard the wind is blowing and from which direction

Onno’s photos
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Appendix II

The walking interview question list

The evolution of the questions
Version #1 (February 2016)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

When and how did you start with the sport?
Why does it keep attracting you?
How long do you live here?
How do you experience living here?
How do you feel during practice compared to feelings outside practice in the city?
Compare between natural environment and urban environment
What attracts you in the urban environment?
Which senses are important in the urban environment?
Focus on environmental conditions (weather, wind etc.)?
Which elements in the urban environment remind you of the practice?
Over the course of practicing, did your perception of the city change?

12 Dream scene question: Imagine this is a dream and you find yourself within an urban
environment, how would you practice your sport?

Version #2 (March 2016)
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How did you start out?
Why does it keeps attracting you?
Favorite places for practice?
Tell about your best experience doing practice?
Do you have similar experiences outside practice?
What are you most aware of at this moment? (sensations)
What is the biggest difference between what/how you feel, think and act now and during
practice?
8 Difference between how you use and relate to the surrounding environment now and
during practice?
9 What elements attract you in the urban environment from your experience with practice?
10 What do you take from practice into daily life (social and physical interaction)?
11 Dream scene question: how would you use the space around us now for your practice?
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