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The cohabiting zero-point field: 
Ten implications of a new philosophy 

 
 

Walter A. Koch 
University of Bochum, Germany 

 
I realize that my book Tractatus Logo-Philosophicus. On the Subquantum Foundations of the 
World is condensed and elliptic. This alone makes it heavy reading. It is, however, the mere 
outlines of what could be a new view of our world. The view is meant to be both compre-
hensive and dynamic. "Comprehensive" implies that the mind (metaphysics) tries to view 
everything that IS or EXISTS (physics). This may not sound altogether new. But the point is 
that, the other way around, a New Physics is bound to beget a New Metaphysics. Physis and 
Metaphysis (or "Energy" and "Information") are two inseparable parts of the same medal. Our 
medal is the megaverse."Tractatus" offers a crude sketch for a Megaverse – which comprises 
infinitely many universes. But what we have to analyse, first and foremost, is our universe at 
hand. Our universe with all its hierarchies of integrated systems and their surrounding 
dynamic fields. The new New Physics1 will influence a New Biology, a New Semiotics, the 
new Noetic Sciences.  
 The novel picture of a megaverse fuelling our universe will have repercussions in 
every part of our world; but this could not mean that any of the trillions of ideas humans have 
had so far of "everything" becomes invalid; on the contrary, evolution or, more generally, 
unfolding is the megaverse-dynamo that keeps the universe going – on every level. New ideas 
need predecessors. No world-view is in vain. Any idea about ourselves and the cosmos gets 
its proper and respectable locus in the grandiose annals of cZPF.  
  Now, what is "cZPF"? My hypothesis is that cZPF ("cohabiting Zero-Point Field") is 
that part of ZPF whose waves are 'slightly' different from those of the bulk of ZPF. The idea 
of ZPF itself is related to, not the same as, the age-old "ether" or the 'vacuum' of mainstream 
physics2. But ZPF is no vacuum; it is replete with structures. ZPF is assumed to have three 
types of waves: transverse, longitudinal and torsion waves3. The latter waves seem to be 
                                                 
1 What physicists themselves call "New Physics" (Davies, 1989; Zajonc, 2004) is the quantum (part-
icle) microphysics married to a new cosmological physics (macrophysics). In the future, we will 
probably have a "menage-à-trois", with a "mesophysics" (ZPF) playing the ubiquitous third role of 
mediating between seemingly irreconcilable areas: in simple words, we will have a new "New 
Physics". 
2 On the most modern version of "ether" as a source for everything, cf. Thomson and Bourassa (2007). 
As to modern views on the "vacuum", physicists assume that it can no longer be considered "empty". 
Among other phenomena observed within "quantum electrodynamics", there is the so-called "Casimir 
force" which shows that energy can arise from a seeming "nothingness". John Archibald Wheeler, one 
of the most famous physicists of the 20th century,  remarked that, in view of the vacuum ZPF having a 
mass-density equivalent (a kind of potential energy) of 1094g/cm3 (which by far exceeds anything 
known for the material world), "elementary particles (i.e.matter) represent a percentage-wise almost 
completely negligible change in the locally violent conditions that characterize the vacuum (i.e. ZPF) 
… In other words, elementary particles do not form a really basic starting point for the description of 
nature. Instead, they represent a first-order correction to vacuum physics (ZPF-physics)" (addiditions 
in brackets are mine). Quoted by the pioneer of ZPF research H.E.Puthoff  (1990). 
3  Cf. R. Kiehn: Koch (2009, p. 130). 
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specific to ZPF4, while the former two are more 'energetic' variants of wave types of our uni-
verse (transverse: e.g. electromagnetic; longitudinal: e.g. sound). It is likely that each wave-
type should have varying modes, velocities, hierarchies of interaction; cZPF with its super-
imposed wave-types is probably denser and slower than the endless ZPF; cZPF prepares for 
the still slower vibrations of matter5: it surrounds every piece of it (atoms, humans, galaxies, 
universes) like a halo (cf. the string-halo around a cocoa bean in 3 of Fig.1). It cohabits with 
matter in that it transforms its own potential energy (E*) into matter/energy (E) (i.e. it 
"creates" matter) and in that it receives back decaying matter by dissolving it into its sub-sub-
particle parts, into ZPF again. – The same thing happens to the second essential constituent, 
namely, information. Potential information (I*) of cZPF transforms into matter/information 
(I) by stimulating particular instances of matter to evolve a specific form. A copy of each 
evolving form is deposited by matter into the halo of cZPF in order to serve as the memory of 
the universe (often called the "Akashic Field"6). Thus, cZPF is the repository of both endless 
energy and eternal information. 
 The interminable tick-tock of the megaverse resides in ever new bouts of ZPF unfolding 
into a universe and enfolding a universe back into the womb of the eternal field. ZPF, matter, 
and cZPF form a dynamic triad. Other names for it are: Megaverse, the material Universe, and 
the "Field"7: 
 
 

 
        Fig.1: Triadic Structure of the Megaverse8. 

                                                 
4  As to names to be associated with the postulate of torsion waves, cf. Eli Cartan, Albert Einstein, 
Gennady Shipov etc. Cf. Koch (2009, p. 130). 
5  As to matter/energy waves in our universe, let us remember that our solar system takes 10 billion 
seconds (240 million years) to make one circuit of the Milky Way galaxy, while the heart of an atom 
vibrates 1022 times per second (cf. Leonard, 1978, p. 38). We do not exactly know how fast an etheron 
(ZPF space) vibrates: but it probably exceeds 1080 times per second. We can directly observe neither 
the tremendous density nor the incredible speed of ZPF. Our senses are made to adapt to perceiving 
only through a small window of the material world (which is by far less dense and less speedy than 
ZPF). If magnitudes become too great, humans are spared 'useless' perception (perhaps it would, after 
all, be useful to see dangerous super-fast gamma-rays. But hitherto there has been no premium on it in 
evolution). 
6 Buddhism (in the wake of Ancient Indian thought) anticipated our trinity "ZPF-Matter-cZPF". Aside 
from normal space (matter), it distinguished ākāsha, unlimited ("non-local") space. Its description 
reminds us of the characteristics of ZPF: "it obstructs nothing, pervades everything without obstruct-
tion, and is free from changeability" (Fischer-Schreiber, 1994, p. 6). And cZPF finds its equivalent in 
the Akashic records: they keep every thought and creative form in their imperishable chronicles: cf. 
Laszlo (2004), Koch (2007). 
7 Cf. "The Field" in Lynne McTaggart (2001). 
8 This physical trinity has some affinities with the Trinity of Christian faith: cf. Koch (2011). – The 
picture for cZPF in Fig.1 shows a Kirlian photo of a cocoa bean. The bean is the dark rounded form in 
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The new philosophy has numerous implications. Let us consider 10 of them: 
 

1. The ultimate substance of all matter is ZPF. Thus, ZPF make take on the form of 
matter. The greater part of the megaverse is, however, pure ZPF (without assuming the 
form of matter). Our weighty universe is said to roughly consist of 4% matter, 23% 
dark matter, 73% dark energy. Mainstream physics does not exactly know what dark 
matter and dark energy are9. I presume that they are just two manifestations of ZPF. I 
further assume that Albert Einstein's "cosmological constant" has to be split into Λ1 
(dark energy) and Λ2 (dark matter). Matter and dark matter may add up to gravitation, 
dark energy may be the opposite, propelling, force which makes our universe expand. 
In this sense, then, the dynamics of our universe can be described by the following 
formula: Λ1  Λ2 (+matter). These forces, which denote the antagonism between 
expansive drive on the one hand and gravitation on the other, will, however, not ex-
haust the entire ZPF supply in our universe. 

2. There is an everlasting dynamics: the interaction between ZPF and matter. A mega-
verse spewing out and sucking in universes. (Remember Vishnu's breath and the 
Indian world-view10.) 

3. Matter (e.g. atoms or humans or galaxies) have both outer haloes and inner cores con-
sisting of interactive cZPF, the latter contributing to a more constant form of matter. 

4. ZPF and matter, respectively, are fuelled by a cooperative dynamics shared by 
Information (I*, I) and Energy (E*, E). Thus we here have a dual dualism. 

5. Everything (ZPF, matter, information, energy) is waves. 
6. There are various wave types which we have, as yet, known little of: e.g. scalar waves, 

torsion waves11. 
7. The cohabiting ZPF (cZPF) is both a reservoir (I*) and a medium (I*)12 for the trans-

mission of information (I). 
8. The ZPF unfolds into a universe. Subsequently, a universe evolves. Our universe 

successively evolves into four main plana (super-levels of complexity): cosmos as our 
universe (start: 13.7 billion years ago?), bios (life: 3.5 bya), sema (human communic-
ation: 100 kiloyears ago), nous (meta-thought: 10 kya). Cosmos (e.g. the motion of 
the electron, the ordered behaviour of systems), bios (e.g. the functioning of hearts and 
brains), sema (e.g. the growing instinct for understanding mental worlds), nous (e.g. 
the urge for the synthesis, the simple cognizing of worlds and their models, and the 
understanding of the urge towards, and the power of, belief) – all four plana and their 

                                                                                                                                                         
the middle. Around it is a bright halo of (cZPF ?) radiation (which, of course, cannot seen by the 
human eye or by normal photography). 
9 Although representatives of the "New Physics" do not know much about "dark energy", some of 
them consider it an indispensable piece in the mosaic of new versions of cosmogony. Thus, Paul 
Steinhardt uses "quintessence" (another term for "ether"), "dark matter" and "dark energy" to explain 
the postulated series of big bangs and big crunches in his new "ekpyrotic theory" of cosmogony: 
Steinhardt and Turok (2006, p. 9 ff.). 
10 Cf. Koch (2009, p. 92). 
11 Cf. Tesla, Shipov, Akimov, Bearden, Warnke etc.: cf. Koch (2009, p. 130 ff.). 
12 "Action at a distance" is one of the effects of transferring human thought (I) into the reservoir 
("Akashic records": I*) and then using I* as a (nonlocal) medium of transport in order to influence an 
object (person) at a distance (as in telepathy, prayer etc.) by translating I* into I and/or E again. The 
whole process is triggered by a strong cooperation of the human cortex and certain parts of the limbic 
system. The process may be rapid without "regard" to space and time. The brain has access to modes 
of transfer of the type II*I*IE. Cf. McTaggart (2001). 
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innumerable substructures tap ever anew into the energy and information of the large 
stockpile of cZPF in order to make their holarchic systems work smoothly.  

9. Nous enables humans to reach the, until now, highest type of awareness (observation): 
higher consciousness (meta-view of all that is, and of all that exists). The participant-
vs-observer dynamism13 pervades the entire cosmos. It starts with the electron, which 
has two different views (wave-types): one for reconnoitring the vast, boundless 
environment, the other for nearby attracting or repelling particles, energy, forces 
which come into the immediate purview of the natural forces. The former view is that 
of the nascent observer, the latter that of the typical participant. The evolutionary stage 
of Nous challenges humans to make this type of dynamics work as an instance of 
harmonious synergy – one of the most difficult tasks for the human mind to perform.  

10. Biology (Bios) is – despite its many undeniable accomplishments - still incomplete. 
This cluster of various sciences will profit from the idea of having hitherto ignored a 
very important player in the game of life: a certain hardly visible life-force (Aristotle's 
entelecheia14): cZPF. Semiotics (Sema) and Noetics (Nous) are also science-clusters 
("super-sciences"). They not only deal with various forms of mind, but also with 
super-mind (interaction of cZPF and mind). And they necessarily deal with the 
material underpinning of it all: the nature of matter/energy. They deal with the typic-
ally human, inextricably interwoven with the characteristics of its evolutionary pre-
decessors. In the last analysis, the traditional "Human Sciences" are to view human 
feats not only from the extra perspective of "evolutionary materialism" or "emergent 
systems", but also from the novel point of view of "evolutionary mentalism". 
Consequently, they cannot evade the implications of cZPF. They will be complete 
only when implementing a triadic vantage point15. 

 
As a last remark, let me state the obvious. This "new philosophy" needs a lot of patience and a 
sizeable amount of benevolence. 
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Meaning as the consciousness of coherence:  
A dialogue 

 
 

Andrew Wilson 
 

Lancaster University 

Walter A. Koch 
 

University of Bochum 
 
 

Andrew Wilson (AW 1): Your Tractatus is a very rich book with many valuable insights. But 
what, in brief, are the key points that you want to get across in it?  
 
Walter Koch (WK 1): It is difficult to find the key points. Since my goal is an extremely 
immodest one, one can see it from many angles. The basis is a new New Physics. Not being a 
physicist, I rely on common sense, instinct, and a holistic interpretation of fundamental 
theories. The basis is the nature and importance of Zero-Point Field (ZPF) (cf. my "Cohab-
iting Zero-Point Field"). Starting from this basis I recommend reviewing the complex super-
sciences and their credoes. I suggest four main super-sciences, the latter two of which have 
not yet been established formally or officially: New Physics, New Biology, New Semiotics, 
New Noetics. All are meant to be understood in an "inclusive", i.e. evolutionary way. A New 
Physics will, at least in principle, include biology, semiotics. Semiotics will include evol-
utionarily preceding sciences etc. Biology is concerned with Life and its concomitant 
conditions: geo-sciences, eco-sciences etc. I suggest the label "Semiotics" for everything that 
is concerned with the understanding of humans and their activities, comprising such trad-
itional directions as the "humanities" and "medicine". "Noetics" would focus on more recent 
human faculties and behaviour (Holocene). Philosophy and theology would be part of it. It is 
here that a reinterpretation of theory and aspects of coherence are especially called for. So 
much for the four mega-plana – as I call them: Cosmos, Bios, Sema, Nous. The point of this 
sequence is that it should be mutually integrating (transdisplinary), evolutionary and imbued 
with an increasing consideration of the influx of ZPF. In your sixth question you asked for the 
role of "meaning". I understand meaning in its widest sense as the consciousness of 
coherence. As we all know, both consciousness and coherence play a great role in today's 
cutting-edge theoretical sciences. And (c)ZPF is a concrete basis for both of them. 
 
AW 2: Your earlier work focussed very much on the traditional objects of semiotics, such as 
literature and art. However, although you make some important references to these things in 
the Tractatus, you do not devote a huge amount of space to them. How do you see the 
connections between your older and newer work? Has your thinking on these "traditional" 
semiotic topics changed at all as a result of what you have explored more recently? 
 
WK 2: I should have predicted my ultimate venturing even into such 'arcane' sciences as 
physics and theology. Thirty years ago, I would not have dreamt of studying subject-matters 
of sciences I didn't have an inkling of. But, as I said, after some thinking about it, I should 
have predicted it. When in the beginning of my "career" I was concerned with diachronic 
phonology (Roman Jakobson etc.), my theoretical thinking had inadvertently opened a 
backdoor to my next concern (morphology); when concerned with morphemes, graphemes 
etc., I unconsciously became interested in and 'invented' the 'texteme'. When interested in 



MEANING AS THE CONSCIOUSNESS OF COHERENCE  
 

6 

linguistics and literary studies, their theoretic bases led me into semiotics. Then into biology 
etc etc. Similar things happen to each one of us. – No, for me, the suddenly external view of 
disciplines has not led to a complete abandoning of former interests. And, to finally answer 
more directly, a "ZPF-view" of semiotic objects necessarily leads to new perspectives, it is 
true. But for semiotics, systems theory, or linguistics, for instance, the reformulation will not 
be so radical as it would be for, e.g., traditional literary studies or theology. Many branches of 
the humanities (not the least mathematical linguistics) focus the systems-character in their 
objects. And systems theory remains the heuristically most precious frame, also for ZPF-
related studies. 
 
AW 3: Some theories of cultural semiotics (such as Michael Fleischer's "Kulturtheorie") 
actively avoid incorporating the psychological level, but it seems to me that questions of 
consciousness and the mind are central to your approach. Is that a fair assessment? 
 
WK 3: Yes, it is. As we all know, the theory of science of the past century was tilting towards 
a more or less radical abstemiousness vis-à-vis anything having to do with psyche. And it was 
not the only direction that became banned: think of semantics in general or the question of the 
origin of language. Only subject-matters that were sufficiently strait-laced and easily 
amenable to simple formalizing had a chance of being well received – this at least was the 
tendency in the theory of science or in linguistics. Yes, mind, psychic operations, even such 
things as "remote viewing", "belief", "morphogenetic fields" – to name but a very few 
formerly tabooed things – become highly important objects for analysis (not necessarily the 
means of analysis). I hope you realize that I do not jump on the bandwagon of a "postmodern" 
openness to everything exotic. Anyway, what I am suggesting as a new framework makes me 
a stranger to almost everyone, especially to "postmodernism". At least at first sight. – To 
come back to your question: "mind-over-matter" has been a weasel word in esoterics for some 
decades. What it really means is for analytical-minded scholars and scientists to decide. It is 
true that "meaning", "mind" and "psychology" had had a hard time in theoretical linguistics. 
But, as you know, the related "information" still has a similar fate in physics. Einstein's 
famous formula "E = mc2" has no I (Information) in it. I am for everything appropriate, be it 
old or new, officially accepted or not. In general, we should mind mind, but matter matters, 
too. More than esoterics or Buddhism would make us believe. Megaverse entelechy and cZPF 
bring about complex matter, a miracle. 
 
AW 4: Some consciousness researchers – such as the American physician Larry Dossey, who 
works on intentional healing (cf. p.98 of the Tractatus) – talk a lot about "non-local mind". 
That is, they don't see our minds as residing inside our own bodies (or heads), as conventional 
psychology would have it. Non-local mind is actually quite an old idea in philosophy and was 
supported, for example, by Averroes in the Middle Ages. What is your own position on this 
question? 
 
WK 4: Karl Pribram (Stanford University), famous neurologist and neuro-philosopher, 
concurred with the great physicist David Bohm in that the brain (and ultimately, the world at 
large) appears in two different forms: enfolded and unfolded (distributed).1 The enfolded 
brain is to be compared to a hologram, the unfolded one to a lens. The unfolded version is 
what the normal neuro-surgeon sees. The enfolded hologram is what exists as a phantom 
brain around and within the physical brain. The least one may suspect is that this holistic 

                                                 
1 Cf. the comparison of the world-pictures by Pribram, Bohm, and Leibniz within the framework of 
Evolutionary Cultural Semiotics, which is a forerunner of Tractatus: Koch (1991, 1989). 
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phantom brain (which seems to be functionable even in the absence or malfunction of large 
parts of the physical brain (as in hydrocephalic patients or idiot savants)) is connected to 
cZPF. But this is only part of the healing story. Let me simplify matters in a graph: 
 

 
 

Fig.1: Nonlocalness of Remote Healing 
 
The shaded brains are both unfolded (as the surgeon sees it) and enfolded (a hologram 
involving cZPF). The answer to the question of Which parts of the brain play which role in 
bringing about the best state for accessing cZPF seems to be unclear, although there is a lot of 
literature on it in neuropsychology and neurotheology2. Physicians, practitioners of medit-
ation, healers, and shamans concur in that both attention and intention play central roles for 
accessing ZPF3. Fig.1 is to crudely describe the trajectory of healing (double-lined arrows). A 
meditative state (or an "alpha-trance") induces the wish to contribute to the healing of a 
particular person (healee). Consciousness is empty except for the concentration on the 
individual healee (attention). The next step is similar: concentration on the positive state of 
health to be brought about in the healee (intention). The ideas (cortex) and the feelings 
(limbus) of the healer arise in cooperation between his distributed (unfolded) brain and his 
enfolded brain (connected to, or identical with, cZPF). At the same time as the attention/ 
intention amalgam engenders form and sufficient vibration, it connects to cZPF. And cZPF 
makes it "travel" immediately to the brain and body of the healee, as if there were no time and 
no space. Emission and reception of signals are synchronized. The actual "distributed" or 
"unfolded" space of distance may be 1,000 km. The healing itself depends on the degree of 
vibratory power (intensity) and modality of both attention and intention. It is interesting to 
note that successful healers4 insist that the best procedure should arouse continuous attention 
                                                 
2 Cf. on neuropsychology: Rhawn Joseph (1996); on neurotheology: Rhawn Joseph (2002), Joseph 
Giovannoli (1999), Bruce Lipton (2008). 
3 Cf. Lynne McTaggart (2001) and especially Lynne McTaggart (2007). Also: William Braud (2003), 
William A. Tiller (1997). 
4 Sol Luckman (2007, p. 48 ff.)) has the formula for healing: phonons+photons (of DNA) = 
sounds(words)+ light (with the torsion waves (ZPF) thus being triggered); Jonathan Goldman (1992) 
has "intention+attention = visualization+sound (music)". The reason why attention as a preparation for 
intention is especially linked to sound is that sound has longitudinal waves (scalar waves) which at 
least formally are related to the scalar waves (and also to torsion waves) of ZPF. The "homoiopathic" 
affinity of scalars in matter and in ZPF seems to facilitate the transformation and transportation of 
intention (visualization of a largely "material" optimum state of health) through nonlocalness to the 
healee. 
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by rhythmic sounds (drumming, music etc.) and feed intention by conjuring up a concrete 
picture ("visualization") of the desired new state of affairs. Incidentally, this interplay of 
attention and intention is an echo of Arthur Schopenhauer's "Die Welt als WILLE und 
VORSTELLUNG"5. Or, in our philosophy, between an echo of energy and an echo of inform-
ation6. Now, to the issue of "nonlocalness". We have seen that nonlocalness implies non-
temporalness. Even mainstream physicists accept nonlocalness: in quantum theory7. On the 
other hand, practice in various types of extra-sensory perception8 testifies to certain types of 
information being conveyed nonlocally. Your question is: Is this new? If we have in mind 
nonlocalness as a philosophical idea – with no demands on empirical evidence attached –, the 
answer is: Certainly not. I tried to look it up in the medieval philosopher Averroes (Ibn 
Rushd; 1126-1198). I did not succeed. But I found something in the writings of a later 
adversary of his: Marcantonio Genua (1491-1563), a Renaissance Aristotelian, differentiates 
between the cogitative soul and the intellective soul. The intellective soul is said to be 
nonlocal (divine), while the cogitative soul assembles individual feelings and bits of know-
ledge in our local and temporal world. This pair echoes our former pair of enfolded and 
unfolded brain. In general, it is stunning to see so many of the hard-won insights into the 
ZPF-theory anticipated, in crude fashion - it is true, by theories more than a thousand years 
old9. 
 
AW 5: You say on p. 9 of the Tractatus (and elsewhere) that everything comes down to 
waves. Does that mean that researchers in quantitative semiotics and linguistics should be 
looking more to the mathematics of waves to underpin their models of things like textual 
structures and cultural evolution, or does this only apply to their physical/cosmological level? 
 
WK 5: Perhaps the analogy to what is going on in physics might be of help. I think every 
physicist knows that in principle everything that exists (and per extensionem: every branch of 
physics) should be based on the quantum view. But in most cases of physicists' interests, an 
"exact" quantum version of what is under scrutiny would not only be very cumbersome, it 
could be impossible, if superfluous. The one thing that is possible and desirable, is that every 
physicist should have in the back of his mind what quantum theory could mean for his 
problem. Similar things obtain for physics and all other sciences with regard to ZPF: they 
should have in the back of their minds how a ZPF-view of things would affect their phen-
omenological view of things. But then, the wave-formats and wave-theories concerning the 

                                                 
5 Cf. Tractatus: 102 ff. 
6 Our fundamental structure for healing is echoed in deep structures of the cosmos: 
 

intention 
 

 
torsiontransverse? 

 
II*E*E 

"meaning" 
Myth 

 
Vorstellung 

 
attention 

 

 
   scalar1scalar2 

 
II*I 

tuning in: 
Ritual 

 
Wille 

I: Distant Action II: Waves III: 
Energy/Inform. 

IV : Culture V: 
Schopenhauer 

"Wille" (cathexis) is Schopenhauer's idea of participantship, with "Vorstellung" representing 
observership. 
This fundamental interactive dualism recurs in many disguises on all levels of the New Philosophy. 
Cf., on the fundamental importance of the cultural relationship Ritual:Myth: Koch (1986, 1989). 
7 Quanta behave in a nonlocal way. Nonlocality thus is ubiquitous: F.David Peat (1997). 
8 Cf. the brilliant researcher Dean Radin (1997). 
9 The concept of Akasha (cZPF), for example, is at least 5,000 years old. 
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quantum view are still in the process of being elaborated on. Such difficulties beset a fortiori 
the little known world of ZPF waves. However, my answer to your question should be: in 
principle all sciences should permanently become interested in the wave-view of seemingly 
stable (frozen) forms and structure. And I think mathematical linguistics could be in the 
avant-garde of such a perspective. 
 
Addition to "AW 5" by AW: I was thinking in particular of things like Hřebíček's (2000) 
work, which makes use of notions from hydrology (cf. also the review by Altmann, 2002), 
and techniques like Recurrence Quantification Analysis, which are used for analysing more 
traditional wave-forms in ECG, EEG, and oceanography, as well as for text analysis (Webber 
& Zbilut, 2005). 
 
WK to "Addition": Unfortunately, I am less than a poor mathematician. But I am sure that 
the more we become able to translate familiar structures into their underlying wave forms, the 
more fascinating this new field of comparing disparate world-units becomes, and our 
knowledge of ZPF will improve in the process. 
 
AW 6: The theologian and philosopher Bernard Lonergan once said that "Meaning is 
constitutive not only of communication but also of the human being … meaning constitutes 
the significant or important part of human living." However, although it certainly belongs to 
the realm of semiotics, I noticed that there was no index entry for "meaning" as such in the 
Tractatus. How does "meaning" fit into your theory? 
 
WK 6: When a student, I admired the work of your countrymen Ogden and Richards. I do not 
remember whether or not they included in their long essay on the "Meaning of Meaning" 
what, to my mind, is the widest extension of the original linguistic usage of "meaning" (the 
sememe of a lexeme), namely, the "meaning of life". This widest extension seems indeed to 
be included in Lonergan's remark and in our German "Sinn des Lebens"10. Linguistic usage 
often equates "meaning" with Saussure's signifié. Especially semioticians extended this 
lexical usage to anything connected with what they termed significatum and denotatum. It 
seems as if half of the cosmos and what it implies had semiotic "meaning", the rest being 
signifiant or the material sign. Both the technical (restricted) and the wide-ranging (philoso-
phical) uses trigger a "feeling" within us. In case of doubt, "meaning" is more important than 
other points of view. I admit to being no exception to this "feeling". Although being the more 
elusive part of everything, "meaning" covers those structures that can make us feel at home: 
when reading a book or studying the cosmos. Perhaps, I did not mention the term explicitly 
because in this context it might have seemed trivial to consider it. Still, as I see it, there is a 
link between our interest in the meaning of a particular word and the meaning of a particular 
occurrence of "ZPF" within the New Philosophy. The world and our models of it can only be 
focussed as parts, whatever their size. When we ask for the (ulterior) meaning of it, we often 
become soon satisfied when supplied with the wider energetical/informational ("evolutionary" 
etc.) context of it. I myself feel at home in the universe when I watch a kobold maki (a 
prosimian living on Sulawesi). I conjure up all the different evolutionary miracles that I can 
think of and that unite myself with that creature. It makes me proud of existence and of 
having this creature as an often neglected mate. In brief, the "meaning of life" for me is the 
thirst for experiencing ever new pieces of coherence in the apparent helter-welter of 
differentiated "facts". Meaning as coherence is the whole (gigantic) rest of the world which 
my focussed something fits in with. This is a reward for any honest and sensitive contribution 

                                                 
10 Fehige, Meggle and Wessels (2000). 
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to one's own and other people's consciousness. I think it does not matter where excactly a 
particular picture of coherence provisionally comes to an end. It is coherence or "Sinn" as 
such which paves the way to metaphysical contentment. The main thing is that we can be 
convinced that our hypothesis for cognition is fertile and that it makes our picture of co-
herence grow like a particular super-bio-macromolecule has grown (from tiny atoms and 
individual molecules) and may grow further step by step. As to the New Philosophy, it adds to 
our already phantastic world-picture drawn up by highly competent sciences a fascinating 
new dimension of "Meaning". And our ensuing enthusiasm as a researcher or as a human 
being, any type of enthusiasm, makes us intimately connect (cohere) with the Cohabiting 
Zero-Point Field. In other words, we are connected to ZPF not only when studying it, or using 
it as a healer, but also at any occasion which fills us with elation, joy, thankfulness, or love. 
         It occurs to me as an afterthought that I forgot to mention a concept whose model-bound 
importance should have entered into a proper answer to your question. "Meaning" in whatever 
sense is not the same as, but intimately connected to, what I term "information". And crudely, 
"information" in the Megaverse sense is again half of everything. A good start for pondering 
the implications of Information (I) would be my formula on p.10 of the Tractatus 
(P=prehension, M = Motion (waves)):   

P = I * M * E. 
 

Prehension ("grasping") is the smallest and also the widest occurrence of anything. It is 
constituted by the dynamic interplay (via waves) of different portions of Information and of 
Energy. On any level. 
                                                       

*** 
 
In conclusion, a few "follow-on questions" by AW: 
 
AW Ad "WK 2": You have talked in fairly abstract terms about a New Semiotics, a New 
Noetics, and a "ZPF view" of semiotic objects. Can you perhaps give an example of what a 
"ZPF view" on a semiotic or linguistic object/problem might look like? I am just trying to 
grasp the implications of the theory for someone working at the more concrete end of 
semiotic or linguistic analysis. 
 
WK Ad "WK 2": It is difficult to select a "representative" example for the influx of ZPF into 
our everyday world and, thereby, also into our scientific view of things. ZPF literally con-
cerns everything. And you have to make a real effort to start applying the view-point some-
where. Our scientific conceptual framework relies on relationships which you think you can 
easily perceive or "measure". Semiotics, linguistics etc. build on models (e.g. of the « sign ») 
that pertain to what a special sort of observer sees11. It relies on a set of structures of logic, 
ontology, mathematics etc. An observer is wont to see the material (energetic) world. Access 
to the informational world is already fairly difficult. And access to ZPF is even more 
"elusive". Certain observer techniques may afford access to ZPF, but it's the extreme situ-
ations ("peak experiences") of the participant (enthusiasm, despair, love, extreme eagerness, 
emotional purposefulness etc.) that render immediate access to ZPF both necessary and 
possible. The participant more often uses the limbic system than he uses the cortex. We have 
not yet been excessively interested in the wave structures (and macroscopic derivatives such 
as behavioural rhythms of all kinds) of both the observational (informational) and particip-
                                                 
11 The semiotic sign consists of sign, representamen, and interpretant. All three units arise from a point 
of view that makes no difference between observer and participant. Cf. Nöth (1990, p. 42 f.). 
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atory (energetical) wave patterns and their interplay12. "Concretely", we should become 
interested in tremendously refining and detailing what semioticians call the "pragmatic" 
dimension of signs. Everything the positivism of the past century had outlawed will become a 
pressing need for analysis: the emotional, the extra-sensory, the metaphysical. The relation-
ship (correlation) between intelligence, language, emotional satisfaction and equilibrium will 
come into focus. Social and semiotic structures will become more closely evaluated before the 
backdrop of a deepening knowledge of physical and metaphysical (ZPF) communication lines 
within and outside our bodies. A systems theorist may become interested in the synergism 
between 'cold-blooded' logic and positive emotion. – I suspect all of this may not sound 
"concrete" enough. But very concrete examples (the rewards in reanalysing "magic", 
"religion", the persuasive component in linguistic units etc.etc.) are isolates and may deflect 
our attention from the principled need for readjusting our world view. Everything that has 
interested us in the past will more or less remain interesting, only with a new perspective. 
 
AW Ad "WK 4": Derek Gatherer (1998) recast the non-local "intellective soul" in a very 
materialistic – almost behaviouristic – way, equating it with Dawkins's "meme pool" and 
Popper's "World 3". But it seems, from what you are saying, that you see it rather differently, 
as a source of information that can be accessed directly during non-ordinary states of con-
sciousness. What implications does this have for semiotics? I am thinking perhaps of things 
like the archetypal figures of Jung's collective unconscious, and their associated symbols, 
whose origins are hotly disputed. 
 
WK Ad "WK 4": The cZPF is related to Rupert Sheldrake's "Morphogenetic Fields" or 
Ervin Laszlo's "Akashic Field"13. Information is deposited into, or retrieved from, this Field. 
We do not know all the possible avenues of access, but one is, as you said, an extra-ordinary 
wave-tuning of our brains. (Dawkins's and Popper's valuable ideas seem to refer to more 
ordinary processes of the brain – at least as far as the net result visible to our rational eyes is 
concerned.) Anthropology, Semiotics and Linguistics – when reconstructing origins – almost 
invariably have a monogenetical bent in their explanations. They underrate polygenesis 
(mutually independent geneses of the same thing: language, writing, wheel etc.). Indeed, 
polygenesis might be more frequent than we have hitherto suspected. Polygenesis (also in 
biology: mimickry etc.) is facilitated by cZPF, which encircles life-forms like a halo or atom-
sphere, providing inFORMational help, if it is needed. And in humankind's thesaurus of 
Jungian and other archetypes, there are wide-spread forms part of which may have been 
spread like rumours, others engendered polygenetically at different places and times. Similar 
things might hold for greater cultural convergencies ("Zeitgeist"): they may be partly due to 
conscious tradition, partly be "in the air" (cZPF). One of the future tasks of evolutionary 
semiotics will be to trace more exactly the "migrations" of living beings, language and 
cultural artefacts and ideas. They all have different paces and wave forms. 
 
AW Ad "WK 6": When you wrote about poetry some years ago (in Koch, 1993, pp.173-
174), you introduced the idea of a "metaphysical focus" and gave examples like "the sun 
shining on meadows" and "wandering barefoot through city streets". I must admit that I didn't 
quite get what you were saying at the time, i.e., what the "common denominator" was be-
tween the different examples, but it seems to me now that it links very closely with what you 

                                                 
12 On all levels there is an as yet unfathomable interplay between scalar and transverse waves (e.g. on 
the level of the DNA: interplay between phonons and photons). 
13 Sheldrake (1988), Laszlo (2004). 
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have just said about meaning as"structures that can make us feel at home". Would that be a 
fair summary? 
 
WK Ad "WK 6": I have not thought of this "rapprochement" before. But I think your 
intuition is absolutely to be trusted. When I come to think of it, your idea unleashes a series of 
triads: "meaning" in the widest sense has to do with metaphysics in its most unassuming form: 
what I call the prosphoric phase (the phase in thinking and feeling that calls your attention to 
an object) (and sun shining on the meadows does belong to the prosphoric phase). The 
"problematic" phase (diaphoric phase) in metaphysics deals more directly with the deepest 
core: the dilemma between "Life and Death". In the solution-phase (symphoric phase), 
humankind, philosophy, poetry, everyday thoughts of every kind have produced millions of 
different types of "comfort", "ways-out", "synthesis" (what I call "tertia mediationis"), which 
culminated in such figures as the "Venus of Willendorf" or "Jesus Christ". All phases make 
up the metaphysical focus. But the prosphoric "feeling-at-home" focus – as you might call it – 
is especially attractive, since it tunes us in – slowly and homeopathically – to a benevolent 
background even for harsher problems (next phases) to come. Looking at beautiful landscapes 
(not only hearing about them in poetry) obviously serves to trigger within us wave packets 
which gradually make us glide unto waves of the cZPF. Thus we get the following propor-
tions (all phases grant a specific access to ZPF, the prosphoric phase being the great initiator 
of access-processes): 
 
 

Symphory 
Tertium quid: 

immortal human 
 

 
 

Meta-Physicalness 

 
 

Myth 

 
 
        INTENTION 

Visualization of 
desired outcome 

 
Diaphory 

Immortality vs. 
mortality 

God vs. humans 

 
     Meta-Lingualness 

 
Ritual 

 
ACT OF 

REMOTE HEALING 

 
Prosphory 

Sun shining on the 
meadows 

 
 

 
Meta-Aestheticalness 

 
 

Symbol 

 
 
      ATTENTION 
         Tuning into ZPF 

Phases of 
Metaphysical Focus 

Modes of Poetical 
Focus14 

Strata of Culture Phases of Remote 
Healing 

Fig.2: Triads Granting Access to cZPF 

                                                 
14 The theory of poeticalness (Jakobson, 1960) had two modes: (aesthetic) recurrence and (stylistic) 
metalingualness. I proposed a third mode of poeticalness (the most important one): (informational) 
metaphysicalness (Koch 1966; 1983; 1993). Aside from three modes, each mode has three phases: 
prosphory, diaphory, and symphory. There are, then, nine formal indices for degrees of poeticalness. 
These criteria are evolutionary deep structures and therefore universal. 
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Metaphors of beauty in British women's fashion 

magazines 
 

Zoe McCullagh-George 
 

Abstract 
The aim of this study was to uncover the concepts and presuppositions underlying the represent-
ation of beauty in British women's fashion magazines. This was done by analysing metaphors, 
which play an important part in a culture's understanding of certain concepts. Ten beauty articles, 
taken from the five fashion magazines Bliss, Glamour, Grazia, Look and More, were analysed and 
their metaphors categorised. The findings show that a woman's relationship with her body is often 
portrayed as similar to a parent-child relationship; she has to care for it, keep it healthy, encourage 
its improvement and also keep it 'under control'. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Every week, shelves across the world are stacked with bright, glossy paper, covered with eye-
grabbing headlines and head-turning images designed to seize a reader's attention. These 
magazines have one sole purpose – to sell. They sell sex, they sell knowledge, they sell 
secrets, and, most of all, they sell beauty. One of the most prolific genres of this medium is 
the 'woman's magazine'.  

Women's magazines are filled with gossip, tips and friendly writing. They presuppose 
shared values and experiences, and claim to represent the "average" woman – her interests, 
her worries and her wants. To do this, the magazines' writers must codify the "average" wo-
man and through doing so they formulate a template of what is, and what should be, 
"average".  

This investigation attempts to uncover some of the concepts that the typical woman's 
magazine uses to express the beauty desires and behaviours of this template. According to 
Johnson and Lakoff (2003), many of our conceptual systems are metaphorical: metaphor en-
ables us to define and process both abstract and concrete ideas, and beauty is a rare concept 
that arguably encapsulates both. Generally, beauty is considered a physical attribute, but not 
all of its features are universal.  

Therefore, an analysis of metaphor should improve the current understanding of how 
beauty is considered and discussed. As Koch (2009, pp. 104-106) argues "metonymy and 
metaphor are considered to be the mainstay of figurative speech and the basis for creative 
thinking." They encapsulate the concepts by which we live (Koch, 1990, p. 211). 

Women, beauty and power have had a complicated bond for centuries. The weaker 
strength of the female body has often been translated into a physical inferiority, which is then 
"naturalized into specific social and cultural contexts" such as a weakness of mind, a weak-
ness of will and a lack of self-control (Kurz and Whitehead, 2008, p. 345). Women, therefore, 
have been denied male forms of power such as land, money, or even violence. All that 
remains for them to bargain with is beauty: 

"feminine 'power' has primarily been constructed through the acquisition of aesthetic 
beauty and the female body is rendered a social text that is to be viewed, judged and 
evaluated by men" (Kurz and Whitehead, 2008, p. 345). 
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Kurz and Whitehead (2008, p. 345) claim that the ideal female body is "founded on 
appearing small, petite, frail, submissive or otherwise non-threatening" and that the media, 
especially women's magazines, show a female form that "conforms to certain culturally 
defined expectations, the most ubiquitous of which being an absence of fat" (Kurz and 
Whitehead, 2008, p. 345)  

On the last point there may be some contention. Atiyeh and Hayek (2007, p. 209) 
argued: 

 
"In contemporary society, the media are largely responsible for providing universal 
yardsticks against which individual faces and body shapes are measured. It appears that 
youth and symmetry are the most highly prized attributes of beauty"  

 
Nevertheless, the two do agree that it is mainly the media that perpetuate these attributes. 
Discussing the international women's magazine 'Cosmopolitan', Machin and Thornborrow 
(2003, p. 454) claim what the brand sells "are not magazines, but independence, power and 
fun".  

Women's magazines provide information on fashion and beauty. Due to this they claim 
power over their readers by declaring themselves an authority on such matters, forming a 
conduit between the 'beauty world' and the average woman. However, with only a limited 
amount of space, they must decide which out of the many messages surrounding this contro-
versial topic to deliver to their readers.   

It is the complex relationship between the beauty world, the magazine and its readers 
that leads to what Moeran (2006, p. 727) describes as: 

 
"a schizophrenic structure of magazine contents, in which the 'purely' cultural can only 
with difficulty be disengaged from the surrounding sales pitch for fashion, cosmetics 
and related commodities".  
 
Looking into the past, it is possible to see where this relationship between reader, maga-

zine and the ideal began to emerge. Auerbach (1997) investigated the changes occurring in 
women's magazines during the mid-nineteenth century, when they transformed from the 
'Romantic fiction-dominated' magazines of the 1830s to a 'more practical and political' ap-
proach in the 1860s. These new magazine contents included "monthly features on literature 
and the arts, a section of practical household tips, and a page of letters from its readers with 
editorial responses" (Auerbach, 1997, p 121). Though still a long way from the magazines of 
today, this represents a shift towards a more consumerist approach –  magazines selling 
values, taste and norms as products that can be found within their pages. 
 The wave of female empowerment during the 1960s and 1970s helped shift the focus of 
women's magazines away from the domestic. The new 'fun, fearless female' that is depicted in 
the magazine Cosmopolitan (or 'Cosmo') debuted in 1972 (Machin and Thornborrow, 2003). 
Women in magazines became sexual beings, daring and in control. This theme has continued 
up to present day, although, often the sexual acts described in magazines still conform to 
traditional sex roles and in Cosmopolitan 'transgressive' acts are mostly restricted to three 
types: sex with a stranger, domination and oral sex (Machin and Thornborrow, 2003, p. 12). 
 The goal of the woman's magazine is not esotericism but generality. This limits how far 
they can stray from the stereotype without the fear of disinteresting, or even alienating, some 
of their readers. Eggins and Idema (1997) believe that, in women's magazines, gender is the 
only real identity, which should allow them to create a world wherein political, racial or social 
differences do not apply.  
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 Unfortunately, things are not so clear-cut. For example, they tend to target white women 
more, as can be seen in their interest in tanning – a beauty practice less applicable to women 
with dark skin. The magazine world is also apparently free from sexual differences. Machin 
and Thornborrow's (2003) investigation discovered only a traditional heterosexual orientation 
in Cosmopolitan, and this is a trend throughout most women's magazines. This rigid sexuality 
ties in with the stereotypical 'ideal' woman created by magazines to sell to their readers and, 
for the majority of women, it still creates an inclusive fantasy world in which they can 
indulge.  
 Machin and Thornborrow (2003, p. 455) believe that this fantasy allows some distanc-
ing from the reader, which can produce: 
 

"a greater genericity and hence greater potential for adaptation to a range of local 
circumstances and for application to a range of real-life practices. In other words, they 
provide models which are not meant to be followed literally, but only 'in spirit'." 

 
This does not mean that magazines cannot affect the self-image and self-respect of their 
readers. Aubrey (2010) discovered that women who read articles encouraging healthy living 
for the sake of looking good felt more body shame and a motivation to exercise than women 
who read similar articles encouraging healthy living for feeling good. This is important as she 
also found that fitness magazines were just as likely (and, in some instances, were more 
likely) to include appearance-frame articles as to include health-frame articles, despite being 
designed to promote health and healthy living options. In fashion magazines there is probably 
an even greater number of these appearance frames, as that is their primary focus.  

Kurz and Whitehead (2008, p. 348) too believe that women's magazines have a poten-
tially powerful role. Discussing discourses of weight, particularly those on obesity and ano-
rexia, they reason that:  

 
"these magazines, designed for and aimed at a female readership, may not only pro-
scribe 'standards' of femininity, but also send conflicting messages regarding these two 
deviant states. It could then be argued that these messages work to trap readers in a state 
of confusion and dissatisfaction with their bodies by continually renegotiating the 
discursive constructions of 'too fat' and 'too thin'". 
 
There are many studies that show evidence for this connection between women's 

magazines and decreased body satisfaction; Irving (1990), Hamilton and Turner (1997), and 
Camerson and Ferraro (2004) are just a few. However, this does not mean that all studies have 
shown the same. Crane and Knobloch-Westerwick (2011) published a study in which many 
participants were found to have an improved body satisfaction after reading beauty articles. 
However, these participants were also prone to dieting behaviours such as skipping meals or 
cutting carbohydrates. Crane and Knobloch-Westerwick (2011) suggest that the satisfaction 
these women felt was only temporary, that they receive a burst of inspiration from magazines, 
but that their body satisfaction will decrease again when diets or healthy living regimes either 
fail or do not give satisfactory results.  

Jefferies (2007) investigated the language in women's magazines in an attempt to un-
cover what messages their readers may be inferring from them. She reports that it is indirect-
ness that "can be seen as helping to naturalize certain ideologies relating to the female body" 
(Jefferies, 2007, p. 129). These ideologies she later identifies as being "ever-youthful, slim, 
even after producing babies, functionally able to reproduce, and ideally has large breasts … 
expected to behave heterosexually and have white skin" (Jefferies, 2007, p. 150). These last 
two she claims are "so deeply embedded in the ideology of these magazines that they only 
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crop up in this implicit functioning of assuming and implying" (Jefferies, 2007, p.150). Here 
"assuming and implying" represent the linguistic notions of presupposition and implicature 
respectively and are described as strategies which may communicate meanings to their reader 
"at a relatively subconscious level"(Jefferies, 2007, p. 129).  

The Lacanian interpretation that the unconscious is situated in language and discourse 
(Arnaud and Vanheule, 2007, p. 360) suggests that language can reveal and influence a per-
son's subconscious perceptions and interpretations of a situation or concept. Therefore, the 
ideologies represented in these magazines likely reflect the ideologies that shape our culture, 
although, as Jefferies (2007, p. 2) states, the individual reader has the ability to resist these 
ideologies. 

According to Johnson and Lakoff (2003), language follows the same conceptual system 
used in both thinking and acting, a system which is largely metaphorical. If language has 
influence over both the conscious and unconscious mind, then metaphor too must play an 
important part in the comprehension of a culture's concepts.  

This may be particularly true of beauty, a concept that is trapped between concrete and 
abstract, particularly when related to the body. While some claim that beauty is arbitrary, 
changing from individual to individual, culture to culture, society to society, there are others 
who argue that certain characteristics, measurements and ratios are universally attractive 
(Atiyeh and Hayek, 2008, p. 210). Due to this ambiguity, this study expects to find a wide 
variety of metaphors for communicating what magazines believe are the features and practises 
of beauty.  

 
 

Data and Method 
 
This study is a preliminary investigation into the use of metaphor in beauty articles in an 
attempt to create some foundations for further study into this area. It will use a single issue of 
each of five popular magazines targeted at a variety of audiences. Although this is a small 
sample of the vast range of women's magazines, it will begin to construct an understanding of 
the underlying concepts of beauty in these magazines. Bliss appears to be aimed at teenage 
readers, targeting girls who have begun to develop a sense of what an adult woman is and 
should be. Look and More! are magazines that seem directed at adult women of a lower socio-
economic background as they promote high street brands, whereas Grazia and Glamour seem 
more focused towards women from a higher socio-economic background, often promoting 
expensive brands and designers.  

Two beauty articles were taken at random from each magazine. The beauty articles from 
the magazine Bliss, "Get Ready, Get Set, Go!" (December, 2010: 70-71) and "Precious 
metals" (December, 2010: 73-75) are both focused on applying make-up. One of the Grazia 
beauty articles details cosmetic procedures: "Make ours… a Midi!" (8, November, 2010: 114-
146), and the other, hairstyles: "Make It Minimal" (8, November. 2010: 41-44). The Glamour 
articles focused on cosmetics, "Beauty with POW!" (February, 2011: 242-249) and anti-
aging, "Bye bye, wrinkles…"(February, 2011: 273-274)  .  The articles from Look focused on 
beauty products "Bye-Bye, Bad Beauty Habits" (21 February, 2011: 37-39) and body image, 
"Glee's Lea: The OBSESSION Tearing Her Apart" (21 February, 2011: 62-63), whilst More! 
had "High Street Wonder Products" (8, November, 2010: 67-68), and "How to Change Your 
Make-Up for Winter"(8, November, 2010: 108), both of which discussed cosmetics.  

The metaphors found in these articles were numbered (see Appendix 1-5) and then 
categorised depending on the patterns that were found. These categories were not pre-deter-
mined as it was felt better to allow patterns to form and be revealed naturally rather than 
potentially imposing any bias. Each category was then examined further for any recurring 
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presuppositions and implications, which would begin to expose the concepts associated with 
beauty that are communicated by women's fashion magazines.  
 
 

Analysis 
 
The analysis of the ten articles revealed a total of 220 metaphors. Those that could were 
placed into the following categories: 
 
 Personification – metaphors in which inanimate objects are given human traits and 

behaviours. 
 Improve – metaphors that relate to building or home improvements. 
 Light – metaphors that relate to light 
 Struggle – metaphors that relate to battle and competition 
 Grace – metaphors that relate to ease and softness 
 Synaesthesia – metaphors in which one sense is attributed descriptions that relate to 

another. 
 Attraction – metaphors that relate to attraction  
 Magic – metaphors that relate to the supernatural or magical 
 Space – metaphors in which areas, real and hypothetical, are described as separate from 

the real world. 
 

As can be seen in Table 1 and Figure 1 there were only a small number of examples 
that could be grouped under Grace, Synaesthesia, Space, Magic and Attraction. Consequently, 
there was very little in the way of recurring themes or sub-categories, so the implications and 
presuppositions that could be identified in these cases lacked cohesiveness. Furthermore, 
though many possible concepts could have been interpreted, they were too vague for an in-
depth analysis. Therefore, this study will focus on the categories with enough examples to 
determine any emerging patterns.  

 
Table 1: Number of Metaphors in Each Category for Each Magazine 

 
Metaphors More! Bliss Grazia Look Glamour Total 
Personification 4 6 4 11 12 37 
Improve 2 8 7 3 8 28 
Light 3 11 7 2 4 27 
Struggle 4 1 8 5 7 25 
Synaesthesia 2 5 3 0 3 13 
Grace 3 4 0 1 0 8 
Magic 1 1 2 3 1 8 
Space 2 3 2 0 1 8 
Attraction 2 2 1 0 0 5 
Other 6 18 16 6 11 58 
Total 29 59 50 31 47 219 
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Figure 1: Percent of Total of Metaphors in Each Category 

Personification 
 
Personification is one of the key ways humans can understand and communicate abstract 
concepts, and their abundance here suggests a strong link between beauty and the abstract. 
One target domain of personification was the beauty products the magazines were promoting. 
These products are constructed as intelligent temptresses actively drawing in women, pro-
mising to give intense and dramatic results. From this perspective, women are almost help-
lessly caught by these seductive products, therefore, implying that, should a woman buy any 
of these products, she should be released from blame. Moreover, using promising in place of 
claiming or declaring allows for a more subtle sell. It gives the impression of sincerity and 
assurance. Below are some examples of this phenomenon: 
 

"the make-up range continues to seduce us" (More – 12) 
"promises dramatic results" (Grazia – 30) 

 
Using adjectives such as dramatic and intense links with an idea of theatricality and excess, 
though, in this case, it seems to translate into 'big' or 'obvious' effects.  The presupposition 
here is that the reader needs 'dramatic' results, that every line and wrinkle, every blemish, 
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needs to be completely erased. This point is supported by Giard and Guitton (2010, p. 1749), 
who identify 'attractive skin' as "smooth, uniform, without alterations" and Mazur (1986, p. 
283), who links attractive skin with being "smooth and unblemished". It could also be inferred 
from the stress on the product's success that this product is better than similar products, 
producing the best and most noticeable results, whilst being able to hide behind as vague and 
unquantifiable a term as 'dramatic'. 

However, metaphors that had product-based target domains were eclipsed by those 
that had body-based ones. Parts of the human body become dismembered from the rest and 
are given minds and feelings of its own that the women are expected to nurture: 

 
"your skin needs a little perking up" (Bliss – 36) 
"skin is congested from sunscreen" (Grazia – 35) 
"Give your nails a facial" (Look – 2) 
"take your hair to rehab" (Look – 7) 
"contented skin" (Glamour – 34) 
"a skin-happy night out" (Glamour – 44) 
 
As is suggested by the examples above, skin was a common target domain, possibly as 

many of the articles pay extensive attention to the skin and 'complexion'. Weight may be the 
most contested and well-documented topic, featuring as the predominant issue in much of the 
discourse on the female body and beauty, such as Atiyeh and Hayek (2008), Kurz and 
Whitehead (2008), Mazur (1986), and Wolf (1991/2002), but skin gets equal if not more 
attention by those peddling beauty. Fink et al. (2011, p. 127) claim that the frequency of lines 
and wrinkles, unevenness, discoloration and a decrease in light reflection are all considered 
less attractive traits because they are linked with aging. Blemishes, acne, wrinkles, stretch 
marks, scars, dry patches, and even freckles stand in the way of the flawless skin marketed by 
an extensive variety of beauty products.  

The metaphors in the articles studied show a strong trend towards the personification 
of skin through emotion. The message is that, by using the products suggested, skin will be 
'happier', the implication being that not using them will make skin 'sad', or 'angry'. Therefore, 
blemishes and other skin problems become the fault of the women; she is not caring for her 
skin correctly, and by not fulfilling its needs, these problems arise. This urges women to 
spend a large amount of time and money on creating a flawless complexion that is ultimately 
unattainable. 

To a lesser extent, this discourse has been extended to hair and nails, examples of which 
can be seen below: 

 
"nail abuse" (Look – 4) 
"these nail saviours" (Look – 6) 
"GHD abuse" (Look – 8) 
"hair-savers" (Look – 10) 

 
As these metaphors occurred in only one magazine of the five studied, a larger study would 
be needed to study the extent of the trend, but there seemed to be a theme of 'abuse' running 
through these metaphors, with the abuser as the woman who uses beauty products. So while 
magazines encourage women to use products and equipment to enhance their beauty, women 
are also chided for 'abusing' themselves. These parts then need saving from this mistreatment 
by yet more products. 
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Improve 
 
Metaphors that referred to improvement or enhancement were the second largest category 
across the magazines. They construct the human form as a building project. Bodies need to be 
lifted, built up and tweaked; they are incomplete bases that need to be developed and honed: 
 

"set your base with a professional finish" – (More – 5) 
"building up more colour" – (Bliss – 42) 
"to sculpt and warm up your face" – (Grazia – 48) 
"to contour her already amazing figure" (Look – 31) 
"it's the perfect frame for strong make-up" – (Glamour – 7) 
 

Furthermore, there is an idea that the body can be smoothed. Similar to applying plaster 
to a cracked wall, anti-aging creams and treatments can smooth out lines and wrinkles, 
returning the woman to a younger state and so propagating the idea that aging is undesirable 
and should be defied (Fink et al., 2011). Youth becomes the ideal, striven for, held on to, and 
women learn to fear the never-ending march of time: 

 
"smooths wrinkles" (Grazia – 28) 
"skin is smoothed" (Glamour – 47) 
 

Overall, this strongly implies that the female body in its natural state is imperfect and 
that it needs augmenting in order to become beautiful and attractive. Through this logic, 
make-up then becomes a necessity, required not for a woman to look 'her best', but to actually 
be complete. 
 
Light 
 
Light metaphors are a frequent way to communicate GOOD. Fictional characters who are 'on 
the side of the light' are often the heroes, with morals and behaviours that fit into the desired 
parameters of the contemporary society of their audience and fictional world. For example, in 
the case of old Western movies, the good characters always wore white hats to represent this 
affiliation with good (Rabinowitz, 1996, p. 14). Understanding and truth are also often associ-
ated with light, such as in the example "to see the light" (Goatly, 1997, p. 54) and "a glimmer 
at the end of the tunnel" is a metaphor used to describe hope. 

However, light metaphors do not only apply to truth or hope or to a person's good 
nature. The articles that were studied showed that a large portion of metaphors using LIGHT as 
a source domain were dedicated to the ameliorating effects of beauty products, for example:  

 
"perfect for illuminating tired or hungover eyes" (More – 9) 
"give you a healthy glow" (Bliss – 5) 
"your time to shine" (Bliss – 27) 
"midi laser will restore your youthful glow (Grazia – 1) 
"you'll be glossy and smooth" (Look – 11) 
"brightens and soothes your skin" (Glamour – 49) 
 

The most common target domain of LIGHT metaphors was skin. In every magazine, the 
emphasis was on 'glowing' skin and healthy tans: 
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"an enviable glow without the tell-tale biscuit smell" (More –10) 
"a natural-looking glow"  (Bliss – 38) 
"a sun-kissed  glow" (Grazia – 19) 
"leaves you glowing" (Look – 20) 
"with glowing skin" (Glamour – 35) 
 

Altogether, glow was used a metaphor eight times, and in each instance, it referred to 
tanned skin. Although tanning results in a darkening of the skin, by representing it through 
light metaphors, it fits better into the concept of beauty and desirable traits, as well as into our 
cultural linguistic associations of light and dark.  

By extension of this metaphor, skin can also become dull (Grazia - 29) or faded 
(Grazia - 20), both descriptions sounding lacklustre and wanting. This reinforces the implic-
ation that pale skin is undesirable and that tanned is the preferred state to which all women 
aspire. This suggestion is supported by Fiala et al. (1997, p. 950) who found that people 
"reported a positive attitude to skin tan" and even that they "exposed themselves to the sun 
without adequate protection or screening" in the pursuit of it. Therefore, for a female reader to 
be able to identify as a part of this group, she too must desire the same.  
 
Struggle 
 
The largest sub-category within struggle metaphors used the source domain of ATTACK. There 
were thirteen such metaphors, over half of the total category count. Some examples are: 
 

"for fighting wrinkles" (More – 29) 
"to destroy fat" (Grazia – 2) 
"the laser can tackle aging pigmentation" (Grazia – 17) 
"Time to kick those beauty no-nos" (Look – 1) 
"cut all meat and dairy out of her diet" (Look – 27) 
"attacks congestion" (Glamour – 32) 
"combating excess oil and dryness" (Glamour – 37) 
 

In ten out of thirteen ATTACK metaphors, the woman is described as actively battling 
against features identified as unattractive. Predominantly, these were fat and aging, but they 
also included imperfect skin. The airbrushed images that accompany many of these articles 
give what Crane and Knobloch-Westerwick (2010) suggest is an impression of a false, 
achievable flawlessness, encouraging a temporary increase in a reader's body satisfaction. 
However any attempts to actually attain it would be ultimately doomed to failure: a woman 
may be able to lose weight but aging is impossible to defeat, and yet it is the imperfections 
associated with age that are often considered the least attractive (Fink et al., 2011).  

In comparison to the large number of ATTACK metaphors, there were very few DEFENCE 
metaphors; just two in all ten articles: 

 
"fighting off the excess oil" (More – 23) 
"protect against environmental damage" (Glamour – 26) 
 

Furthermore, out of the two, only one is passively toned, protect, whilst the other de-
scribes taking an active attitude towards the defence of your body.  This only reinforces the 
presupposition behind the attack metaphors that a woman must be vigorous in her battle for 
beauty and that she must be obsessive in her attention to detail in order to achieve perfection. 
A woman does not stop eating meat and dairy: she cuts it from her diet (Look – 27). It is not 
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time to reduce those lines and wrinkles: it is time to tackle them (Glamour – 39).  
The use of this language may try to recreate a similar effect to the struggle language 

found in cancer discourses, which Seale (2001, p. 325) claims is "inspirational and support-
ive". In the case of cancer discourses this would probably be interpreted as a positive effect, 
but in beauty articles it may be considered more restrictive. The reader is encouraged to strive 
to act and look the way that is prescribed by the woman's magazine. 

Sometimes the theme of struggle was even more direct. In the Grazia article on cosm-
etic procedures a common source domain was WAR, which built on the pre-existing concept 
of struggle: 

 
"reports from beauty's front line" (Grazia – 5) 
"scary scalpel territory" (Grazia – 9) 
 

Cosmetic surgery and procedures, though not quite faced with the same stigma they 
once were, are still considered extreme actions, and are certainly more expensive than the 
average beauty product. It may be that the source domain became more severe and more 
serious because the article's subject matter is also more severe and more serious. Moreover, 
although medical language, expert opinions, mitigating descriptions, and a down-play of any 
injury or pain attempt to veil it, in most cases cosmetic surgery is injurious to the recipient. In 
this respect, we are faced with the startling revelation that this article is advocating that 
women commit violence against their own bodies, not only in a metaphoric sense, but also in 
an actual physical sense. 

 
 

Discussion 
 
The relationship that is constructed by these magazine articles between a woman and her body 
is complex and contradictory. On the one hand, the woman is portrayed as the mother, and the 
body as her somewhat unruly child, that she must improve, take care of and take pride in. On 
the other, she is a warrior and her body the enemy whom she must subdue and conquer. In 
both constructions, the body, or at least its undesirable aspects, is treated almost as another 
entity. 

However, Machin and Thornborrow (2003) argue that the world presented in women's 
magazines is a fantasy. The products and designers may be real, but the 'ideal' reader whom 
these magazines address is fictitious, an imaginary heroine from whom readers can take in-
spiration and are urged to emulate, but who is still ultimately fabricated. Also, It is unlikely 
that these metaphors are sending women subconscious messages about how they should view 
their body. Rather, they seem to be reflecting (and reinforcing) the perceptions that society 
already has about the relationship between a woman and her body. 

Through these metaphors, the energy that women spend on the pursuit of beauty is 
normalised. If something must be attained through struggle, then it demands time, hard work 
and diligence. Weight watching, anti-aging treatments, daily cosmetics application, the 
billion-pound beauty industry and endless feelings of guilt, inadequacy and failure all become 
an accepted and assumed way of life. 

It could be argued that when something is normalised, it becomes trivialised: the an-
xieties and self-esteem issues of many women today become a part of life. Whilst it is im-
possible to say how an individual may react to these messages and conceptions, their potential 
damage to self-esteem, and the trivialisation of these feelings, may contribute to several ment-
al illnesses such as depression and anorexia. However, although women in contemporary 
society certainly feel a pressure to conform to the 'ideal' (Kurz and Whitehead, 2010 and 
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Wolf, 1991/2002), this does not mean that they are ruled by it.  
Although this investigation did try to include women's magazines that targeted audi-

ences from different ages and socio-economic backgrounds, a sample of ten articles from five 
magazines is miniscule compared to the range of titles available on the market. This means 
that the findings of this study cannot be immediately generalised to the entire women's mag-
azine industry. For instance, several sub-categories could be identified within the Personif-
ication, Improve, Light and Struggle type metaphors, but, because there were relatively few 
examples in each, it was impossible to sketch anything more than a brief outline of any under-
lying concepts. A deeper investigation may be able to expand on these sub-categories so that 
the most frequent and consistent concepts within beauty articles can be more reliably de-
termined. Another pitfall of the small sample size was that the other categories identified – 
Grace, Synaesthesia, Attraction, Space and Magic – had so few examples that some presup-
positions and implications may have been missed. 

A further issue that was given little focus in the analysis was the fact that many meta-
phors could potentially have been sorted into more than one category, and could certainly fit 
within the parameters of several subcategories. In an effort to remain concise and straight-
forward, these metaphors were simply placed in the category with which they seemed to have 
the greatest affiliation. However, by doing this, any enrichment these metaphors could have 
added to their secondary categories and any potential relationships between the categories will 
have been missed. 

However, if this investigation is considered as a preliminary hypothesis-generating step 
for further and deeper study of the subject, it still has some merit in discovering possible 
patterns that may emerge in the metaphors of beauty articles. For example, the Personific-
ation, Improve, Light and Struggle categories were all considerably larger than the others that 
were discovered, hinting at a possible domination across magazine titles, though a more 
thorough investigation would be needed to confirm this. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 
More!  
High Street Wonder Products 
1. a hot, new outfit 
2. a killer pair of heels 
3. a man-magnet lipgloss 
4. incredibly nourishing 
5. set your base with a professional finish 
6. their false lashes, which rival far more expensive brands 
7. new make-up range. Launched last month 
8. brighten up any dressing table 
9. perfect for illuminating tired or hungover eyes. 
10. an enviable glow without the tell-tale biscuit smell. 
11. spend enough time... in Topshop 
12. their make-up range continues to seduce us 
13. more!beauty desk [their emphasis] 
14. full and thick lashes in one quick sweep 
15. its edgy street style 

How to Change Your Make-Up for Winter 
16. not just your wardrobe that you need to update 
17. the season's make-up must-buys 
18. Take a break from falsies 
19. clever mascara 
20. silky consistency 
21. protecting them from the elements 
22. fighting off the excess oil 
23. velvety moisturising powder 
24. transform your winter skin for the better 
25. soothe irritated skin 
26. build up colour 
27. our sensitive skin saviour 
28. for fighting wrinkles 
29. Angelina-Jolie-style lips 

 
 
Appendix 2  
Bliss 
Get Ready, Get Set, Go! 
1. work some magic 
2. preen yourself 
3. the wardrobe department 
4. fast yet flawless look 
5. give you a healthy glow 
6. boost your confidence 
7. will instantly brighten your eyes 
8. a slick of lippy 
9. The clock's ticking  
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10. freshen up your hair 
11. You're chilling on the sofa 
12. your crush  
13. a cute, girlie twist 
14. define your eyes 
15. one sweeping movement 
16. dramatic peepers 
17. seem like ages to beautify yourself 
18. hottest styles 
19. grey nails are hot news too 
20. your lippy for touch-ups 
21. sweep a light dusting of blusher  
22. the apples of your cheeks 
23. try backcombing for extra oomph! 

Precious metals 
24. the party season 
25. just around the corner 
26. your time to shine 
27. dazzling part make-up 
28. can't beat plenty of sparkle 
29. the metallic look 
30. smoulder in silver 
31. a flawless finish 
32. play up your glamorous side 
33. apply your base 
34. your skin needs a little perking up 
35. choose an illuminating base 
36. a natural-looking glow 
37. Build up…on your eye 
38. a gentle, golden shimmer on your eye 
39. Load up a flat eyeshadow brush 
40. building up more colour 
41. an intense effect 
42. the apples of your cheeks 
43. a powerful pout 
44. dry, chapped skin can ruin the effect 
45. to lock in moisture 
46. gliding on your chosen gloss 
47. a wash of luscious colour 
48. a truly dazzling effect 
49. Smoulder in shimmering silvers 
50. heavy eye make up 
51. Smooth on [primer] 
52. Build up colour 
53. more intense the effect 
54. will further define your punk party look 
55. Tuck the wand under your lashes 
56. A little sheen applied to your cheeks 
57. an instant healthy glow  
58. the pearlised effect will reflect light giving off a radiant shimmer? 



ZOE McCULLAGH-GEORGE 
 

28 

59. Your gorgeous glimmering complexion 
 
 
Appendix 3 
Grazia 
Make ours a… Midi! 
1. Midi laser will restore your glow 
2. To destroy fat 
3. skirt-length of the season  
4. new raft of in-between 'tweakments' 
5. reports from beauty's front line 
6. scared of looking too done 
7. new non-surgical offerings  
8. scary scalpel territory 
9. won't look stretched, puffy or 'worked on' 
10. radio frequency waves introduced directly into the vein 
11. it's a new fat-busting treatment 
12. destroy fat on tummies 
13. show off the results on the beach next summer 
14. restore your youthful glow 
15. that means less downtime  
16. the laser can tackle aging pigmentation 
17. crepe-prone cleavage 
18. a sun-kissed glow 
19. your faded colour does mean this is the perfect time  
20. your new glowy skin will emerge 
21. you can cheat your way to firm skin 
22. for lifting love handles 
23. 'Pillow face' 
24. the curse of skin-plumping treatments 
25. causing a major buzz 
26. in the beauty world 
27. smooths wrinkles 
28. lift a dull complexion 
29. promises dramatic effects  
30. with less downtime 
31. leaves skin firm, clear bright and dewy 
32. Super Chemical Peel's magic ingredient 
33. which penetrates the skin deeply 
34. skin is congested from sunscreen 

Make It Minimal 
35. This season's clean, simple fashion separates 
36. struggling to pull them off 
37. pull them off 
38. channel you inner 'Céline' 
39. to rediscover the good old ponytail 
40. to slick back and smooth through 
41. a lift for your whole face 
42. freshen up their look 
43. Kate Moss was queen of the '90s 
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44. adds an effortless edge 
45. a polished edge 
46. to sculpt and warm up your face 
47. We're addicted to Batiste Dry Shampoo 
48. Autumn's minimalist movement 
49. skin to have a lighter, more modern sheen 
50. pink is the polite shade 
51. It's a less shouty alternative 
52. Still packs a punch  

 
 
Appendix 4   
Look 
Bye-Bye, Bad Beauty Habits 
1. Time to kick those beauty no-nos 
2. Give your nails a facial 
3. nail abuse 
4. hands got a makeover 
5. these nail saviours 
6. Take your hair to rehab 
7. GHD abuse 
8. in bad shape 
9. hair-savers 
10. you'll be glossy and smooth 
11. you'll be glossy and smooth 
12. hair pillow 
13. say goodbye to static frizz 
14. A mere swipe of a face wipe 
15. lazy-girl cheats 
16. you can ditch the foundation 
17. your skin's renewal process 
18. buffs and polishes the skin 
19. leaves you glowing 

Glee's Lea: The OBSESSION Tearing Her Apart 
20. tormented by body demons 
21. pursuit of perfection 
22. shedding more than a stone 
23. long running battle with her body 
24. dramatic weight loss 
25. cut all meat and dairy out of her diet 
26. haunted by memories 
27. her transformation 
28. go under the knife 
29. to use Cynosure-Triplex laser to contour her already amazing figure 
30. put her demons to bed 
31. embrace her beauty 
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Appendix 5 
Glamour 
Beauty with POW! 
1. Like the clothes we're craving 
2. Prepare to make an impact 
3. will jolt you 
4. your cosy, neutral rut 
5. fire-engine red mane 
6. straight hair would have looked hard 
7. it's the perfect frame 
8. strong make-up 
9. blunting of the wing 
10. gives it more attitude 
11. They [the lashes] were very dense and heavy 
12. a great base for kooky touches 
13. you can mould it easily 
14. smooth the length with a brush 
15. the Day-Glo mouths 
16. hot pinks 
17. zingy oranges 
18. a great base for colour 
19. colour scares you 
20. playing with colour 
21. as strong as you like 
22. if you clash them 
23. they're bolder 
24. I picked up the peach in the cheeks 

Bye bye, wrinkles… 
25. mild but powerful 
26. protect against environmental damage 
27. polish your halo 
28. treatment that targets pigmented and tired skin 
29. a powerful antioxidant 
30. a little closer to nature 
31. attacks congestion 
32. contented skin 
33. with glowing skin 
34. It balances your skin 
35. combating excess oil and dryness 
36. a radiant glow 
37. in tackling fine lines 
38. offers dramatic improvements 
39. products tailored for your skin 
40. well-behaved skin 
41. polished, expensive-looking complexion 
42. a skin-happy night out 
43. those seeking the ultimate 
44. the peel works its magic 
45. Skin is smoothed 
46. Promising to give your skin 
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47. brightens and soothes your skin 
 
 
Appendix 6 – Metaphor Categories 
Personification 
More! 

1. a killer pair of heels 
2. the make-up range continues to seduce us 
3. clever mascara 
4. soothe irritated skin 

Bliss  
1. dramatic peepers 
2. play up your glamorous side 
3. your skin needs a little perking up  
4. an intense effect 
5. a powerful pout 
6. more intense the effect 

Grazia 
1. radio frequency waves introduced directly into the vein 
2. promises dramatic results  
3. skin is congested from sunscreen 
4. dramatic effects  

Look 
1. Give your nails a facial 
2. nail abuse 
3. hands got a makeover 
4. these nail saviours 
5. take your hair to rehab 
6. GHD abuse 
7. hair-savers 
8. say goodbye to static frizz 
9. dramatic weight loss 
10. put her demons to bed 
11. embrace her beauty 

Glamour 
1. will jolt you? 
2. for strong make-up 
3. gives it more attitude 
4. as strong as you like 
5. they're [the colours are] bolder 
6. mild but powerful 
7. contented skin  
8. it balances your skin 
9. offers dramatic improvements  
10. well-behaved skin 
11. a skin-happy night out 
12. Promising to give your skin  
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Improve 
More! 

1. set your base with a professional finish 
2. build up colour 

Bliss 
1. your lippy for touch-ups 
2. apply your base 
3. Build up…on your eye  
4. Load up a flat eyeshadow brush 
5. building up more colour 
6. dry, chapped skin can ruin the effect 
7. Smooth on [primer] 
8. Build up colour 

Grazia 
1. looking too done 
2. won't look stretched, puffy or 'worked on' 
3. lifting love handles 
4. smooths wrinkles 
5. lift a dull complexion 
6. a lift for your whole face 
7. to sculpt and warm up your face 

Look 
1. buffs and polishes the skin 
2. go under the knife 
3. to contour her already amazing figure 

Glamour 
1. it's the perfect frame for strong make-up 
2. a great base for kooky touches 
3. you can mould it easily 
4. smooth the length with a brush 
5. a great base for colour 
6. I picked up the peach in the cheeks 
7. worked in 
8. Skin is smoothed 

 
Light 
More! 

1. brighten up any dressing table 
2. perfect for illuminating tired or hungover eyes 
3. an enviable glow without the tell-tale biscuit smell 

Bliss 
1. give you a healthy glow 
2. will instantly brighten your eyes 
3. your time to shine 
4. dazzling party make-up 
5. choose an illuminating base 
6. a natural-looking glow  
7. a gentle, golden shimmer on your eye  
8. a truly dazzling effect 
9. A little sheen applied to your cheeks 
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10. an instant healthy glow  
11. the pearlised effect will reflect light giving off a radiant shimmer? 

Grazia 
1. Midi laser will restore your glow 
2. restore your youthful glow 
3. a sun-kissed / glow 
4. your faded colour  
5. your new glowy skin will emerge 
6. lift a dull complexion 
7. leaves skin firm, clear, bright and dewy 
8. Look 
9. you'll be glossy and smooth 
10. leaves you glowing 

Glamour 
1. Day-Glo mouths  
2. with glowing skin 
3. a radiant glow 
4. brightens and soothes your skin 

 
Struggle 
More! 

1. which rival far more expensive brands 
2. new make-up range. Launched last month 
3. fighting off the excess oil 
4. for fighting wrinkles 

Bliss 
1. can't beat plenty of sparkle 

Grazia 
1. to destroy fat 
2. reports from beauty's front line 
3. scary scalpel territory 
4. it's a new fat-busting treatment 
5. destroy fat on tummies 
6. the laser can tackle aging pigmentation 
7. you can cheat your way to firm skin 
8. which penetrates the skin deeply 

Look 
1. Time to kick those beauty no-nos 
2. lazy-girl cheats 
3. Tearing Her Apart 
4. long-running battle with her body demons 
5. cut all meat and dairy out of her diet 

Glamour 
1. Beauty with POW! 
2. Prepare to make an impact 
3. protect against environmental damage 
4. treatment that tackles pigmented and tired skin 
5. attacks congestion 
6. combating excess oil and dryness 
7. in tackling fine lines 



ZOE McCULLAGH-GEORGE 
 

34 

Synaesthetic 
More! 

1. a hot, new outfit 
2. its edgy street style 

Bliss 
1. hottest styles 
2. grey nails are hot news too 
3. smoulder in silver 
4. smoulder in shimmering silvers 
5. heavy eye make-up 

Grazia 
1. adds an effortless edge 
2. a polished edge 
3. to sculpt and warm up your face 

Glamour 
1. hot pinks 
2. zingy oranges  
3. if you clash them 

 
Grace 
More! 

1. full and thick lashes in one quick sweep 
2. silky consistency 
3. velvety moisturising powder 

Look 
1. A mere swipe of a face wipe 

Bliss 
1. a slick of lippy 
2. one sweeping movement 
3. sweep a light dusting of blusher  
4. gliding on your chosen gloss 

 
Magic 
More! 

1. a man-magnet lipgloss 
Bliss 

1. work some magic 
Grazia 

1. the curse of skin-plumping treatments 
2. Super Chemical Peel's magic ingredient 

Look 
1. tormented by body demons 
2. haunted by memories 
3. put her demons to bed 

Glamour 
1. the peel works its magic 

 
Space 
More! 

1. more!beauty desk 
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2. not just your wardrobe that you need to update 
Bliss 

1. the wardrobe department 
2. the party season 
3. just around the corner 

Grazia 
1. skirt-length of the season  
2. in the beauty world 

Glamour 
1. cosy, neutral rut 

 
Attraction 
More! 

1. a man-magnet lipgloss 
2. Angelina-Jolie style lips 

Bliss 
1. preen yourself 
2. fast yet flawless look 

Grazia 
1. show off the results on the beach 
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Abstract 
Religious-mystical and psychotic altered states of consciousness (ASC) are assumed to share 
common phenomenological and psychobiological features, including regressive cognition 
and changes in body boundary awareness. This study aimed to assess the frequency and 
strength of associations between primordial thought language and body boundary imagery in 
the discourses of mystical and psychotic-mystical ASC. The mystical discourse examined 
here is Saint Teresa of Avila's (1567) mystical writing "The Way of Perfection", and the 
psychotic discourse is Daniel Paul Schreber's (1903) autobiographical writing "Memoirs of 
My Nervous Illness". The mystical text differs from the psychotic text in the frequency of 
primordial thought language and penetration imagery. Positive associations were also found 
between primordial thought language and penetration imagery, and barrier and penetration 
imagery, whereas the psychotic text yielded a positive association between barrier and 
penetration imagery only. 

 

Introduction 
 
This study aims to investigate the frequency and strength of associations between body boundary 
imagery and primordial thought language in discourses of religious-mystical and religious-
psychotic altered states of consciousness (ASC) based on Saint Teresa of Avila's (1567) mystical 
writing "The Way of Perfection", and Daniel Paul Schreber's (1903) autobiographical writing 
"Memoirs of My Nervous Illness". It is assumed that the linguistic features of primordial thought 
language and body boundary imagery in these discourses might offer some insight into the 
cognitive organization of mystical and psychotic experiences that can be explained and inter-
preted by using various psychoanalytic concepts and theories. Hence, this paper begins by pres-
enting a brief background on how traditional Freudian and contemporary relational psycho-
analytic theories relate to religious-mystical experiences and pathological delusions. Subsequent-
ly, the introduction discusses psychoanalytic, psychological and linguistic research and theories, 
on mystical and psychotic experiences, in relation to primordial and conceptual cognitive 
functioning and body boundary awareness.  
 
 

                                                 
1 Acknowledgment: I would like to thank my supervisor, Dr. Andrew Wilson, for his support. 
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Psychoanalysis and mystical experiences 
 
Altered states of consciousness (ASC) generally refer to personal experiences that are based on 
shifts of psychological and cognitive functioning as compared to conscious states of experience. 
Mystical experiences are a form of ASC in which the mystics believe that they have established a 
transcendental experience with the Absolute, or Ultimate Reality (Cook, 2004). They are often 
brought about and deepened through some form of ritualistic behaviour, such as prayer, breathing 
and visualizations exercises, chanting or meditation (Heriot-Maitland. 2008). Due to the simil-
arity of phenomenological attributes, mystical and pathological delusions are often difficult to 
differentiate from one another (see Lukoff, 1985), but their classification is largely informed by 
the Freudian psychoanalytic view (Graetz Simmonds, 2006). This view considers religion to be a 
neurotic universal compulsion of humanity that stems from suppressed instinctual impulses and 
the ambivalent oedipal feelings associated with neurosis (Freud, 1913, 1927). Hence, a belief in 
God is based on an individual's "terrifying helplessness in confronting inner and outer forces in 
childhood and the need for protection, which was originally provided by the father" (Freud, 1927, 
p.30). The inability to withstand the discomfort of being exposed to threatening sensory per-
ceptions results in turning towards the wishful illusion of an omnipotent and protective God upon 
which the believer projects the lost feeling of narcissistic omnipotence (Fenichel, 1954).  In this 
sense, the religious belief assumes the function of a coping mechanism in handling existential 
vulnerabilities, such as annihilation anxieties.  

Contemporary psychoanalytic theories have shown an increased interest in exploring and 
re-evaluating the interaction between psychoanalysis and religious-spiritual belief. One theory is 
that religious illusion might not represent regression to a pathological infantile state; rather, it 
represents a state of adaptive regression allowing the individual to repair unconscious conflicts 
by confronting and overcoming aspects of the false self, which then allows the individual to 
return to the true self (Fauteux, 1995; Jones, 2007). The notion of a reparative state resonates 
with Melanie Klein's manic-depressive stage of infant development (1935, 1946) during which an 
infant seeks to mourn the mother as an object loss and to integrate all the "bad parts", such as 
aggressive drives, that were projected onto the mother during the paranoid-schizoid period. The 
integration process generally begins during infancy but is assumed to continue throughout a 
person's life, allowing the individual to integrate the split "good" and "bad" parts in his or her 
personality and thus to seek self- and other-whole object integration. The positive view of reli-
gious illusion as a reparative process was bolstered by the proposition of a potential third space 
(Winnicott 1971) that represents a missing link between the Freudian reality principle and the 
pleasure principle and thus reframes religion as a transitional phenomenon (Meissner, 2008). 
Congruent with the cognitive problem-solving model that assumes an adaptive and experiential 
problem solving function of ASC (Batson & Ventis, 1982; Jackson & Fulford, 1997), the creative 
potential of mystical experiences has been associated to the process of adaptive regression that is 
characterized by strong emotional arousal, the so-called "peak-experience", and hallucinations in 
which the individual gains a new insights and perspective and thus leading to adaptive changes of 
behaviour (Allison, 1968).  
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Primordial thought in religious-mystical experiences 
 
Regression in religious experiences has been also associated to the Freudian principle of prim-
ordial cognition (Wilson, 2009). The notion of primordial and conceptual thought functioning 
represent equivalents to the Freudian concept of primary and secondary process.2 Thus, Freud 
(1900) suggested that the primary (primordial) and secondary (conceptual) processes represent 
distinct modes of cognition within the psychic apparatus. Primary process thought is concrete, 
irrational, free-associative, as well as being unrelated to logic, time and spatial constrains, and 
free from social and moral conventions. It is assumed to function in relation to the primary pro-
cess principles of displacement, condensation, and symbolization (Freud, 1900). Primary process 
thought is also the principal awareness of young children and has been associateed with the 
cognitive operations of ASC, such as dream, meditative, mystical trance and drug-induced hal-
lucinatory states. In contrast, secondary process thought obeys the abstract principles of grammar 
and logic, time and space, social conventions, and reality-tested knowledge in typical, everyday 
situations for older children and adults.  

Melanie Klein's (1935, 1946) paranoid-schizoid and depressive position might represent 
forms of cognitive functioning complimentary to Freud's proposition of the primary and second-
ary process (Robbins, 2011). Hence, the paranoid-schizoid position and primary process are 
based on perceptions in which aspects of the self and others remain undifferentiated, whereas in 
the depressive position and secondary process, the self and other are recognized as differentiated 
entities. However, both processes might be complementary and interconnected. In particular, the 
gradual separation from internal fantasies and external events and a transitional integration of the 
reality principle is assumed to take place within an intermediate transitional space (Winnicott, 
1971). In contrast, a mother's intolerance to contain these emotions might lead to the infant being 
unable to introject the mother's containing function. The infant's uncontained anxiety exists then 
as a nameless anxiety that lacks a symbolic shape that leads to premature individuation. The 
transformation of primary process to secondary process cognition is also based on the experience 
of the self as a subject in relation to the subjectivity of the other. Hence, it assumed that the 
secure and containing ego boundaries of the mother that gradually transform the infant's anxiety 
and aggressive feelings and thus for the infant to integrate these threatening emotions in a more 
tolerable form, and thus to develop a sense of self-awareness and relatedness (Bion, 1962; Bollas, 
1994). In this sense, the interaction of the self and other's realities shape the development of a 
coherent self-schema, as much as mental representations based on the experiences of multiple 
social selves (Benjamin, 1992; Mitchell, 1993). The notion of interrelated primary and secondary 
processes has been also suggested in religious experiences based on the assumption that the 
religious experiences is situated within an intermediate space that allows the believer to make use 
of inherent capacity of imagination and that might fulfil an ontological function (Meissner, 1984; 
Rizzuto, 1979). 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
2 The concepts of primordial and conceptual thought are primarily influenced by Werner's (1948) and 
Goldstein's (1939) theories of regressive cognition that are based on a drive- and sensation-orientated 
assumption as compared to a narrowly Freudian psychoanalytic view on primary process thought. 
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Primordial thought in schizophrenia 
 
How primordial thought might be associated to the formal thought disorder that occurs in schizo-
phrenia has been extensively researched (e.g., Arieti, 1974; Meloy, 1986). The cognitive defi-
ciencies of formal thought disorder are based on intrusions of unintended memories and un-
structured, ambiguous, externally derived sensory inputs (Hemsley, 1993, 1996). Thus, an in-
dividual diagnosed with schizophrenia may not be able to selectively attend to internal and 
external stimuli, for which internal events are misinterpreted as a causal consequence of extern-
ally derived perceptions. In particular, the executive processes of the working memory are 
connected to referential processes and emotion schemas that verbally express both concrete and 
abstract experiences (Bucci, 1997). Psychological research puts forward that emotion schemas 
are acquired in early mother-attachment, and allows us to identify emotions in the form of 
physical sensations and cognitive awareness. An insecure attachment style is associated with the 
development of dissociative disorders and schizophrenia, which include the dissociation of parts 
of the self, including emotions, bodily sensations and cognitive processes (for a brief literature 
review see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). These dissociative tendencies are related with a 
disorganized attachment style in which a child experiences the caregiver as being frightened or 
frightening at one time, and other times as available and caring (Main & Hesse, 1990; Liotti, 
1992; in Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, p. 402). As a result of being exposed to the caregiver's 
inconsistent and erratic expressions, the child develops an incoherent and fragmented self-image, 
and thus the ability to functionally integrate anxieties and other threatening emotions that remain 
split off the child's conscious awareness. The lack of a functional infant-mother bond and pres-
ence of repressed painful emotions continue to exist in form of a so-called "black hole" 
(Grotstein, 1989, 1990).3 According to Gerzi (2005), the black hole is encapsulated by a narciss-
istic envelope that allows some memory fragments to survive and meanwhile shielding off the 
painful and unbearable memories and feelings. This transient state is however interrupted by the 
emergence of the symbolic tear (or original trauma) in the envelope that creates a chaotic internal 
state of acute threat. The narcissistic part of the self attempts to ward off these strange experi-
ences with defensive processes, such as splitting and denial, resulting in the individual being 
pulled into the "black hole" and thus causing the fluctuation between intense and overwhelming 
feelings, and states of emotional void. 

Bion (1955) puts forward that the notion of splitting is also reflected in the schizoid 
language that actively splits objects when the internal persecutory fear is projected unto external 
objects and perceived by the patient as an external destructive threat and the loss of internal good 
object. Due to the destructiveness of splitting on the actual links within thought processes, the 
schizoid mode of thought is typically characterized by an inability to use and differentiate be-
tween concrete (primary process/primordial thought) and abstract forms (secondary process/-
conceptual thought) of representation. The inability to make such a distinction is assumed to 
function as a defence mechanism to repress unconscious emotions and to regress to a primordial 
state consistent with the schizoid's sense of incomplete ego-boundary differentiation (Searles, 
1962, p.28). The illusionary withdrawal from an external reality to an internal reality assumes 
then a protective function to ward off feelings of aggression that are perceived to invade the 
body, threatening to annihilate the remaining sense of ego (Klein, 1928). In contrast, schizoid 
thinking emphasizes spatial and behavioural aspects (Jackson, 1995) through the use of subject-
                                                 
3 Grotstein (1989, 1990) holds the existence of the black hole as the single most important factor in 
psychotic illness. 
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ive metaphorical formations that are generally incomprehensible and inconsistent with socially 
agreed upon symbols and concepts (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland, 1956). The con-
creteness of literal thought in schizoid patients has also been termed de-animation (Mahler, 1958) 
and de-symbolization (Searles, 1962).  
 
 
Linguistic analysis of primordial thought  
 
Computer-assisted quantitative linguistic research has investigated the occurrence and frequency 
pattern of primordial and conceptual thought language by using the Regressive Imagery Diction-
ary (RID) (Martindale, 1975, 1990) (see method section). In relation to mystical texts, Martindale 
(1974, 1979) investigated so-called night journey narratives (e.g., Aeneid, Book VI) and more 
complex texts that describe a hero's spiritual journey to God (e.g., Dante's Divine Comedy) 
(Martindale 1987, 1990). The hero's journey in these narratives was hypothesized to represent an 
initial regression from conceptual to primordial thought, followed by a return to conceptual 
thought awareness. The results confirmed this hypothesis and showed a high frequency of 
primordial thought language as the hero transitioned to the mystical world, whereas a return to 
temporal realms was reflected by a reduction in primordial thought language. West (1991) also 
predicted that the awareness of primordial regression would be reflected in religious-mystical 
experiences in the form of high frequencies of primordial thought language. The results showed 
that the entire content of the King James Bible reflects a homogenous rise-fall-rise-fall-rise 
pattern of primordial thought language, thus lending support to Evelyn Underhill's (1911) five-
stage model of spiritual development in Christian mysticism. The results also provide some evid-
ence for the Freudian notion of regression to ontologically earlier ways of organizing in religious 
experiences.4 Conversely, the results, in particular Martindale's studies on night journey nar-
ratives, separate the occurrence of primordial and conceptual thought functioning, and thus con-
tradict the before mentioned psychoanalytic notion that there is primordial thought in conceptual 
thought, and vice-versa. 

Computer-assisted content analysis using the RID has also been used to gauge the 
frequency of primordial thought language in patients diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia, 
non-paranoid schizophrenia, and patients with non-psychotic disorders. The analysis shows that 
the speech of individuals diagnosed with paranoid schizophrenia reflects significantly higher 
frequencies of primordial thought language (in particular Icarian lexis5) than non-paranoid 
schizophrenics and non-psychotic individuals with other psychiatric disorders (West and Martin-
dale, 1988). Thus, this result provides some support for the psychoanalytic assumption that the 
development of schizophrenia is preceded by a regression to an early form of organizing 
experiences that is based predominantly on primordial functioning. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
4 The results were also replicated in Wilson's (2009) study "Barrier and penetration imagery in altered 
states of consciousness discourse: replicating the five-stage model of Christian mysticism in the Bible that 
investigated", based on a slightly different methodology. 
5 Icarian lexis represents a set of primitive and pre-linguistic symbols (e.g., spatial references, fire, and 
water) for drives and emotions (Martindale, 1981). 
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Regressive body boundary awareness in religious experiences 
 
The notion of regression in ASC is also associated with changes in body boundary awareness, 
including merging, depersonalization, and blurring of body boundaries with respect to an indi-
vidual's sense of separateness to time and space (Harrison, 2008; Wilson, 2008). Hence, the 
notion of blurred boundaries in religious-mystical experiences may assume the salient function of 
connecting to and identifying with God. This fusion experience (Ludwig, 1966; Prince & Savage, 
1966) has been characterized as "joyful, blissful, luminous, spaceless and timeless, infinitely 
peaceful, free from all pain and concern" (Hartcollis, 1976, p.215), and an Absolute State of Unit-
ary Being (Newberg, d'Aquili, & Rouse, 2001). In a letter to Sigmund Freud (Freud, 1927), 
Romain Rolland referred to this religious sentiment of mystical oneness and cosmic oblivion as 
an "oceanic feeling". Freud proposed that this oceanic feeling might represent regression to an 
early phase of limitless narcissism that might facilitate the fulfilment of a nostalgia for the 
mother's breast, thereby achieving a state of fusion and unity with the mother. In such a fusion, 
religion and spirituality would symbolize the maternal world (Mahler, 1968; Lewin, 1950; 
Saroglou, 2003). The state of limitless narcissism and oneness is initially experienced by the 
infant when it is not able to completely differentiate between internal and external, or between 
self and other. The primal object loss of the mother as a love object and the breast as a satis-
factory oral stimulus is assumed to be a precondition for the infant to recognize its body 
boundary in relation to reality, and thus to create the concept of ego (Freud, 1905).  

Relational psychoanalysis has also conceptualized the development of body boundary 
awareness in relation to the autistic-contiguous position that is based on primitive sense-orient-
ated experiences that are derived in the mother-infant (Ogden, 1989). These primitive experi-
ences are conceptualized in relation to the infant's awareness of its skin boundary that creates an 
internal space by setting itself apart from the environment and other objects. Drawing on Bick's 
(1968) theory on the function of skin in early object relations, the disturbed development of the 
primal skin may result to the second skin formation that wards off these anxieties as an attempt to 
construct an alternative holding skin container of the self-boundary through the use of reassuring 
rhythmic movements and muscular tensions. The defective formation of a containing skin 
formation may result in infantile psychotic disintegration or autistic unintegration (Meltzer, 
1975).  
 
 
Regressive body boundary awareness in psychotic experiences  
 
The blurring of psychological boundaries, or within the pathological terminology the so-called 
ego-boundary disturbance or passivity phenomenon, is commonly perceived as a typical feature 
of psychotic regression. Psychotic body distortions are expressed in various forms, including 
bizarre bodily sensations and functions, feelings of depersonalization and changes in body con-
sistency (Guimón, 1997). In such a weakened ego-boundary, the individuals perceive themselves 
as the passive recipients whose own internally generated thoughts are controlled and implanted 
by an external force, such as auditory hallucinations and thought insertions, and equally believing 
to be able to surpass others boundaries and broadcasting their own thoughts to other people 
(Mullins & Spence, 2003). Stephens and Graham (1994) also differentiate between through pro-
cesses that have been influenced by an external force and thoughts that have been merely inserted 
into the mind of an individual.  
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More recent developments contextualized symptoms of schizophrenia (e.g., changes of 
body boundary awareness) in relation the continuum of schizotypy (Peters, 2001). Individuals 
with schizotypal personality disorders "may be superstitious or preoccupied with paranormal 
phenomena that are outside the norms of their subculture" (APA, 2000, p.701). The conceptual-
isation of psychotic experiences in relation to a continuum assumes the occurrence of a healthy 
functioning individual with schizotypal personality traits at one end of the continuum, and the 
presence of schizophrenia symptoms at the polar opposite end of the continuum (Claridge, 1994). 
Based on this continuity model of psychotic characteristics, the differentiation of individual dif-
ferences (i.e., personality traits) and mental health disorders (e.g., psychotic symptoms) becomes 
blurred and obscured (Peters et al., 1999). Empirical evidence has also shown that high scores on 
positive symptoms were associated with out-of-body experiences (McCreery & Claridge, 1995), 
profound religious experiences (Jackson, 1997), gifted creativity (Post, 1994), and members of 
new religious movements (Day & Peters, 1999; Peters et al., 1999). The attributed creativity to 
high schizotypy scorers has also lead to the proposition that psychotic experience might have an 
evolutionary benefit, such as problem-solving function (e.g., Hariot-Maitland, 2008). 
 
 
Linguistic evidence of body boundaries 
 
Freud (1923) suggested in "The Ego and Id" that a person consists of a unity between a body and 
a psyche, where "the ego is first and foremost a bodily ego…and the ego is ultimately derived 
from bodily sensations" (p.26). Externally derived bodily sensations and feelings are assumed to 
be conscious perceptions, whereas internal perceptions are unconscious processes that are trans-
formed into conscious perceptions and take the form of word presentations (Freud, 1923). Thus, 
verbal expressions reflect residues of unconscious sensory perceptions that interact with meaning 
constructions, interpretative functions, and encoding and retrieval processes. Vergote (1991), 
however, proposes that a person is not made up only of an organic body and psychic body, but 
also consists of an additional duality: the psychic body and the symbolic system of language. 
According to this view, the organic body and the symbolic system of language meet at the 
primordial junction in the psychic body, which allows the person to use cultural symbols and 
language as a means of establishing a relation between the organic and psychic body, and equally 
to differentiate between the psychic 'I' and the bodily 'I'. The strength of these underlying 
psychological structures of the primordial junction that transforms unconscious processes to 
verbal expressions have been investigated in empirical research in relation to body boundary 
awareness.  

Fisher and Cleveland (1956, 1958) firstly proposed a content-analysis scoring system of 
body boundary awareness based on verbal responses of Rorschach inkblot tests by measuring 
barrier imagery (i.e., body boundary definiteness) and penetration imagery (i.e., body boundary 
permeability). The body image scoring system has been used in qualitative and quantitative 
studies to investigate body boundary distortion in schizophrenia. The majority of research, 
however, produced conflicting results. Hence, no solid evidence was found that individuals 
diagnosed with schizophrenia would have more or less definite body boundary awareness, or 
score lower on barrier imagery, than either individuals diagnosed with neurotic disorders or 
healthy individuals. In several studies, however, individuals diagnosed with schizophrenia often 
had more definite body boundaries, by scoring higher on barrier and lower on penetration 
imagery, than either individuals diagnosed with neurotic disorders or healthy individuals. It has 
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been also demonstrated that boundaries were more definite in paranoid schizophrenia as com-
pared to neurotic disorder or healthy controls. The heightened sense of boundaries in individuals 
with paranoid schizophrenia has been attributed to an increased sense of grandiosity and power as 
a central theme of their delusional "cover story" (Fisher, 1970; Fisher, 1986).  

In addition, Fisher and Cleveland's (1956, 1958) scoring system of body boundary aware-
ness has been investigated in non-pathological ASC. For example, studies on extra-sensory 
perceptions have been shown that individual scoring high on ESP showed lower body boundary 
definiteness (i.e., higher penetration and lower barrier imagery scores) than individual with low 
ESP scores (Schmeidler & LeShan, 1970). Similarly, penetration scores were higher in hypno-
tized individuals than individuals of ordinary state of consciousness (Saraceni, Ruggeri, & 
Filocamo, 1980). The body boundary scoring system has been also applied to other text types 
than inkblot responses, such as dream narratives (Ruggeri & Saraceni, 1981).  

A computerized version of Fisher and Cleveland's scoring system, the so-called Body Type 
Dictionary (BTD) (Wilson, 2006) (see method section), has also investigated the frequencies of 
barrier and penetration imagery of religious texts (Wilson, 2008, 2009). Wilson (2008) applied 
the BTD to the Douay-Rheims Bible working with the hypothesis that the religious text would 
have a frequency pattern of barrier and penetration imagery equivalent to West's (1991) fre-
quency pattern of primordial thought language. In fact, the results showed that the frequency of 
penetration imagery reflects a five-stage pattern similar to the one found in the primordial 
thought language of the King James Bible (West, 1991). This finding lends support to the idea 
that barrier and penetration imagery reflect different kinds of psychological phenomena, and also 
that the blurring of body boundaries might relate to regressive cognitive functioning associated 
with religious-mystical experiences.  
 
 
Case study data and research hypotheses 
 
This study is based on Saint Teresa of Avila's (1567) mystical writing "The Way of Perfection" 
and Daniel Paul Schreber's (1903) autobiographical writing "Memoirs of My Nervous Illness". 
The former text refers to an early writing of Saint Teresa of Avila, who is regarded as one of the 
principal Spanish mystics of the 16th century and was a key figure in the reform of the Carmelite 
order. The mystical writings of Saint Teresa have also been the subject of a psychoanalytic 
inquiry whose goal was to outline the hysterical dimensions in mystical delirium (see Vergote, 
1988). The latter text by Schreber was the source of Freud's (1911) classic case study entitled 
"Psychoanalytic Notes upon an Autobiographical Account of a Case of Paranoia (Dementia 
Paranoides)", which aimed to demonstrate that paranoid schizophrenia stemmed from repressed 
homosexual wishes in combination with an underlying father complex (Quinodoz, 2004). 
Schreber's autobiography has also been the subject of computer-assisted content analyses that 
critically contrasted their findings with previous psychiatric and explanations of "Memoirs" 
(Klein 1976; Laffal, 1965; Martin, 2008; O'Dell & Weidman, 1993). Notably, though, Saint 
Teresa's mystical writing "The Way of Perfection" and Schreber's "Memoirs of My Nervous 
Illness" have to be differentiated. The religious-mystical text represents an objective post-hoc 
discourse of a transient religious-mystical experience (see Wilson, 2008, pp.44-47) that may be 
perceived as real while the person is experiencing this religious-mystical experience, but is often 
not considered to be real once the person returns to everyday consciousness (D'Aquili & 
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Newberg, 2000). In contrast, the psychotic text exemplifies the writing of a psychotic experience 
as a psychiatric symptom of a permanent psychotic disorder.  

Drawing on previous empirical research that investigated primordial thought language and 
body boundary imagery in the discourses of mystical and psychotic ASC, the first hypothesis, 
then, (H1) is that the psychotic text has a higher frequency of primordial thought language than 
the mystical text. In relation to psychoanalytic theory of formal thought disorder that assumes a 
dysfunctional emotional awareness in schizophrenia, the second hypothesis (H2) is that the 
mystical text has a higher frequency of emotion language (i.e., positive affect, affection, sadness, 
anxiety, aggression, expressive behaviour, and glory lexis) than the psychotic text, whereas the 
psychotic text would use more Icarian lexis than the mystical text. With respect to body boundary 
awareness, the third hypothesis (H3) is that the mystical text has lower frequencies of barrier and 
higher frequency of penetration imagery as compared to the psychotic text. In addition, the fourth 
hypothesis (H4) is that primordial thought language is positively associated with penetration 
imagery, but negatively associated with barrier imagery in both the mystical and psychotic text. 
 
 

Data and Method 
 
Texts 
 
The first text is the English translation of the mystical discourse of Saint Teresa of Avilia's (1567) 
"The Way of Perfection". The second text is an English translation of Daniel Paul Schreber's 
(1903) autobiographical writing "Memoirs of My Nervous Illness". The introductory texts, 
prefaces, translators' notes, and footnotes were not included in the analysis. Both texts were 
divided into segments according to the original divisions by chapter. The first text comprises 43 
segments, and the second text 31 segments.  
 
 
Objective measures  
 
RID. The RID is a coding scheme that measures the frequency of primordial and conceptual 
thought language, and emotion language. The RID contains about 3200 words and roots that are 
stored in 29 primordial thought categories, 7 conceptual thought categories, and 7 emotion 
categories (see Appendix Table 1). In particular, primordial thought is measured on the sum of 
the categories Drive, Regressive Cognition, Perceptual Disinhibition, Sensation, and Icarian 
Imagery. Empirical research using the RID has also produced consistent evidence that proves the 
categories of the RID a valid and reliable tool to measure primordial and conceptual thought 
language (Martindale, 1975; see also Wilson, 2011). The semantic content and categories were 
derived from empirical literature and studies on primordial process cognition (Martindale, 1975, 
1990) based on the assumption that the lexical content of a text would reflect unconscious 
material and psychological states, referred to as lexical leakage (Spence, Scarborough, & 
Ginsberg, 1978). For example, greater right brain hemisphere activation has been associated with 
a high frequency of primordial thought language in adults (Galin, 1974; Martindale, Covello, & 
West, 1986). Hines and Martindale (1973) also confirmed the theory of the psychoanalytic 
aesthetic, which proposes that highly creative individuals would use more primordial thought 
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language than non-creative individuals (Kris, 1952). Higher frequencies of primordial thought 
language have been also identified more often in the stories of young children than in the stories 
of adults (West, Martindale, & Sutton-Smith, 1985). The same finding also holds for stories 
written under the influence of psychotropic drugs, as opposed to the stories of control groups 
(Martindale & Fisher, 1977; West, Martindale, Hines, & Roth, 1983); fetish stories, as compared 
to normative romantic stories (Wilson, 2002); the poetry of pathological writers versus non-
pathological poets (Martindale, 1975); and the folktales of primitive cultures, in contrast to those 
of more complex cultures (Martindale, 1976). Theoretical concepts that assume some similarity 
to primordial thought have also been proposed from a number of disciplines, such as the 
primitive mentality hypothesis (Lévy-Bruhl, 1910), preformal thought (Piaget, 1954), sensate 
thinking (Sorokin, 1957), three processes of functioning (Aulagnier, 1975), semiotic and sym-
bolic (Kristeva, 1996), and la langue (Johnston, 2009).  
 
BTD. The BTD is a computerized dictionary that calculates the frequency of semantic items 
categorised as barrier imagery and penetration imagery based on Fisher & Cleveland's (1956, 
1958) scoring system of High and Low barrier personalities. An individual would project their 
one's body boundary awareness upon the surfaces of surrounding objects, for which barrier 
imagery scores relate to surfaces being described as protective and enclosing, whereas 
penetration imagery scores relate to responses referring to the weakness and permeability of a 
perceived surface. According to this scoring system, a high frequency of boundary imagery 
corresponds to a high barrier personality, and a low frequency of barrier imagery indicates a low 
barrier personality. However, both personality categories are assumed to represent independent 
personality dimensions, rather than opposite ends of a polar personality model.  

The BTD contains 551 words for barrier imagery and 231 words for penetration imagery, 
and 70 exception words that prevent the erroneous matching of ambiguous word stems that are 
assigned to 12 semantic categories (Wilson, 2008). The semantic categories of barrier and 
penetration imagery can be seen in the Appendix Table 2.5 The BTD was first applied to compare 
the frequencies of barrier and penetration imagery in fictional rubber boots fetish narratives and 
modern romantic fiction narratives (Wilson, 2006). Based on the prediction that clothing 
fetishism would yield an inflation of both barrier and penetration imagery (Newbold, 1984), the 
results, however, indicated that the fetish narratives showed a higher frequency of barrier 
imagery but lower frequency of penetration imagery as compared to the romantic narratives, 
which might indicate a compensation of a weak boundary differentiation, referred to as exo-
skeletal defence (Popplestone, 1963). Theoretical models similar to Fisher and Cleveland's thick 
and thin barrier personality have been proposed, including skin ego (Anzieu, 1985), amoebic self-
theory (Burris & Rempel, 2004), and crustacean and amoeboid self-protection in autism (Tustin, 
1981). 
 
Content analysis. The RID and BTD were applied to the texts by using the PROTAN content 
analysis software program that measures the occurrence of category-based lexical content in a 
text (Hogenraad, Daubies, & Bestgen, 1995; Hogenraad, Daubies, Bestgen, & Mahau, 2003). The 
                                                 
5 Wilson (2006) excluded the lexical items 'boot(s)', 'Wellington(s)', 'welly/wellies', and 'mud' in order to 
control for increased lexical focus on boots in the rubber boot fetish narratives. In fact, the first version of 
Fisher and Cleveland's body boundary scoring system (1956) contained 'clothing items with unusual 
covering and decorative function', and only 'buildings with unusual structures', whereas the second edition 
(1958) included all types of 'clothing items', 'vehicles', and 'buildings'. 
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PROTAN software divided each text into its chapter segments. A lemmatisation process was then 
applied to reduce inflected words to their base form. For example, "agrees, agreed, agreeing" 
were all reduced to "agree". Subsequently, the lexical content of the segmented and reduced texts 
was matched against the predefined categories of the RID and BTD. PROTAN computes two raw 
counts of lexical occurrences. The density count shows how many distinct lexical items (i.e., 
types) match each dictionary category; the frequency count represents how many lexical items in 
total (i.e., tokens) match dictionary categories. The frequency rate was used in this study based 
on the following formula: 
 

1000
.

frequency countFrequency rate
no of tokens in segment

  

 
Statistical analysis. All statistical calculations were performed with the statistical language and 
software "R" (R Development Core Team, 2011) and the R:commander {Rcmdr} package (Fox, 
2005).  An initial Shapiro-Wilk test (Shapiro & Wilk, 1965) showed that the majority of lexical 
variables were not normally distributed in the segments of both text types. Hence, a non-
parametric significance test appeared most suitable to assess the frequencies of the linguistic vari-
ables. A two-tailed Mann-Whitney U test (Mann & Whitney, 1947) with a p < .05 level of signif-
icance was used to compare the values of primordial and conceptual thought language, emotion 
language, and body boundary imagery between the two populations (i.e., the two authors). 
Subsequently, a two-tailed Kendall's tau-b rank correlation coefficient test (Kendall & Babington 
Smith, 1938) was used to assess the strength of association between primordial and conceptual 
thought language, emotion language, and barrier and penetration imagery. The Kendall's tau rank 
correlation coefficient has been suggested to be more suitable when applied to psychiatric data as 
compared to either the Pearson's product momentum correlation coefficient or the Spearman's rho 
rank correlation coefficient (Arndt, Turvey, & Andreasen, 1999).  
 
 

Results 
 
Descriptive statistics 
 
The total word count and word count was calculated for all segments of the mystical and 
psychotic texts. The results showed that the mystical text used 74,897 words in total with a mean 
of 1,741.79 words per segment (SD = 704.49), whereas the psychotic text used 84,219 words in 
total with a mean of 2,716.74 words per segment (SD = 1315.90). A Mann-Whitney U test 
indicated that the segments of the psychotic text used in total significantly more words, p < .001, 
and also a more diverse vocabulary, p < .001, as compared to the segments of the mystical text. 
The descriptive statistics of text length per text type and segment are represented in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Descriptive statistics of total text length and text length per segment in the texts  
"The Way of Perfection" and "Memoirs of My Nervous Illness". 

 Text type 
Segment Way Memoirs 

1 646 788 
2 953 3638 
3 1785 2537 
4 2238 90 
5 3020 3322 
6 1270 4146 
7 1678 4417 
8 2568 4061 
9 901 5104 
10 957 4438 
11 1611 3340 
12 997 3344 
13 1752 3553 
14 1754 3703 
15 665 2784 
16 1524 3170 
17 2428 2641 
18 1466 2161 
19 1777 3039 
20 3495 2291 
21 1480 2697 
22 1703 3249 
23 1662 1961 
24 1233 447 
25 1229 375 
26 754 779 
27 1932 2721 
28 1213 4116 
29 2316 1621 
30 1688 982 
31 1517 2702 
32 3092 - 
33 2599 - 
34 1366 - 
35 2919 - 
36 1157 - 
37 2655 - 
38 999 - 
39 2747 - 
40 1324 - 
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41 1673 - 
42 2137 - 
43 2017 - 

Mean 1741.79 2716.74 
Median 1673.00 2784.00 

SD 704.49 1315.90 
IQR 1009 1677 

Total word count 74897 84219 
 
In addition, the results indicated that in total, conceptual thought language had a higher mean 
frequency than primordial thought language. As for emotion language, the frequency of affection 
lexis (M = 3.12, SD = .93) was highest in the mystical text, and aggression lexis (M = 2.51, SD = 
.88) was highest in the psychotic text. In contrast, positive affect language had the lowest 
frequency in the mystical text (M = 1.23, SD = .72), and sadness lexis had the lowest frequency 
(M = 1.00, SD = .65) in the psychotic text. There was only a marginal difference in frequency 
between barrier and penetration imagery in both text types. The descriptive statistics of 
primordial and conceptual thought language, emotion language, and body boundary imagery can 
be seen in Table 4. 
 

Table 4. Mean, median, standard deviation, and interquartile range of primordial thought 
language, emotion language, and body boundary imagery in the texts  

"The Way of Perfection" and "Memoirs of My Nervous Illness". 
 

 Way (N = 43) Memoirs (N = 31) 
Linguistic variable Mean Median SD IQR Mean Median SD IQR 

Primordial thought 6.26 6.09 .88 1.14 8.84 8.75 .99 1.21 
   Icarian 1.98 1.89 .81 .75 2.83 2.86 1.02 1.14 
Conceptual thought 10.42 10.35 .62 .68 10.51 10.54 .56 .90 
Emotion 5.76 5.63 .78 .99 4.23 4.22 .87  .96 
   Positive affect 1.23 1.33 .72 .64 1.04 1.09 .56 .64 
   Anxiety 1.64 1.54 .68 .89 1.07 1.16 .63 .91 
   Sadness  1.29 1.37 .75 .84 1.00 .97 .65 .88 
   Aggression  2.26 2.12 .76 1.27 2.51 2.27 .88 .90 
   Affection 3.12 3.01 .93 .77 1.51 1.59 .64 .53 
Expressive behaviour  .42 .00 .54 .78 1.29 1.32 .72 1.15 
   Glory 3.08 3.08 .50 .74 1.45 1.50 .59 .60 
Barrier imagery 1.75 1.63 .66 1.00 1.70 1.67 .80 1.03 
Penetration imagery 1.44 1.42 .57 .58 1.88 1.85 1.04 .69 
Total Body Boundary 
Imagery 

3.19 3.13 .98 1.25 3.58 3.46 1.62 1.50 

 
RID. Consistent with the first research hypothesis (H1), the results showed that the segments of 
the mystical text had a significantly lower frequency of primordial thought language, p < .001, 
than the segments of the psychotic text. However the segments of neither text differed in the 
frequency of conceptual thought language, p = .40. The segments of the mystical text also used 
significantly less Icarian lexis, p < .001, as compared to the segments of the psychotic text. In 
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contrast, the segments of the mystical text had a significantly higher frequency of total emotion 
language, p < .001, including anxiety lexis, p < .001, affection lexis, p < .001, and glory lexis, p < 
.001, but less expressive behaviour lexis, p < .001, as compared to the segments of the psychotic 
text. No significant differences were identified in positive affect lexis, p = .21, sadness lexis, p = 
.07, or aggression lexis, p = .21. Thus, the second hypothesis (H2) was only partly substantiated.  
 
BTD. The results indicated that the segments of the mystical text had a lower frequency of 
penetration imagery, p < .01, than the segments of the psychotic text. The segments of both texts 
type in the frequency of barrier imagery, p = .82, or total frequency of body boundary imagery, p 
= .23, and thus the third hypothesis (H3) was rejected. 
 
RID and BTD. Kendall's tau () rank correlation coefficients were computed for all linguistic 
variables in both text types (Table 5 and 6). The results showed that primordial thought language 
was positively associated with penetration imagery in the mystical text and negatively associated 
with conceptual thought language, but no such associations were found in the psychotic text and 
thus the fourth hypothesis (H4) was only partly substantiated. In the mystical text, barrier and 
penetration imagery were only almost correlated, but the psychotic text reflected a higher positive 
association between barrier and penetration imagery. Moreover, the results indicated that pen-
etration imagery was moderately positive associated with Icarian imagery in the mystical text, but 
not in the psychotic text. Additionally, the results showed that in the psychotic text, penetration 
imagery showed a moderately positive association with aggression lexis, and barrier imagery was 
moderately positive associated with glory lexis.  
 
 

Discussion 
 
The psychotic text had higher frequencies of primordial thought language and penetration 
imagery than the mystical text. These results might indicate that the mystical and psychotic 
experiences might differ in relation to the underlying cognitive processes. The inflated frequency 
of penetration imagery in the psychotic text, however, could be also associated to the immediacy 
of the stream-of-consciousness writing of Schreber's psychotic experiences, as compared to the 
post-hoc discourse of a transient religious-mystical experience. In particular, the results sup-
ported the assumption that psychotic text focuses primarily on spatial references and expressive 
behavioural reference instead of metaphorical and abstract expression (Jackson, 1995). In con-
trast, the mystical text showed a greater emotional awareness than the segments of the psychotic 
text, which lends some support to the tendency of emotional dissociation in psychotic disorders 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). 
 Two of the most interesting findings were a positive association between primordial 
thought language and penetration imagery in the mystical text and a positive association between 
barrier imagery and penetration imagery only in the psychotic text. These differences in cor-
relation might indicate that both text types differ in the underlying organization of cognitive 
processes with respect to the ASC. Thus, the positive association of primordial thought language 
and penetration imagery in the mystical text might reflect a functional regulation between 
regressive states and penetrative boundary awareness. The mystical experience might represent a 
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state of adaptive regression that allows one to confront aspects of the false self and to enhance the 
individuation of one's true self (Fauteux, 1995; Jones, 2007). 

Hence, the notion of an adaptive function also resonates with the proposition that assumes 
mystical experiences to be situated within an containing and intermediate space of subjective and 
objective processes that allows the gradual integration of unconscious material, fantasies and 
conflicts within the consciousness awareness of the reality principle (Meissner, 1984; Rizzuto, 
1979; Winnicott, 1971), and thus assuming an adaptive function to gain new insight that might 
lead to adaptive behavioural changes (Allison, 1968; Batson & Ventis, 1982; Jackson & Fulford, 
1997). In fact, it has been proposed that Saint Teresa struggled with issues that hindered her 
spiritual development, i.e., attachment, false humility, and excessive concern over honour, which 
she was able to confront during the purgative state (Conrow Coelho, 1990). In contrast, a chaotic 
organization of regression and changes in body boundary awareness in the psychotic text might 
reflect a dysfunctional self-reparative function within regressive states of psychotic disorders. 

In addition, the differences of association between primordial thought and body boundary 
imagery in the religious-mystical and psychotic texts might also relate to Klein's (1935, 1946) 
developmental stages of the paranoid-schizoid and depressive position. Thus, psychotic and 
mystical experiences differ with respect to the functional regulation of the internal "bad" and 
"good" object images, where the "bad" object image reflects destructive personality aspects, such 
as death anxiety, which are first experienced during self-individuation in early infancy. The 
positive association between primordial thought language and penetration imagery in the 
mystical text showed might indicate that the religious-mystical experience allows the individual 
to find an inner feeling of functional oneness with the "bad" and "good" object parts as integral 
parts of the individual's personality, and thus to gradually overcome the depressive position 
(Klein 1935). Consistent with psychoanalytic theories (Bick, 1968; Bion, 1962; Ogden, 1989), 
the reduced body boundary awareness might perhaps reflect a regression to an earlier form of 
organizing experiences in which sensory-perceptions are transformed through the containing 
function of the mystical experiences, or perhaps closeness to God, into conscious material that 
allows an increased self-development and self-knowledge. A similar suggestion has been pro-
posed by Rickman (1957, as cited in Graetz Simmonds, 2006) in his psychoanalytic study of 
Quaker practice and belief. This paper, entitled "Need for Belief in God", put forward that the 
absence of the father figure and the practice of waiting for the inner light would enable an 
individual to experience the oceanic feeling. This need to connect to God would correspond to 
the Kleinian manic-depressive position (Klein, 1935) rather than narcissistic regression that 
characterizes cognitive functioning in psychotic states (Graetz Simmonds, p.133).  

In contrast, the personality disintegration of psychotic experience is based on the reactive-
ation of an early aggressive and chaotic object relationship that results in the hateful splitting of 
objects (Hartcollis, 1976). An individual that does such splitting relates to the self and others as 
part-objects that embody either entirely positive or negative personality aspects, which indicates 
an inability to surpass the Kleinian (1946) paranoid-schizoid position. The notion of part-object 
relation appears to be reflected in Schreber's emotional processes, where the psychotic text 
reflects an ambivalent emotional regulation in relation to body boundary awareness. The in-
creased emotional susceptibility seen in the aggressive lexis with a low body boundary awareness 
might reflect a tendency to perceive the body as being invaded from the "inside" and "outside" by 
aggressive emotions. These aggressive emotions were possibly perceived as a force threatening 
to annihilate the remaining sense of ego (Jackson, 1995). Conversely, the examples of glory lexis 
comprise a set of lexical items that relate to a general positive (if also hysterical) emotional 
valence, which is more prominent in heightened body boundary awareness that distinguishes 
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between the "inside" and the "outside" of the self. Thus, emotional responsiveness in high and 
low boundary awareness might reflect a dynamic emotion regulation in psychotic illnesses. As 
put forward by Klein (1928), the aggressive emotional valence in low boundary awareness might 
indicate heightened identification with the sensory perception of external threatening elements 
and their immediate threat to "destroy" the internal "goodness" of the remaining ego, in high 
boundary awareness, whereas the internally "good" parts are reinforced through the process of a 
glorified identification of the externally projected "good" parts.  

Additionally, whereas regression in mystical experiences assumes the function of a 
transitional space to integrate unconscious material, the ambivalent emotional regulation in 
relation to changes in body boundary awareness within the psychotic experience resonates with 
Gerzi's (2005) attractor model. In relation to this study, glory lexis in high body boundary 
awareness might represent such an attractor model, wherein the black hole excludes the 
threatening insights from conscious awareness and "pulls the trauma patient…into a realm of 
emotional void, of hole object transformation, devoid of memories" (p.1033). In contrast, 
aggressive emotions in low boundary awareness might represent the symbolic tear (or original 
trauma) in the envelope that creates a chaotic internal state of acute threat ("bad objects") to the 
stability and well-being of the self, in which the split off external stimuli penetrate and disrupt the 
sense-perception.  

Although a recent view holds that psychotic delusions might represent creative expressions, 
it is also assumed that it is not possible to create representations of these subjective trauma 
experiences within the void and alienation of the "black hole" (Laub & Podell, 1995). Hence, 
Gerzi (2000) suggests that the creative expression of these threatening perceptions would 
externalize the internal painful feelings, thus allowing the traumatic material to be gradually 
structured and integrated within a coherent self-schema (Gerzi, 2005). The expression of these 
frightening insights then would reframe the subjective trauma experience as a shared inter-
subjective experience within a social environment that functions as a transitional space, and the 
witnessing "Others" of these artefacts become the holding containers and social skin that 
envelops the individual (Tietel, 2002). The social sharing of these creative objects might also 
further the ability to engage with socially accepted symbols and metaphors, as much as placing 
the psychotic forms of expression within a responsive sociocultural environment. 

Furthermore, the results showed a co-occurrence of barrier and penetration imagery in the 
texts of both authors, which might support the notion of emotional fluctuation within the attractor 
model of trauma, as much as supporting Newbold's (1984) assumption that low barrier 
personalities would use high frequencies of both barrier and penetration imagery, in order to 
overcompensate for an inherent awareness of their underlying psychological fragility and vulner-
ability. The mystical text, however, showed a weaker association between barrier and penetration 
imagery as compared to the psychotic text, and thus reflecting Schreber's the inherent psych-
ological instability as associated to the ambivalent object relationship dynamic. Hopper (2003) 
suggests that an extreme oscillating tendency between both crustacean and amoeboid features 
might moderate the need for, and fear of, intimacy. Steiner (2004) demonstrates that the notion of 
"gazing" might demonstrate Schreber's ambivalence between establishing a closeness with, and a 
distance from, objects, which might be representative of Schreber's psychopathological object 
relationship. For example, Schreber would gaze at objects, and when they failed to confirm his 
feelings of omnipotence, he would feel an intense sense of betrayal in combination with a feeling 
of triumph over the objects. The objects were then humiliated and defeated, before they could 
reassert their status through the use of counter-projection, by which they could re-establish their 
dominance over Schreber and reverse their humiliation (p. 270).  



Table 5. Kendall's tau correlation coefficients of all linguistic variables in Saint Teresa's "The Way of Perfection" 
Linguistic variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
1. Primordial thought   1.00             
2. Icarian imagery  .258*  1.00            
3. Conceptual thought -.182 -.211*  1.00           
4. Emotion  .014  .057 -.087  1.00          
5. Positive affect  .198  .003  .018  .010  1.00         
6. Anxiety  .192  .110 -.016  .227* -.034  1.00        
7. Sadness  .106  .010 -.092  .261*  .068  .147  1.00       
8. Aggression -.049 -.009 -.127  .321** -.161  .191  .259*  1.00      
9. Affection -.013  .095 -.205*  .530** -.081  .109  .049  .034  1.00     
10. Expressive behaviour  .178  .157 -.169  .069 -.090 -.029  .030 -.020  .140  1.00    
11. Glory -.045  .121  .158  .088 -.136 -.256* -.209* -.157  .038 -.027  1.00   
12. Barrier imagery   .031  .069 -.121 -.098 -.034 -.029 -.130 -.017 -.096  .068  .197  1.00  
13. Penetration imagery  .272*  .349** -.244* -.068 -.037 -.030 -.017  .040 -.016  .166  .037 .226*  1.00 

Notes: * p < .05 level, ** p <  .01 level  

 

Table 6 – Kendall's tau correlation coefficients of all linguistic variables in Daniel Paul Schreber's "Memoirs of My Nervous Illness" 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 
1. Primordial thought  1.00             
2. Icarian imagery  .231  1.00            
3. Conceptual thought -.222 -.334**  1.00           
4. Emotion  .056 -.121  .151  1.00          
5. Positive affect  .161  .211  .026  .280*  1.00         
6. Anxiety -.013  .150  .061  .233  .147  1.00        
7. Sadness .182  .000 -.042 .    .551**  .508**  .274*  1.00       
8. Aggression -.045 -.196  .088  .530** -.061  .017  .204  1.00      
9. Affection  .145  .017 -.089  .164  .072 -.041  .057 -.084  1.00     
10. Expressive behaviour  .069 -.004  .091  .232  .390**  .118  .266* -.117  .011  1.00    
11. Glory  .184  .128 -.002  .259*  .146  .146  .211  .115  .108 -.107  1.00   
12. Barrier imagery  .011 -.054 -.119  .121 -.020 -.122  .061  .067  .037   .000  .281*  1.00  
13. Penetration imagery  .097 -.054 -.110  .293*  .022 -.126  .158  .274*  .132   .091  .208  .431**  1.00 

Notes: * p < .05 level, ** p <  .01 level  

 
 



 
In summary, this study showed that the religious-mystical and psychotic discourse dif-

fered in the frequency and co-occurrence of primordial thought language, emotion and body 
boundary imagery, indicating that both text types vary in the underlying organization of cognitive 
processes with respect to the ASC. Future research could investigate how these research findings 
are replicable in relation to other discourses of religious-mystical and psychotic experiences, 
including religious conversion experiences (Cariola, in preparation). 
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Appendix 
 

Table 1. Semantic categories and examples of primordial and conceptual thought language in the 
RID (Martindale, 1975, 1990). 

PRIMORDIAL  THOUGHT LANGUAGE  Examples of semantic items 
Drive   

Oral Breast, drink, lip 
Anal  Sweat, rot, dirty 
Sex Lover, kiss, naked 

Sensation  
General sensation Fair, charm, beauty 
Touch Touch, thick, stroke 
Taste Sweet, taste, bitter 
Odour Breath, perfume, scent 
Sound Hear, voice, sound 
Vision See, light, look 
Cold Cold, winter, snow 
Hard Rock, stone, hard 
Soft Soft, gentle, tender 

Defensive symbolization  
Passivity Die, lie, bed 
Voyage Wander, desert, beyond 
Random movement Wave. Roll, spread 

http://www.ejhs.org/volume5/wilson.html
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Diffusion Shade, shadow, cloud 
Chaos Wild, crowd, ruin 

Regressive cognition  
Unknown Secret, strange, unknown 
Timelessness Eternal, forever, immortal 
Conscious alteration Dream, sleep, wake 
Brink-passage Road, wall, door 
Narcissism Eye, heart, hand 
Concreteness At, where, over 

Icarian imagery  
Ascend Rise, fly, throw 
Height Up, sky, high 
Descend Fall, drop, sink 
Depth Down, deep, beneath 
Fire Sun, fire, flame 
Water Sea, water, stream 

CONCEPTUAL THOUGHT LANGUAGE   
Abstraction Know, may thought 
Social behaviour Say, tell, call 
Instrumental behaviour Make, find, work 
Restraint Must, stop, bind 
Order Simple, measure, array 
Temporal references When, now, then 
Moral imperatives Should, right, virtue 

Emotions  
Positive affect Cheerful, enjoy, fun 
Anxiety Afraid, fear, phobic 
Sadness Depression, dissatisfied, lonely 
Aggression Angry, harsh, sarcasm 
Expressive behaviour Art, dance, sing 
Glory  Admirable, hero, royal 

 
 

Table 2. Semantic categories and examples of barrier and penetration imagery in the BTD 
(Wilson, 2006), including all clothing items, vehicles and buildings. 

Barrier imagery Examples of semantic items 
Clothing items Dress, robe, costume 
Animal with distinctive or unusual    

skins, including shelled creatures 
Alligator, badger, peacock, snails, shrimp  

Enclosed openings in the earth Valley, ravine, canal 
Unusual animal containers Bloated, kangaroo, pregnant  
Overhanging or protective surfaces Umbrella, dome, shield 
Armoured objects or objects dependent 

on their own walls 
Armour, battleship, ship 
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Things being covered, surrounded or 
concealed 

Covered, hidden, behind 

Buildings Bungalow, cathedral, tower 
Enclosed vehicles Car, ship, truck 
Things with unusual container like 

shapes or properties 
Bagpipes, chair, throne 

Unique structures Tent, fort, hut 
Miscellaneous barrier words Basket, bubble, cage  

Penetration imagery   
Reference to the mouth being opened or 

used for intake or expulsion  
Eating, tongue, yawning 

Reference to evading, or bypassing or 
penetrating through the exterior of an 
object  

Autopsy, fluoroscope, x-ray, 

References to the body wall being 
broken, fractured, injured and 
damaged, including degeneration of 
surfaces 

Bleeding, stabbed, wounded, withered 

Openings in the earth that have no set 
boundaries  

Abyss, fountain, geyser 

All openings Anus, doorway, entrance 
Things which are insubstantial and 

without palpable boundaries 
Ghost, mud, shadow  

Transparency  Crystal, see-through, transparent 
Miscellaneous penetration words Broken, frayed, hole 
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The non-verbal codes of clothing and grooming in 
The Secret Diary of a Call Girl1 

 
Corinna Tierney 

 
Abstract 
This paper examines the use of two non-verbal sign codes (clothing and grooming) for 
the purpose of characterization in the television programme The Secret Diary of a Call 
Girl. This programme is particularly interesting from a semiotic point of view since it 
involves a single actress playing two different characters, or, rather, one character with 
two distinct identities: Hannah (a university graduate and legal secretary) and Belle (a 
high-class call girl).  The role of clothing and grooming in helping to distinguish between 
these two characters/identities is explored with the help of a questionnaire study of 20 
viewers of the programme, together with a semiotic analysis of the relevant cues.  Ways 
in which the depiction of Belle differs from stereotypical media portrayals of sex workers 
are also considered. 

 
 

Introduction 
 
Clothing and grooming function as non-verbal codes both in the media and in everyday life. 
In both contexts, it is common practice that we make inferences about people based on their 
appearance. For instance, in the UK, 'specific clothes (tracksuits), jewellery (gaudy gold or 
'bling'), brand names (Burberry)' (Gilles, 2007, p. 26) are all widely recognized stereotypical 
features of the social group known as 'Chavs', who are 'depicted as poor, ignorant, tasteless 
and immoral' (Gilles, 2007, p. 25). 

In the media, the deliberate use of clothing and other sign codes (including verbal lan-
guage) to evoke assumptions about individuals is known as characterization (Culpeper, 2000).  
For the purpose of this paper, I will be exploring how the use of the non-verbal codes of 
clothing and grooming contributes to characterization in the British television programme The 
Secret Diary of a Call Girl. Specifically, I will examine how and why these non-verbal codes 
help to identify two individual characters within the programme. The clothing and appear-
ances being discussed are those of Hannah, a university graduate, and Belle, who Hannah be-
comes when working as a call girl. I have chosen to address the clothing and physical appear-
ances of these characters because they play an important role for each: although Hannah and 
Belle are two separate characters, they are both the same person (and played by the same 
actress, Billie Piper), making these non-verbal codes vital to telling the characters apart. 

Belle is a character of considerable recent topicality due to the unmasking of the real 
person behind her, namely Dr Brooke Magnanti, who is 'a research scientist specialising in 
developmental neurotoxicology and cancer epidemiology' (Blackburn, 2009, November 16th). 
Brooke Magnanti started her blog named Diary of a London Call Girl in 2003, yet, despite the 
blog's and the character's fame, she kept her identity hidden until 2009.  Magnanti  herself is 
therefore also one person who performs two different identities: her own and that of Belle, the 
writer and star of the blog.  
                                                           
1 I am grateful to the editor, Dr. Andrew Wilson, for his help and suggestions in revising this work for 
publication. 
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Data and Method 
 
The data selected for analysis is the first series of the programme The Secret Diary of a Call 
Girl.  The programme is a British television drama which was first broadcast on ITV2 in 
2007.  It is based on the book The Intimate Adventures of a London Call Girl  (Magnanti, 
2005), which was written as a true account of the story of a London call girl, known as Belle 
De Jour. Each episode is around 30 minutes long and there have been three series so far.  

For the purpose of this analysis I have created and carried out a questionnaire using 
twenty British participants, chosen at random. All participants had seen the programme.  The 
participants include ten males and ten females and are of a variety of different age groups, in 
order to gather data from diverse sources. The questionnaire includes ten questions regarding 
how the participants view the characters and their clothing. Each question has two possible 
answers, enabling easy comparison (see Table 1 for questions). 

To supplement questions 7 and 8 in the questionnaire, I also undertook an inventory of 
the different colours of clothing worn by the two characters in the eight episodes of series 1. 

 

Results 
 

Table 1 shows the response frequencies for each question in the questionnaire, and Table 2 
shows the clothing colours worn by Belle and Hannah in each episode of series 1. 
 

Table 1. Response frequencies 
 

Question Yes No 
1. Would you agree that the non-verbal code of clothing is the 

main feature in the distinction between the two characters 
Hannah and Belle? 

20 0 

2. Did the clothing of each character cause you to make direct 
assumptions about them and what type of person they were 
likely to be? 

18 
 

 

2 

3. Would you agree that Belle's clothing in The Secret Diary of 
a Call Girl provides direct hints towards her occupation as a 
call girl? 

19 1 

4. Due to the difference in the appearance of both characters 
would you say you sometimes forget that these characters are 
actually the same person? 

16 4 

Hannah Belle 5. Which character do you think is the most attractive? 
3 17 

6. Do you think Belle's clothing is what you would typically 
expect from someone with her occupation? 

9 11 

7. Would you agree that the colour red has connotations of 
passion? 

20 0 

8. Would you agree that the colour black has connotations of 
danger? 

16 4 

9. Do you think that the non-verbal code of clothing in 'The 
Secret Diary of a Call Girl' contributes largely to the overall 
meaning of the programme? 

20 0 

10.Before doing this questionnaire is the clothing of the charac-
ters something that you actively realised was influencing how 
you viewed each character? 

6 14 
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Table 2. Analysis of clothing colours 
 

Colours of characters clothing Episode Number 

Belle Hannah 
1 Black, Silver Pink, Green Purple, 

Blue, Silver, White 
2 Black (Not present in episode) 
3 Red, Black White, Blue 
4 Black Dark Blue, White, Gray, 

Light Blue 
5 Black, Dark Gray White, Blue, Green 
6 Yellow, Brown, 

Black 
Green Blue, Pink, Light 
Gray, white 

7 Black, Dark Gray White, Blue, Orange, 
Pink, Gray, Blue 

8 Blue, White, Black, 
Gray 

Green, Blue, White, 
Gray, Beige 

 
 

Discussion 
 
One person, two characters 
 
It is evident, first of all, that the clothing in The Secret Diary of a Call Girl is indeed com-
municative from the perspective of the audience. In response to the question "Do you think 
that the non-verbal code of clothing in The Secret Diary of a Call Girl contributes largely to 
the overall meaning of the programme?", all twenty respondents answered "yes".  

As already noted, the programme uses one actress who plays two main characters. The 
first character is named Hannah and is a twenty-seven year old university graduate who 
claims to be a legal secretary. The second character is named Belle and is who Hannah be-
comes when she goes to work as a high class London call girl. Since the two characters are 
the same person and played by the same actress, the main way for the audience to tell these 
characters apart is by their appearance. In response to the question "Due to the difference in 
the appearance of both characters would you say you sometimes forget that these characters 
are actually the same person?", sixteen respondents answered "yes".  Furthermore, in response 
to the question "Would you agree that the non-verbal code of clothing is the main feature in 
the distinction between the two characters Hannah and Belle?", all twenty respondents again 
answered "yes". 

Clothing is a useful means of telling each character apart since it can be 'relatively 
easily shaped and adapted to outwardly reflect competing demands imposed by multiple 
identities' (Pratt & Rafaeli, 1997, p. 890), meaning that each character's identity can easily be 
expressed to the audience simply through their clothing. Physical symbols, such as these 
items of clothing, can 'hold meaningful representations similar to elements of verbal speech' 
(Pratt & Rafaeli, 2001, p. 99) which can then be put together to 'clarify, bolster, or qualify a 
point', such as the differences between Belle and Hannah. 

The creators of the programme purposefully make each character have a different ap-
pearance in order to express their different identities. The different combinations of signifiers 
used to create these appearances encourage audiences to make different assumptions about 
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each character. From the second question on the questionnaire, "Did the clothing of each 
character cause you to make direct assumptions about them and what type of person they 
were likely to be?", eighteen respondents answered "yes", showing that the majority of 
viewers surveyed made direct assumptions about the characters from their clothing. These 
assumptions are likely to be based on prior cultural knowledge about the typical cues used to 
classify others as members of social groups.  These social groups, in turn, form categories 
which are 'viewed as having prototype-like structures' (Culpeper, 2000, p. 94), and we 
automatically assume what a person will be like from the category we place them in. As 
Arnaud and Vanheule (2007, p. 361, cited in Wilson, 2011, p. 179) state, 'humans are not so 
much active agents who express themselves by means of language, but rather pawns that are 
determined by symbolic systems that surround them'. 

The non-verbal code of clothing provides a range of symbolic features for each 
character. Using only clothing as a code, the characters are able to be expressed in a variety of 
different ways.  As part of Belle's role as a call girl, she is featured in several different kinds 
of outfits, such as a low cut black dress, a strappy black dress accompanied by a black wig, 
black tights and black heels, a tight black skirt accompanied by a see-through red top, a 
leather skirt and jacket, a low cut black and gray dress, a long black and yellow dress, a dark 
gray skirt and jacket suit with a black top and black tights and in a short gray dress. As several 
of these outfits are worn as fancy-dress (e.g. the leather outfit and the black dress and black 
wig), not only do these outfits indicate that Belle's character is adventurous, they also show 
that part of her occupation requires her to take on different character roles. Rafaeli, Dutton, 
Harquail and Mackie-Lewis's (1997) study on everyday decisions about dress at work found 
that 'dress can be an important component of individual role taking and role performance' (p. 
35). Different characterizations could be inferred from Belle's various outfits. In contrast, 
Hannah rarely changes her style of clothing and therefore her character holds only one 
characterization. In the first series of the programme, Hannah is shown wearing jeans and a 
purple top, jeans and a white coat, a gray jacket, gray jogging pants and trainers, a white t-
shirt and blue pants and in a gray top and jeans. This also shows that Belle is more diverse 
than Hannah. Characterizing characters via their clothing has proven to be an effective way 
for audiences to differentiate between characters for several fictional television programmes: 
for example, Kuruc (2008) analysed fashion and clothing in the fictional television series Sex 
and the City and claims that fashion 'plays an enormous part in signifying the various 
character personas and roles within each episode, acting as a guide for the viewer so s/he can 
relate and identify to the four main characters' (p. 201). Yet, characterization via clothing is 
even more imperative in The Secret Diary of a Call Girl, since the characters are played by 
the same actress: clothing is integral to distinguish each character. 

 
Grooming 
 
Grooming - i.e., makeup and hair style - also plays a crucial part in how the characters' 
physical appearance contributes to the overall meaning of the programme. In making the 
characters appear different through a variety of physical features, the programme is able to 
almost fool some of its audience members into forgetting these characters are essentially the 
same person. Comparing the two characters' appearances in relation to their hair and makeup, 
it can be observed that Belle's hair style changes frequently due to the diverse roles needed for 
her occupation. Belle's hair style is often either preened into classy curls or disguised by a 
wig, whereas Hannah's hair is usually kept fairly simple and is generally always the same 
style. When addressing cosmetics, it is evident that Belle wears more makeup than Hannah, 
again showing a contrast between the two characters' appearance and types. Perhaps it could 
be said that, since makeup emphasises beauty, and beauty is stereotypically what attracts men 
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to women, it is more important for Belle to appear this way. Branston & Stafford (1996, p. 22, 
cited in Rose, 2001, p. 89) speak of a 'dominant code that all women should be glamorous and 
beautiful for men'. It could be noted here that this dominant code may not only be for the 
benefit of men, as the research questionnaire revealed that the majority thought Belle looked 
more attractive than Hannah, even though an equal amount of males and females were asked. 
In response to the question "Which character do you think is the most attractive?" only three 
respondents chose Hannah and the remaining seventeen chose Belle. 
 
Colour 
 
The colour of the clothing used within the programme also functions as a non-verbal code in 
itself (cf. Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). Colour is said to be important for expression and is 
'often mobilised by the means of costume, which has the advantage of a direct association 
with a particular character' (Gibbs, 2002, p. 8). This direct colour association with particular 
characters is evident in The Secret Diary of a Call Girl, as Belle is often shown in black or, 
sometimes, red, whereas Hannah does not wear these colours at all. Indeed, it is noteworthy 
that previous research on the working names chosen by German dominatrices - another 
category of sex worker - has shown both of these colours to be particularly relevant for the 
sex industry (Wilson, 2005). 

Through the use of the colour red, Belle's clothing provides connotations of passion 
(Lacey, 1998). Feedback from the question "Would you agree that the colour red has con-
notations of passion?" shows that all twenty respondents agreed that red holds connotations of 
passion. Elliot and Niesta (2008, p. 1159) have shown that 'red can serve as a nonphysical 
(i.e., nonfacial or bodily) factor influencing women's appeal to men'. This research suggests 
that perhaps Belle's character wears red in order attract males as well as express to the 
audience that this is what she wishes to do. Elliot and Niesta (2008, p. 1151) suggest that the 
societal use of red 'derives from the biologically based predisposition to perceive red as a 
sexual signal' – i.e., through biogenesis (Koch, 1984; Koch, 2009) – and it has therefore 'been 
used for centuries to signal sexual availability or "open for business" in red-light districts', 
which is a line of work closely related to that of Belle. 

Also, through the recurring use of the colour black, Belle's clothing represents her as a 
potentially dangerous character. Responses to the question "Would you agree that the colour 
black has connotations of danger?", showed sixteen agreed. 
 It can also be noted that white has a common occurrence in Hannah's clothing, which 
would typically symbolise innocence, a direct contrast to the colours and meaning of Belle's 
clothing (cf. Meier, Robinson & Clore, 2004). 
 
Noncompliance to stereotypes 
 
In the very first episode of series 1, where the audience discovers that Belle is a sex worker, 
she supplies a client with a towel and toothbrush before she undergoes sexual contact with 
him. Though these objects are simply everyday items in reality, the audience gathers that 
Belle does not conform to the typical stereotype of sex workers as dirty, careless and unclean: 
the towel and toothbrush symbolise that she requires cleanliness. Corbin (1990, cited in 
Sanders, 2005, p. 117) suggests that certain myths surround sex workers and these myths 
claim that they stereotypically 'smell bad' and are 'diseased'. Belle could be seen as attempting 
to disprove these myths by insisting herself and her clientele are clean. This idea of Belle 
being different from our typical representations of sex workers is also evident in her clothing: 
aside from the 'fancy dress' outfits, Belle is shown wearing outfits that are more tasteful than 
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expected from someone with her occupation, such as her skirt-suit and long black and yellow 
dress. It is common practice for sex workers to appear in a way that is seen as typically 
attractive for men, therefore 'miniskirts, leather boots and bare breasts' (Corbin, 1990, p. 335) 
are stereotypical of a sex worker's appearance as this helps 'to stimulate fantasy'. Yet, 
throughout the programme, Belle does not tend to conform to this stereotypical sex-worker 
attire. Feedback from the question "Do you think Belle's clothing is what you would typically 
expect from someone with her occupation?" showed that eleven answered "no" and nine 
answered "yes".  

Common attire for sex workers is thigh-high (or sometimes knee-high) black boots. 
These boots are mainly associated with sex workers due to their appearance in various media, 
such as the film Pretty Woman (1990), and 'have practically become a collective symbol in 
the media for the sex industry' (Wilson, 2011, p. 179). Although these boots would typically 
be expected to represent Belle's occupation, they are, in fact, not used in the programme in 
any of Belle's outfits. The absence of tall boots and conformity to typical sex-worker clothing 
could possibly be a decision made by the creators to purposely draw the character of Belle 
away from the typical view of disgust towards her occupation. Certainly, Brooke Magnanti 
has argued for the acceptability of certain types of prostitution and even claimed to 'enjoy her 
life as a prostitute' (Provocative persona of the hidden Belle, 2009, November 21).  That said, 
it is noteworthy that, although Belle's clothing is not typical for her profession, the 
programme still makes it easy for its audiences to recognise her occupation through clothing. 
In response to the question "Would you agree that Belle's clothing in The Secret Diary of a 
Call Girl provides direct hints towards her occupation as a call girl?" nineteen answered "yes" 
whereas only one answered "no". Two of the respondents participated in an informal 
debriefing regarding this question in order to understand what audiences may be responding 
to in order to receive these direct hints from Belle's clothing. From this it emerged that 
revealing, tight or dress-up clothing provided the main hints towards Belle's occupation. 

 
 

Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the identities of the main characters in The Secret Diary of a Call Girl rely 
heavily on the non-verbal codes of clothing and grooming. Without these codes, the audience 
would have difficulty recognising which character the main actress is playing. Not only do 
these non-verbal codes help to distinguish between the two characters, they also enable the 
audience to further infer the personality and characteristics of each character through 
characterization. However, although the codes of clothing and grooming play a vital role in 
this television programme, they are not always consciously noticed, as small details such as 
clothing are often overshadowed by the narrative of the television programme and audiences 
remain unaware of them. The final question on the questionnaire - "Before doing this 
questionnaire is the clothing of the characters something that you actively realised was 
influencing how you viewed each character?" - in which six respondents answered "yes" and 
fourteen respondents answered "no", supports this point. 
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