
CHAPTER 5

Rosabelle’s Story

Rosabelle Riese and Leslie Swartz

Rosabelle’s Story

I contracted polio at the age of one and a half. My early childhood mostly
was spent in hospitals which meant that I didn’t spend a lot of time with
my family.

My earliest recollection of the opposite sex was in primary school and,
thinking back, I was actually not conscious of my disability affecting any
friendship with boys. Everything just seemed normal to me. I didn’t feel
different and I was very competitive academically. During High School
and University I had a few friendships but no romances. It’s probably at
this stage that I started feeling self-conscious of my disability, and began
lacking self-confidence. I had many sexual encounters in many cases with
no emotional attachment nor commitment from partners. I suppose you
could call this my explorative period. This ranged from one night stands
to fairly long periods of being intimate with one person.
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When I started doing sports I started meeting a new breed of
man. These were guys who actually were involved with, and doing a
service to, those with disabilities, in order for them to enjoy their Sport
(Image 5.1).

Besides my other social activities, sport created another avenue where
I could be in touch with the opposite sex on a social level, and at times
on a more intimate level. There were no barriers to overcome. I was seen
as a woman and a human being.

As I’ve travelled quite a bit during my sporting career I met one
of my partners in Finland after my divorce. He was a shooting coach
for the Dutch team. Once again, I had no barriers to work through as
he was involved for many years with people with physical disabilities.
Unfortunately he passed away after we had been living together for 5
years.

My ex-husband also has a disability. (Of all my relationships, only two
men were people with disabilities.) We became proud parents during our
marriage. Being able to bear a child and become a mother also strength-
ened my ense of my womanhood. I yearned for another child, but it

Image 5.1 Rosabelle
pictured with a bouquet
of flowers and medal,
following a Para-Sport
event (Photo by
Rosabelle Riese)
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wasn’t to be. My daughter, Marni, is now 26 years old and I am super
proud of her.

At the start of some of my relationships I was always concerned about
whether my partner would accept the shape of my body as I have scol-
iosis as well as deformities due to Polio, but it always got better as the
relationship strengthened.

My self-confidence progressed and grew as I excelled in sport.
Amongst my achievements are participation in three Paralympics (Bronze
Medal in Shooting in Atlanta in 1996), three Gold medals in All Africa
Games for Table Tennis and numerous Awards for Sportswoman with
Disability, Flagbearer as well as Torchbearer, two Commonwealth Games,
World Championships in Table Tennis, Shooting and Bowls. I also have
South African titles in Powerlifting, Bowls, Table Tennis and Shooting. I
am the only South African to have medalled in Air Pistol at Para-
lympics. My love for sport continues as I do coaching at times, and
encourage others to participate in sport due to the fact that I had derived
so much pleasure from it. Hard work in sport has its benefits, such as pride
in one’s own achievements, a healthy mind and body, meeting people,
travelling the world and getting a taste of other cultures, to name a few.

Today I live in a self-help centre where 12 wheelchair users share and
manage a house. Much has happened in my life and I am in the process of
writing my autobiography. I am thankful for all the experiences in my life,
some good and some not so good, but for now, I feel that life is great,
and I know that being a sportswoman contributed to this.

I am, once again, in a relationship.

A Brief Commentary on Rosabelle’s Story:
Disability, Embodiment and the Power of Sport

Rosabelle tells her story to us as one of resilience—of facing difficulties
and being able to overcome these, or to change her ideas of what life
is and should be about. The very first sentences of Rosabelle’s story tell
us not only about a physical impairment (“I contracted polio”), but also
about what happens to many children who are ill or have impairments—
they spend time away from their families. This is something which can
affect how people go on to relate to others in the world (Bowlby, 1983),
but Rosabelle describes not being conscious of her disability in primary
school, and not having difficulty relating to others.
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For Rosabelle, as for many other people, the sense of feeling different
and of losing self-confidence came with adolescence, a time when people
become more interested in sex. Rosabelle describes a time of sexual
exploration and experimentation, which is common at that time of life.
As for many people who don’t feel comfortable about their bodies,
though, it may be that Rosabelle would have done things a bit differ-
ently if she had felt more confident in herself (Hassouneh-Phillips &
McNeff, 2005; Liddiard & Slater, 2018). Just after telling us of her lack
of self-confidence, she describes sexual encounters “with no emotional
attachment nor commitment from partners”. For some people, and this
could be true to some extent for Rosabelle, sexual encounters without
emotional attachment or commitment may be satisfying. But when we
read her story as a whole, she seems more appreciative of relationships
on “a more intimate level”, as she puts it. And for Rosabelle, what has
enabled this has been her involvement in sport.

Rosabelle describes her introduction to being a sportswoman in very
positive terms. Things began to happen and to change in a number of
ways, including the following:

1. The people Rosabelle met. As she began her participation as a
sportswoman, Rosabelle met “a new breed of men”—men who
were assisting sportspeople with physical disabilities in their sporting
careers.

2. Opportunities to socialise. Rosabelle speaks about being in touch
with members of the opposite sex on a social level, and sometimes
on a more intimate level. The experience of being together in the
world of sport seems to be an equaliser, and thus opens the door to
more satisfying relationships.

3. Opportunities to travel. One of the things many people with
disabilities face, especially in countries which are not rich, is being
isolated and cut off from the larger world. The internet has helped
many people feel more connected, but virtual contact cannot replace
the experience of being in other places and meeting different people
(Swartz & Marchetti-Mercer, 2019).

4. Opportunities to be seen as an equal. Rosabelle notes that when
she got involved with sport, “there were no barriers to be over-
come”—through sport, she has been able to be seen as someone
who has something to offer, and something to offer through the
abilities of her body. She has had the chance to see her body and
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what it can do being valued by others, and this may result in a
greater sense of confidence in her body, and in her sexuality, more
generally.

5. Opportunities to develop longer-term relationships. These rela-
tionships have been key for Rosabelle in terms of building her sexual
self-confidence as she notes that her worries about how her body
looks tend to lessen as relationships develop.

When we undertook our study, we were not looking for participants
with particular histories of physical disability, but we were very pleased
that somebody from a disability sport background did choose to join the
project. Participation in physical activity is well known to provide a range
of benefits—physical, mental and social—to many people, and there is no
public health plan in the world today which will not reasonably recom-
mend physical activity. Historically, though, many people with physical
disabilities have been excluded from sport for a range of reasons, some
of which are rather similar to the ways in which people have assumed
that people with physical disabilities do not or should not have sex. For
example, just as in the case of the way that many people think about
people with physical disabilities and sex (Hunt, Swartz, Rohleder, Carew,
& Braathen, 2018), people may think about sport and physical activity as
not really appropriate for people with physical disabilities (Howe, 2008).
This may be partly due to a fear that participation in sport and physical
activity may add to injuries and cause further disablement.

It is absolutely clear, though, that from the point of view of sports-
people with physical disabilities themselves, sport and physical activity
is enjoyable and helpful in a range of ways. For many, sport is a way
of gaining social acceptance and status, just as it has been for Rosabelle
(Bantjes, Swartz, & Botha, 2019; Conchar, Bantjes, Swartz, & Derman,
2016). And social acceptance and status may well contribute, as is the
case with Rosabelle, to greater sexual self-confidence. This is, of course,
in addition to the confidence which may come from greater strength and
prowess on the sports field.

Rosabelle’s story is testimony to the potential and importance of sport
and physical activity, but it is also important to remember that access
to any kind of sport remains a challenge for many people with phys-
ical disabilities, especially in low- and middle-income countries (Swartz
et al., 2016). The sexual rights and exclusions of people with physical
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disabilities are linked to other issues they face—and exclusion from sport
and physical activity is one of these.

A final comment about the contribution of Rosabelle’s story, and why
it is placed so early in this book, is that it showcases the diversity of
meaning of sexuality. When we asked people with physical disabilities to
be part of the study, we noted that the topic was sexuality. However, when
participants shared their stories, the links to what is traditionally consid-
ered sexuality (sexual acts, sexual health and maybe gender), were varied.
Although Rosabelle’s story mentions relationships and childbearing, sport
is also a key theme and something central to Rosabelle’s sense of her sexu-
ality. This is something we would like the reader to bear in mind as you
engage with this book; sexuality and sexual experience are as diverse as
the people to whom they belong, and for people with physical disabili-
ties, this diversity of experience makes an important contribution, as we
will see, to our thinking about sexuality.
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