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It is often emphasized in the feminist sport dis-
course that referring to aerobics, fitness training, and other
similar forms of physical activity as “feminine sports” sim-
ply devalues them. Many scholars note that although aero-
bics and fitness contribute with their “goals, contents and,
in particular, presentation, to traditional feminine clichés,”
the analysis of these activities should not be limited to the
public discourse around them.! To understand a given cul-
ture of movement, it is imperative to explore the personal
experiences of its participants.2 The present article takes
this postulate into account, giving priority to the voices
of older female exercisers. Accentuating the experiences
of female gym goers and the multitude of effects fitness
culture may produce (in this case fitness culture being “the
symbolic and cultural ideas that constitute a specific way
of approaching the body and physical culture”) results in
an analysis that goes beyond the one-dimensional, often
externally imposed (e.g. by the media) interpretations of
this complex and heterogeneous cultural phenomenon.?

The aim of the present work is to explore (in the
local Polish context) elderly women’s experiences of be-
longing to a community of female individuals that identify
with fitness culture. Belonging is discussed and under-
stood not objectively, but through the exercising women’s
subjective experiences. The article tackles the following
questions: What kind of belonging is constructed by elder-
ly female fitness culture participants within the fitness set-
ting in Warsaw? What are the reasons for the development
of a sense of belonging? What facilitates or impedes these
belongings? These issues are discussed to present a more
nuanced understanding of elderly women’s attachment to
a fitness community.

The article pertains to the experiences of a spe-
cific group of women—namely fitness culture participants
over sixty years of age, who engage in various kinds of
group training. These women only exercise in mixed-age
groups (and thus, essentially, in the company of younger
gym goers) and do not seem interested in training sessions
targeted at senior citizens.
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It should be noted that most of the data gathered
through ethnographic qualitative research and present-
ed in this study pertains to the period between the first
and the second lockdown of the fitness industry in Po-
land (14 March—6 June 2020, and 17 October 2020—28
May 2021 respectively), caused by the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic.* The epidemiological situation pro-
foundly affected the functioning of gyms, imposing nu-
merous changes. One crucial detail in the context of the
present article is that after the fitness industry reopened,
many gym chains removed classes for senior citizens from
their schedule. This policy of minimizing risk (financial on
the part of the club; and health-related in the case of elder-
ly gym goers) is likely to have been one of the reasons why
some senior citizens decided not to return to fitness clubs
after the spring lockdown.

After presenting the theoretical and methodolog-
ical framework for the research, the article shall examine
the local context of physical activity for the elderly in Po-
land. This is a necessary step towards a more thorough
understanding of elderly women’s experiences of belong-
ing to a fitness community in Warsaw. The section entitled
Findings presents the research results. The data provided
in this article are a part of a broader research project, in
which fitness culture in Poland is analyzed as a gendered
phenomenon.

THE THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The idea of belonging may mean various things
in different contexts. In the broadest sense, the concept of
belonging refers to diverse social and spatial attachments
that relate individuals to other people, groups, places or
modes of being.® Belonging is processual (i.e. becoming
rather than being), situational and relational in character.®
Due to the temporal nature of belonging, it is negotiated
and constructed across one’s lifespan, and ageing can im-
pact one’s ability to build a sense of belonging in time.’

Two subjectively experienced forms of belonging
are usually mentioned in the context of sport: “normativi-
ty” and “expressivity.”® Normativity is defined as an indi-
vidual’s wish to be a part of the community through partic-
ipation in collectively defined practices, norms and rules.
Expressivity connects an individual with the community
by the confirmation of the self which that participation
produces. For the purpose of the present analysis, belong-
ing is defined through expressivity “as a sense of ease with
oneself and one’s surroundings that is fundamental to our
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sense of self.”® However, for expressivity to be used as the
theoretical framework to explore and make sense of elder-
ly women’s subjective experiences of belonging within the
fitness setting, the concept needs to be defined in a more
precise fashion. In itself, participation in fitness practic-
es does not automatically result in the emergence of feel-
ings of belonging. Involvement in motion practices may
engender and enhance feelings of belonging, but it may
also weaken them (the same is true with feelings of differ-
ence). For feelings of belonging to emerge, a person must
have the impression of being a fully-fledged participant of
a given culture of movement, and being accepted for who
they are.X®

Ageing is not without importance in the context of
creating a sense of belonging, since “time itself is an im-
portant source of belonging, but one that is unequally ac-
cessible to people of different ages because of contempo-
rary cultural scripts that present life as a linear progression
into the future.”*! Future horizons may significantly affect
the way an individual constructs and orients feelings and
sense of belonging within the present, whereas normative
social clocks influence a person’s ability to build a sense
of belonging, often having a limiting effect.

For the purpose of analysis, the present article
moves away from naturalistic views in which age and
ageing are assumed to be fundamentally biological phe-
nomena. Following theoretical categories established by
Cheryl Laz, I assume age and ageing to be social and cul-
tural constructions that “we (individually and collectively)
work at making meaningful (in general and in particular)
in interaction and in the context of institutions and social
structures.”*?

The last of the key categories in the theoretical
framework of this article is “fitting in.” In the context of
fitness culture, “fitting in” may be defined as continual
work to obtain the desired body; in the case of elderly
fitness culture participants, the objective is not a young,
toned, sexually attractive female figure, but has more to
do with connecting the cultural demand for attractiveness
with the “aesthetics” of a healthy looking body.®® “Fitting
in” is related to the basic self-image. The process of re-
ducing differences between fitness culture participants
through the pursuit of an ideal body is directly connected
to an individual’s readiness to accept the norms located
within the current consumer culture. Juxtaposing feelings
of belonging and the category of “fitting in” within the
fitness setting is all the more justified given the fact that
the latter may affect individual identity construction and
the development of subjectively positive or subjectively
negative experiences of belonging in gym goers.

THE METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK

This study is based on ethnographic qualitative
methods: (a) four semi-structured in-depth interviews
with female fitness culture participants (recorded and tran-
scribed), (b) observant participation, (c) informal conver-
sations.'* To ensure the credibility of the qualitative data,
triangulation of data was applied.*®

The four semi-structured in-depth interviews
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and informal conversations with female exercisers were
face-to-face. All the interviewees were White women be-
tween sixty and eighty-nine years of age, who have for
many years been regular participants in various types of
group training. The shortest period of participation was
five years, the longest, around thirty years. Three of the
respondents are retired, one is still professionally active.
For the sake of anonymity, the names appearing in the ar-
ticle have been changed. All respondents were given prior
information about the objectives of my research and par-
ticipated in it willingly.

The field research was conducted after the end of
the spring lockdown of Poland’s fitness industry, in one
of the low-cost fitness clubs of Warsaw. All participants
in the study were elderly female exercisers who have re-
turned to the club after it reopened. Reducing the scope of
research to a very specific group of physically active el-
derly women may be regarded as a significant limitation of
the present study. Experiences of elderly women who only
participate in training dedicated for senior citizens are
likely very different. However, given the fact that female
fitness culture participants over sixty years of age consti-
tute a diverse group, the focus on women who do not (nor
wish to) attend classes dedicated for seniors results in a
more nuanced picture of the complexity of experiences of
belonging within the group of elderly female fitness cul-
ture participants, leading to a more thorough understand-
ing of the phenomenon.

The focus on women’s experiences may also be
a limiting factor, yet the choice was not accidental. First
of all, group fitness activities in Warsaw are attended pre-
dominantly by women. Secondly, since | have myself
worked as a fitness instructor, the experiences of female
gym goers are closer to my own. Thirdly, the present arti-
cle was a part of a broader research project, focused solely
on the experiences of women in fitness culture.

PHysicAL AcTiviTy IN LATER LiFe IN POLAND

As is the case with other European countries, the
Polish society as a whole is progressively ageing. By the
end of 2019, Poland’s population amounted to 38.4 mil-
lion, over 9.7 million (more than 25%) of which were peo-
ple over fifty-nine years of age, 58.1% of them women.
This means that the number of senior citizens rose by over
900 thousand in comparison to 2015.1

In principle, senior citizens “continue to have
lower levels of physical activity than the rest of the popu-
lation.”!” The most recent data collected in Poland corrob-
orate this statement; regular participation in any kind of
sports activity was declared by only 10.6% seniors, with
men proving to be slightly more active than women.*

Physical activity in later life is socially, histori-
cally and culturally located.® Nevertheless, it cannot be
regarded solely in terms of material resources which allow
the elderly to be actively involved in the processes of con-
suming and choosing new forms of leisure. Almost equally
important are the social and cultural associations connect-
ed with the ageing processes and the physical capabilities
of senior citizens, as well as the forms of physical activity
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deemed (un)acceptable by and for this age group. Gender
norms also play a role in this context. Studies suggest that
“Older women suffer more negative stereotypes because
they live longer and also because gender is so often the ba-
sis of social inequalities.”? Gender norms may affect rec-
ommendations pertaining to physical activity; some forms
are presented as detrimental, or even harmful to older bod-
ies, especially female older bodies, which allegedly lose
their physical competence.?

The Polish society is still exposed to narratives of
decline, which portray ageing as a process that is not only
passive, but also negatively associated with crisis, deficit
and decline.?? With these narratives come specific expecta-
tions regarding the (in)appropriateness of given behaviors
in later life; these expectations may also affect the causal-
ity of individuals and the choices they make. Academic
research has confirmed that the physical activity of senior
citizens and the associated social participation, “greatly
influences the perceived wellness of older adults.”? As far
as Poland is concerned, despite the promotion of physical
activity among the elderly, the gradual elimination of the
related stereotypes, and the growing awareness of the ben-
efits of staying in motion, the fashion for an active lifestyle
has not yet developed to any significant degree.

Fitness is an exceedingly institutionalized and
commercialized form of physical activity, shaped by the
material and ideological conditions of its time. In recent
years and before the COVID-19 pandemic, the number of
elderly people attending commercial fitness clubs in Po-
land has gradually been rising, yet no official statistics in
this regard are kept.® As “serious leisure” or “rational rec-
reation,” fitness is situated somewhere between amateur
ideology and professional sport.®® Fitness spaces allow

In Dr. Czarnecka’s study she interviewed older women who were members of group exercise classes in Poland
during the time of the Covid Pandemic in 2020. Although older, some of the women participated in Zumba
aerobics dance classes as this group of mixed-age women is doing here. The women in this photo were not
part of the study.
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people to perform embodied practices, which may, in other
social settings, be seen as inappropriate. They also provide
an opportunity to demonstrate one’s chosen lifestyle, “feel
a sense of social belonging.”” At the same time, fitness
spaces are the stage of the policy of “new ageing,” based
on a neo-liberal ideology of health. Within this policy, in-
dividuals are encouraged to take responsibility for their
own health and wellbeing through engaging in physical
activity, which is directly related to the demonization of
sedentary behavior. On the one hand, the new model of
ageing allows older adults to develop identities resistant
to the narrative of decline; on the other, it may be used to
promote new forms of intervention and presenting physi-
cal activity as an anti-ageing practice, in which there is no
acceptance for ageing processes as an inevitable stage in
human life.2

For senior citizens, fitness spaces may at the same
time be inclusive and non-inclusive; they offer the possi-
bility for sharing meaningful experiences with other par-
ticipants of fitness culture, yet only able-bodied adults are
considered welcome.

BELONGING THROUGH BoDILY PRACTICES

Fitness plays an important role in the life of each
of my respondents. In the period when the interviews were
conducted, all of these women participated in group train-
ing at least twice a week. Two of the exercisers declared
taking part in group training at least five times a week. Ac-
quiring a fitness club membership card, or even participat-
ing in group classes, does not automatically lead to the de-
velopment of feelings of belonging to the “community of
practice,” as the fitness community is often called.?® Unlike
team sports (e.g. football or basketball), which provide an
opportunity for women
to do or achieve together
and develop close bonds
with teammates, fit-
ness practices, although
sometimes performed in
groups, represent a high-
ly individualistic form
of physical activity. Re-
becca (age 60) admitted:
“l don’t have any con-
tacts from a fitness club
specifically. I don’t. My
only contact is during
fitness classes and even-
tually a few minutes af-
ter.” Similar conclusions
may be drawn from
the statement made by
Anna (age 60): “These
are not contacts that are
very close ... Just casu-
al acquaintances, but we
do sometimes meet up
[with other gym goers]
in a pub or something.”
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This does not indicate that fitness spaces are lonely and
isolating, but rather that fitness culture participants enjoy
engaging in activity alongside other members, but “on
their own.”® This self-imposed isolation has certain conse-
quences for the emergence of feelings of belonging within
the fitness community. While crafting emotional closeness
to, or distance from, other fitness culture participants is
possible, it is (at the most) secondary in importance to the
possibility of expression through bodily practices.

Feelings of belonging to a particular mode of be-
ing and moving do not emerge automatically after an in-
dividual joins group practices, but develop with time and
in relation to the process of becoming a competent fitness
culture participant. Catherine (age 89) expressed this as
follows:

| even said at home that 1 am so glad
that 1 was not like that, because | was a
bit embarrassed, because | thought that
these young people would do [exercises]
and that there was nothing | could look
for there. But I noticed that there is not so
bad. I don’t want to brag but I truly feel
inside me that there is not so bad ... Yes,
I was a bit afraid, | was. Whether | would,
you know, there is a difference after all, a
big one, it’s not just, well, but it turned out
that |1 can manage. Maybe it’s not always
easy, or pretty, but yeah, as | feel it, it’s
not bad at all (laughs).

Catherine’s statement indicates that the emergence
of feelings of belonging to a fitness community is proces-
sual in nature. Despite her initial presuppositions on the
physical prowess of younger gym goers and anxiety over
the potential of her own ageing body, through comparing
herself with younger female exercisers in actual practices
of movement and exploring her changing physical capa-
bilities, in time encouraged Catherine to engage in regular
training, improved her self-esteem and consolidated in her
the view that age does not have to be an impediment to
leading a physically active life.

This being said, in the case of elderly gym goers,
the emergence of personal and subjectively positive ex-
periences of belonging through participation in practices
of movement is not dependent solely on developing the
physical capabilities of gym bodies. Rebecca confessed:

Well, when | look at all these girls, but
usually it happens that there is someone
like me, who can’t perform everything
perfectly. Just like these sit-ups today,
none of us could do it, only you (laughs).
So | am encouraged by the fact that the
others don’t work out either. It is not about
being better than others, no, it is just good
for my psychological well-being when |
am not the only one in a group who is un-
able to perform correctly.
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In Rebecca’s case, feelings of belonging to a fit-
ness community developed not only through involvement
in practices of movement, but also through the experience
of inability to perform certain exercises being shared by
most of the people in the group, which in turn had a pro-
found impact on weakening her feelings of difference due
to age.

Involved participation in practices of movement
and being able to “keep up” during mixed-age fitness
group classes made my respondents feel like fully-fledged
participants of fitness culture. Significantly, all of them
were convinced that they would not get this feeling if they
chose to participate in classes dedicated solely to elderly
gym goers. This matter shall be explored in detail in a fur-
ther section of the article.

THE PLEASURES OF EXERCISING

To develop positive feelings of belonging to a
fitness community, my respondents needed to become
involved in exercise practice, but also to derive pleasure
from it. For the purpose of the present article, pleasure
through fitness activity is defined as “diverse emotions
that make a person ‘feel good.””® Embodied pleasures of
physicality (which are multidimensional in nature) tran-
scend the imperative to stay healthy and take responsibili-
ty for one’s own wellbeing. In the case of my interviewees,
enjoyment and the experience of positive sensations of
movement seems to have been an equally important factor
in maintaining regular physical activity and developing a
subjective feeling of acceptance, which in turn resulted in
a deepening emotional attachment to fitness community.
My respondents’ statements point to various kinds of plea-
sure they experience when participating in group fitness
practices. Rebecca expressed this as follows:

So, | think, this is because | simply ex-
ercise. That it gives me a lot, affects my
immunity. And my psyche, my psyche
above all else. So well, and | say this, it
is a source of pleasure. Why would | deny
myself this? So the main goal is just to re-
lax ... And even if sometimes | get out of
there all drained, “cause with the Zumba
it can get like this, to me it is enjoyable.

Catherine, in turn, mentioned the pleasure experi-
enced in connection to the practice of correcting by touch,
stating that she perceives the touch of the instructor during
class as “so delicate, of course, very much so ... it’s not
even a thing to consider. After all, it’s all very pleasant.”2
Anna confessed: “I like it, I simply like [workout]. And
I have my colleagues. And all of them think nearly the
same, they also like it. So it just gives me so much plea-
sure.” While Rebecca’s statement connects pleasure with
the sensations experienced through the ageing body after
a training session, in Catherine’s comment it is sensual
pleasures that are in the foreground. Anna’s words refer
to the positive sensations of movement itself and indicate
that, within the fitness community, embodied pleasures of
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physicality are not only private, but also public in charac-
ter. In an “individual but together” modality, the pleasures
of exercising are collectively appreciated and shared,
which means that their significance goes beyond the indi-
vidual level. Furthermore, all of the above statements sug-
gest that elderly exercisers construct their understanding
of pleasure in the fitness setting based on positive (e.g. joy,
relaxation), and not negative capabilities (e.g. the absence
of pain, illness, fear).

What my respondents found to be an important
aspect of experiencing the pleasures of fitness was per-
forming physical exercises in a group, and therefore shar-
ing these meaningful experiences with other fitness culture
participants. Anna admitted:

The group, for instance with Zumba, has
to consist of at least ten people, then it
is... if two or three people show up for
Zumba, then it’s not Zumba at all, it does
not have the right effect. When there’s a
whole group, and the sequence comes out
alright, and we get praised by the instruc-
tor, then it’s great, we can see it ourselves
that we enjoyed it. So this has a different
appeal.

Further in the interview, she added: “Truth to tell,
in a group with only older people, | would not want to [ex-
ercise], not at all. Because the younger ones, they provide
this positive energy.” Thus, similarly to other respondents,
Anna identified the source of pleasure not with sharing
experiences as such, but with sharing them with young-
er exercisers. In this context, Amy’s (age 60) statement
seems all the more direct: “I like to come, to make myself
younger (laughs). | like to come, to make myself young-
er, there’s music, and I like this kind of disco music. And
you feel different, more relaxed . . . Being around young
people is the best.”Aside from referring to various plea-
sures of exercising, the above statement draws attention
to the affectively transformative experience of looking
at younger women, training alongside them and being in
their company.® It results in deeper feelings of being more
comfortable in one’s own ageing body. In conclusion, the
fact that elderly female exercisers experience various
kinds of pleasure leads to the development of posi-
tive feelings of belonging to a community of practice
through the confirmation of self and constructing a
positive self-image.

“I WOULD NOT TAKE PART IN SUCH CLASSES ...”

In the case of my respondents, the construction of
a positive self-image and reinforcing the feelings of be-
longing to a fitness community happens, in a sense, in op-
position to other individuals in their age group. This being
said, the interviewees were open about the fact that in spite
of their active lifestyle, their ageing bodies do change in
time.

Being physically active, elderly female exercisers
describe elderly people leading more sedentary lifestyles
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using the narrative of decline. Amy put it thusly: “And, as
| say, looking at people my age, they are fat, obese, they
have no strength, or look terrible, because they don’t take
care of themselves.” She also added:

Among my friends, | am the exception. |
don’t know if they don’t like exercising,
or what...[l exercise] simply for the sake
of my health, maybe earlier it was more to
keep my figure, because one wanted, you
know, not to gain weight...to keep that
figure...but now it’s mostly to be healthy,
not to get any ailments and to be strong,
because at some point you start to lose
this strength, to keep all of it.

Anna and Catherine made similar statements:

They don’t do things and say they can’t.
And I really don’t think this is true, | think
she can do anything, only tells herself
otherwise . . . They go to various doctors,
get treatment, swallow some pills, some
physiotherapy here, some procedure
there, can’t do this, can’t do that. | don’t
go anywhere, don’t see any doctors, take
no pills and I’m fine. That’s the differ-
ence. (Anna)

This is either some illness, many people
are ailing, if they have a constant head-
ache, they really can’t. But there are also
people who, out of laziness, go “I’m no
longer fit for this,” there’s this resignation.
Not even because of financial reasons, be-
cause it’s not like this, I know how it is.
It’s not because of this. It’s just either re-
luctance or some illness. (Catherine)

In the context of the present analysis, the more
important fact is that my respondents placed themselves
in opposition not only to less active individuals, but also
to other fitness culture participants who only attend class-
es dedicated to senior citizens. Although all interviewees
admitted that such training sessions are needed, they de-
clared no interest in participating in active senior classes.
Rebecca justified it thusly:

I mean, | don’t feel that | am so old. And
usually younger [women] participate ... It
makes me feel good because | prefer to
work out in a younger group than to go
to these old-timers, | mean seniors. It is
like | feel better psychologically, much
younger. Because | don’t feel as old as |
am, even though | am a grandmother. It
is somehow better for me when | am in a
younger [group], and nobody points out
your age, that you are old and you partic-
ipate in these classes.
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Amy declared:

There should be [active senior classes]. |
would not take part in such classes, be-
cause they are slow, the elders are unused
to exercise, the ones that don’t attend and
will not do certain exercises, and certain
exercises are not for them, because they
don’t have this kind of body anymore...
An elder who’s been exercising since for-
ever will be different.

The above statements indicate that respondents
distinguish elderly participants of fitness culture not so
much based on the criterion of biological age, which seems
to be a porous and permeable boundary, constantly crossed
by interviewees, but rather on the basis of physical capa-
bilities, and consequently also meaningful embodied ex-
periences of the ageing body. Thus, it is not only about the
(in)ability to perform certain exercises at the right pace,
but also about the inability (or limitation of the ability) to
experience the sensations of movement itself as something
pleasurable. My respondents perceived participation in ac-
tive senior classes as something that would not only have a
negative impact on their self-image, but also deprive them
of the feeling of being fully fledged participants of fitness
culture. For them, the reaffirmation of the self through
practices of movement is directly related to their sense of
being able-bodied adults.

BELONGING AND FITTING IN

Each of my respondents acted in accordance with
the model of “new ageing,” engaging in physical activi-
ty in the belief that the responsibility for their health and
wellbeing was theirs alone. By exercising regularly, they
showed concern for their body, aware that this body will
be changing as time goes by. Amy made the following
statement referring to herself:

At my age, looking at other people, there
is a difference because fitness gave me a
figure that is not fat, not obese, has this
capability that, for example, | can walk
up stairs, jump, do things, where other
people don’t...I didn’t even realize that
in the summer | put on a T-shirt or some-
thing, and | have this feeling that I still
need to exercise to get somewhere, but
when | go to the doctor or someone says
“oh, it shows that you exercise, you have
a sporty figure.” So people do notice it, it
shows in my figure.

Although Amy was aware that she did not look
“perfect,” by presenting “external” evidence (opinions she
heard about herself) she expressed the belief that she fits
in, conforms to the aesthetics of a healthy-looking body.
This contributed to a more positive self-image and the
emergence of personal feelings of belonging to a fitness
community. It should, however, be noted that not all of my
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respondents were in a similar situation. For example, Re-
becca exercised regularly and at the level of life experience
felt healthy, strong, and much younger than her biological
age might suggest, yet did not manage to lose weight. Her
obesity did not fit the aesthetics of a healthy-looking body,
which worried her to some extent:

All in all I know how old I am, I know
that this body, this figure is changing. But
also to prevent this, not to get, how to put
it, any larger. And when | compare my-
self with my two sisters, because | have
two sisters...although | weigh a lot my-
self, they weigh a lot more. And | say
that exercise also prevents medical con-
ditions ... And the psyche, above all, it’s
for my psyche. So, well, as | say, it gives
me pleasure...If 1 don’t manage to [lose
weight], it doesn’t discourage me that |
keep exercising and I still put on [weight].

Later in the interview she added:

You know what, | like if there’s someone
in the group who is, so to speak, larger
than me...It is good for my psyche, to see
that, let’s say, it’s often that | am the larg-
est in volume. But when | see that there
are young girls and they are more like
this, it is also good for my psyche.

Despite not fitting in at the level of externally im-
posed body ideals, through participation in practices of
movement or, more precisely, the opportunity to express
herself and experience the pleasure derived from exercis-
ing, Rebecca was able to develop positive feelings of be-
longing to a fitness community. Furthermore, training with
younger women, many of whom were “larger” than her,
provided reinforcement for her positive self-image and
the feeling of self-acceptance. Rebecca’s example demon-
strates that while fitting in may have a positive impact on
strengthening personal feelings of belonging in elderly fe-
male exercisers, its role is not decisive in the context of
their potential development.

CONCLUSION

Elderly female gym goers who are over sixty years
of age and take part only in mixed-age training constitute
a very specific group of fitness culture participants. Fol-
lowing a neo-liberal model of “healthy ageing” (in which
physical activity is of key importance), they challenge the
negative stereotypes associated with the physical capabili-
ties of the female ageing body, and develop identities “re-
sistant” to the narrative of decline. Conversely, by develop-
ing their temporal selves (or, more precisely, their ageing
selves), elderly female exercisers have shown interest in
the future. Their resistance contains a deliberate element
of distancing from other ageing bodies—from both elderly
people who do not exercise and fitness culture participants
only attending classes dedicated to senior citizens.
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Through participation in fitness practices in
mixed-age groups, elderly female gym goers develop pos-
itive feelings of belonging to a “fully” able-bodied fitness
community. Despite the ongoing changes, their positive
self-image is enhanced by the ability to feel the pleasures
of physicality during exercising, and the fact that their
ageing moving bodies are still a site of pleasures (and not
only the object of intervention). Thus, the experience of
multiple pleasures of physicality and enjoyment is produc-
tive in constituting social belongings. At the same time,
involvement in group training and the ability to keep up
with the pace lets older women “maintain a presence in the
world through their physical selves,” produces a feeling
of being accepted by able-bodied exercisers and confirms
their own identities.3*
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