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ABSTRACT

This study aimed to explore patients’ experience of heart disease illness, their
defining of the meaning of illness, the alteration of self, the management of the altered
self, and social contexts of self management. The research data were collected from in-
depth interviews with 12 heart disease patients at a provincial hospital in the northern
region of Thailand.

This study finds that patients believe heart disease to be a life-threatening condition
causing fear of death and involving severe distress and suffering and restrictions of lifestyle.
Heart disease induces two types of self-alteration that I have termed the cracked self and the
crumbling self. The cracked self refers to the self with feelings of uncertainty, incompetence,
and dependency, causing the sense of losing freedom and independence. The crumbling self
refers to the self that is filled with a sense of complete loss, with despair about the future and
about regaining the former self. As a consequence of not being socially accepted, the person
with a crumbling self feels worthless, meaningless, useless, undignified, and ashamed. A
stable, secure, and hopeful self without fear can be achieved in two ways: 1) through
stabilizing the self by controlling the illness and planning one’s life consistent with its various
conditions, and 2) through raising hope by leaving the past, constructing a new self, and
changing one’s life goal. This study also finds that power relations in the context of the
hospital and those involving family conflicts and authorities in the workplace do not allow
patients to negotiate and seek mutual agreements, thus causing limitations in their attempts to

find various alternative ways for the management of their selves.
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