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Abstract

This thesis explores the negotiation of context and strategic redefinition of reality through
language and interaction, with an emphasis on perception/interpretation and empowerment
as a social practice. The purpose of this project is to highlight several linguistic strategies
being used by professional facilitators' in various contexts to help people overcome fear,
apathy, and self-imposed limitations. Drawing on natural language data collected through
participant-observation in several (subjectively) challenging situations — from abseiling to
firewalking — I use pragmatics and discourse analysis to investigate the perception of
(1im)possibility and people’s ‘commonsense’ beliefs about what they can or cannot do (and
why) in order to illustrate how these ideas can be challenged or changed through
(re)framing, metaphor, and conceptual blending. 1 also discuss fear in terms of social
performance and decmonstrate how facilitators actively deconstruct and redefine the
experience of fear through negotiated meaning in interaction. Finally, by drawing on a
range of research literature from various fields I attempt to situate my own observations of

language use within a larger body of interdisciplinary work dealing with epistemology and
iIssues such as perception, categorization, social knowledge claims, and the social/linguistic

construction of reality.

Empowerment presupposes a power imbalance, which 1s why the language of leaders
deserves special attention. Through their social role and context-based authority facilitators
are often 1n a position to influence other people’s mental models and establish shared
(short-term) expectations that subtly promote a preferred interpretation of specific activities
or expertences. Various examples illustrate how participants are led to question some of
their underlying assumptions about the world, engage in ‘unrealistic’ activities, and attempt
the ‘impossible.” By prompting the creation of imaginative metaphors and blended mental
spaccs, effective facilitators can create (imaginary) conditions or incentives that promote
increased participation and trigger target behaviour through integrated action — essentially
using imaginary realities to achieve real world results. Participants are never forced to do
anything against their will, and although these are often superficially goal-oriented
activities, the underlying purpose is to encourage people to question their self-limiting

beliefs and create a meaningful experience in order to promotec cmpowerment in everyday

life.

' Facilitator refers to a unique social role, which presupposes specialized training or previous experience of a
particular activity, and therefore context-specific power and soctal authority relative to a group of

participants.
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CHAPTER ONE:
Introduction

Argue for your limitations and

sure enough, they’re yours.
~ Richard Bach*

Practical, effective empowerment is the underlying theme of this thesis, and my
intention is to make an original and useful contribution to both descriptive and
applicd linguistics by highlighting the power of language to influence people’s
beliefs, behaviour, and perception of reality in a positive way. The purpose of this
project is to examine empowerment as a social practice and identify several linguistic
strategies being used by facilitators® to help people overcome féar, doubt, and self-
imposed limitations in various contexts. Drawing on natural language data primarily
collected through participant-observation, 1 use interactional pragmatics and
discourse analysis to investigate people’s ‘commonsense’ concepts of possible and
impossible, their beliefs about what they can or cannot do in specific situations, and
how these ideas can be challenged or changed through strategic language use 1n
social interaction. Unlike other critical analyses of social power and interpersonal
influence, which tend to discuss persuasion primarily in terms of ‘manipulation’ (see
below), my focus throughout is on changes in interpretation and behaviour that are
perceived as positive and believed to be in the best interests of the participants.
Through the detailed analysis of specific activities involved in outdoor/experiential
education, hypnotherapy, and firewalking seminars 1 illustrate and discuss the
collaborative creation or (re)definition of context through framing, the power of
conceptual blending to produce integrated action, and fear n relation to implicit
collaboration and social performance. [ am not only interested in how different
beliefs or perspectives are expressed, but also how they are created and where our
(shared) sense of reality comes from; therefore, by drawing on a range of research
literature from various fields I attempt to situate my own observations of language
use within a larger body of interdisciplinary work dealing with issues such as

perception/categorization, epistemology, and the discursive construction of reality.

2 llusions (2001: 75).
3 Facilitator refers to a unique social role, which presupposes specialized training or previous

experience of a particular activity, and therefore context-specific power and social authority relative to
a group of participants.
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Similar to other critical analysts (cf. Van Dijk 2003; Fairclough & Wodak 1997), 1
see no point in pretending to be an ‘objective’ observer. Since much of this research
involved my own participation in the activities described, the analysis draws upon
my personal experience and the thesis as a whole reflects my ongoing struggle with
progressively deeper and more challenging questions. I am motivated by certain
optimistic (and arguably ‘unrealistic’) beliefs, and through this research I hope to
find a way to help combat social apathy by convincing people that they can make a
difference in the world. In this introductory chapter I situate this line of inquiry
within the broad field of linguistics, clarify my personal approach to pragmatics and
discourse analysis, and discuss a few preliminary issues surrounding persuasion,
manipulation, and mind management in relation to empowerment. This 1s followed
by a few thoughts on the perception of (im)possibility, a comment on the linguistic

construction of reality, and a brief overview of what to expect in the following

chapters.

Empowerment presupposes a power imbalance, which is why the language of leaders
deserves special attention. Although I explore a wide range of contexts, from team-
building and problem-solving activities at an experiential education centre to
firewalking workshops and hypnotherapy, my focus is primarily on the complex
interactional work being done by professional facilitators to establish shared (short-
term) expectations and subtly promote a preferred interpretation of specitic
experiences. Through their social role and context-based authority leaders are often
in a position to redefine reality for other people by influencing their mental models,
sometimes in ways that make new things possible for them, and that power 1is
exercised through language and interaction. Whether it is a group of children
abseiling for the first time or adults walking barefoot across red-hot coals, people are
being raught to make sense of the world in specific ways that allow them to
overcome their fears or self-imposed limitations and attempt the ‘impossible.” Good
facilitators use language to create the conditions for learning, cooperation, and
personal growth. They actively deconstruct participants’ fears and expectations
through discourse, negotiating a shared perspective that often redefines the purpose
of an activity to enhance participants’ sense of accomplishment. Through guided
reflection and group discussion, they can also lead people to interpret their personal

experience in ways that justify new choices or behavioural changes in everyday life.
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The activities | have observed all involve perceived risk and voluntary complance;
participants are never forced to do anything against their will, but they are led nto
challenging situations and explicitly encouraged to step outside their ‘comfort zone,’
face their fears, and question their commonsense assumptions. These are
superficially goal-oriented activities, but their deeper purpose is to enhance

cooperation, communication, and self-confidence in other contexts: so the leaders of

these activities are not teaching rock-climbing or firewalking as a practical skill, but

primarily facilitating a positive and meaningful experience for participants.

Pragmatics
This emphasis on meaningful experience is what makes pragmatics particularly

relevant, because it allows us to investigate the interpersonal creation of meaning 1n
context. Pragmatics is a diverse field of study, and due to “overlapping areas of
interest, several conflicting definitions of the scope of pragmatics have arisen”
(Crystal 1995: 120). In general, it deals with the choices and consequences of

language wuse in real-world contexts.

Some scholars focus specifically on the linguistic aspects of ambiguity and interence,
or the distinction between sentence meaning and speaker meaning; however, my own
approach is broadly interactional and based more on sociopragmatics (cf. Thomas
2006: 18) — the social aspects of pragmatics — with an emphasis on why people
choose to say certain things in specific situations, and how listeners arrive at a
particular interpretation. From this perspective, “pragmatics is not about meaning; 1t
is about making meaning, about meaning potential, [and] showing how people
negotiate meaning in interaction” (Thomas 1995: 183), which is central to practical
empowerment. Pragmatics deals specifically with issues of power, interpretation,

and the active negotiation of a shared perspective in a dynamic and collaborative

sociocultural context. Rather than analysing grammatical structure and literal/logical
semantics to understand and describe what words mean, pragmatics 1S more

concerned with what people mean when they use language in social interaction.

The emphasis is on motivated, interactive, language use, and describing the way
language can be used to bring about conceptual, contextual, and/or social change;

however, interaction does not necessarily mean conversation or dialogue. When one
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individual is introducing an activity or leading a workshop a single speaker may hold
the floor for long periods of time, but this is still motivated and interactive because it
is clearly for the benefit of other people (cf. Goffman 1983: 7, platform event;

Thomas forthcoming, addressee vs. audience).

Although there may be pragmatic aspects to phonology, syntax, and other levels of

linguistic analysis (Thomas 1995: 184), I will be working primarily with a concept of

language as discourse — specifically, “language as a form of social practice”
(Fairclough 1989: 20) — and focussing on the meaning and interpretation of relatively
large chunks of talk in interaction. Since the early days of Austin (1962) pragmatics
has been about how people do things with words, and rather than focussing on the
way people talk about empowerment, my goal 1s to learn more about the way they
talk during empowerment in order to understand the interpersonal process mvolved

and discuss how it actually gets done.

Discourse analysis
Similar to pragmatics, discourse analysis 1s widely recognized as one of the broadest

yet least defined areas of linguistics, in part because 1t 1s based on scholarship from a
number of very different academic disciplines, including philosophy, sociology,
anthropology, and social psychology (Schiffrin, Tannen, & Hamilton 2003: I;
Schiffrin 1994: S; Fairclough 1992: 12). According to Schiffrin (1994: 20),

discourse is often defined in two ways within linguistics: as a structural wnit of

language (larger than a single sentence), and a particular focus of analysis (on natural
language use); however, language use cannot be analysed independently of its
purpose and function in human social life, which has led to a third definition and the
count noun discourses based on a broad range of (linguistic and non-linguistic) social
practices, ideological assumptions, and power relations (Schiffrin, Tannen, &
Hamilton 2003: 1). As a result, the term ‘discourse analysis’ now encompasses
everything from internal cohesion within lengthy extracts of talk or text, to
intertextuality and the interdependence of language and society (Schiffrin 1994: 20,
31: Schiffrin, Tannen, & Hamilton 2003). In Tannen’s earlier work (1989: 6) the
term ‘discourse’ (or ‘language beyond the sentence’) is simply /anguage — wherever
it occurs, in any context and any form; however, Schiffrin (1994: 41) has delberately

adopted a slightly more specific definition of discourse as utterances, which are
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understood to be (spoken or written) units of language use that are, unlike sentences,

inherently contextualized.

According to Fairclough (1992: 12), different methods of discourse analysis can be
broadly divided into ‘critical’ and ‘non-critical’ approaches on the basis of their
social orientation to language use. Critical approaches tend to describe and analyse
discursive practices in terms of power, ideology, and social inequality, and draw
attention to the constructive effects of discourse on social identities, roles,
relationships, belief systems, and cultural background knowledge.  Critical
Discourse Analysis (CDA) is particularly useful because it deals with issues of social
authority, power relations, and our ‘commonsense’ assumptions about the world
(Van Dijk 2003; Fairclough 1995; 1992), which can all offer insight into the
pragmatics of empowerment. According to Van Dijk (2003: 353), an “empirically
adequate critical analysis ...1s usually multidisciplinary, [and] rather than merely
describing discourse structures, it tries to explain them 1n terms of properties of
social interaction and especially social structure” (original emphasis). From this
perspective, discourse is considered a mode of action as well as representation;
language use is seen as a powerful form of social practice that allows people to act
on the world and each other in both creative and conventional ways, and as a result
discourse is not only shaped or constrained by social structures but also plays a role
in creating and sustaining those structures (Fairclough 1992; 1995). In addition to
the formal features of talk or text, the CDA defimition of discourse includes the
whole process of social interaction surrounding language use, including processes of
production and interpretation, and openly acknowledges the position of the analyst
as a subjective and interested observer (Fairclough 1989: 24, 167; Fairclough 1995;
Van Dyk 2003). It is also worth noting that CDA and many other modern
approaches to discourse analysis in the social sciences and humanities have been
heavily influenced by the work of Michel Foucault (Foucault 1970; 1972; Fairclough
1992: 37-61; Scollon & Scollon 2003: 542; Hall 2001); however, CDA i1s more
explicitly grounded in the analysis of actual examples of talk or text, and intended to
be a practical form of ideological critique that can challenge the control of dominant
groups, resist social inequality, and empower people (through critical language

awareness) to actively work towards positive social change (Van Dijk 2003;

Fairclough 1995; 1992).



(Im)possibility & the Pragmatics of Empowerment

In general my understanding and use of the term discourse is similar to Schiffrin’s
definition (1994: 41), with its emphasis on inherently contextualized utterances, and
essentially synonymous with ‘language use’ as described in the previous section on
pragmatics. My approach to ‘discourse analysis’ is most closely aligned with
interactional sociolinguistics (drawing heavily on the work of Goffman 1981; 1983)
and CDA for the reasons noted above; however, I have also found certain aspects of
ethnomethodology (Sacks 1995; Schegloft 2007) useful in discussing social roles
and category membership. When paired with a preceding adjective (as in ‘scientific
discourse’), or applied to a specific domain (such as ‘the discourse of fear’), I am
referring both to the ways of speaking (or writing) characteristic of that domain, and
the way certain topics are generally talked about — 1n other words, the sociocuitural
‘conversation’ we are exposed to through mass socialization, which contributes to
our general background knowledge and commonsense understanding of the world.

This use of discourse (in the broadly social sense) 1s similar to what other scholars

refer to as (capital D) ‘Discourses,” ‘orders of discourse,” or ‘discourse systems’
(Gee 1996: 127; Fairclough 1995: 132; Scollon & Scollon 2003: 544), which can be
thought of as “socially shared habits of thought, perception, and behaviour reflected
in numerous texts belonging to different genres” (Scollon & Scollon 2003: 538), or

“ways of being in the world ...which integrate words, acts, values, beliefs, attitudes,
and social identities” (Gee 1996: 127).

The content of scientific discourse may or may not be based on research that
employs the scientific method, and the discourse of fear may have more to do with
people’s background knowledge and ideas about fear, or socially appropriate
responses to fear, than what they actually say in frightening situations, (although
these may be interrelated). Social discourse is one source of our shared expectations
and influences our ideas of normal, natural, possible and impossible, which
fundamentally affects our interpretation of situations, events, and experiences, and
therefore the (social) practice of empowerment in interaction. *“Most interaction and
discourse is ...produced and understood in terms of mental models that combine
personal and social beliefs” (Van Dijk 2006: 369), and my research 1S essentially
about using language to challenge or change some of those (self-limiting) beliefs in

social interaction.
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Persuasion, manipulation, & empowerment
Persuasion, manipulation, and empowerment all involve discourse, power, and

influence; but they are not the same thing. In everyday use the term ‘manipulation’
has 1nherently negative connotations (Van Dyk 2006: 360), and the same could be
saild of ‘brainwashing,” ‘indoctrination,” or any form of ‘mind-control’ where
recipients are assigned the passive role of victims. However, stripped of their
negative associations most methods of manipulation could be considered (legitimate)
forms of persuasion in certain contexts — the key difference seems to be an awareness

of the speaker’s agenda, and freedom of belief and action afterward (Van Dk 2006:
361; see also Dillard and Pfau 2002; O’Keefe 2002).

Van Dijk (2006) offers a triangulated approach to discourse, social power, and
cognition, which helps highlight the similarities and differences between legitimate
and 1llegitimate forms of persuasion. According to Van Dijk (2006: 360, 364),
“manipulation not only involves power, but specifically abuse of power” — a
discursive form of elite power reproduction used to make others do or believe things
that are not in their best interests, and which may also serve to (re)produce social
inequality. Van Dijk’s definition of manipulation deliberately excludes individual
personality or character traits and the intention of speakers, as well as the conscious
awareness/judgment of recipients that they are being ‘manipulated’; instead he
restricts his analysis to social criteria and consequences, focusing specifically on
individuals’ power or influence over others as a result of their social role (Van Dijk
2006: 362-364). My own analysis will also avoid looking at individual personality
traits and focus more on context related roles and power relations, but unlike Van
Diyk I am specifically interested in the individual level of personal interaction rather

than the long-term influence of institutions and organizations.

The boundary between persuasion and manipulation is fuzzy and context-dependent
(Van Dyk 2006: 361), which 1s why many of the social and cognitive aspects of
manipulation described by Van Dijk also apply to empowerment. Facilitators do rely
on a (legitimate) context-specific power imbalance, but they explicitly use their
influence m the best interests of participants. Furthermore, there is often an
emphasis on choice and conscious awareness of the beliefs that are being challenged;

so rather than replacing one blind response or automatic reaction with another, the
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goal is to help participants recognize their own self-limiting beliefs or patterns of
behaviour, change them if they want to, and bring that awareness independently into

other contexts.

Individuals differ in their susceptibility to manipulation or mind-control, and I would
argue that the same thing applies to legitimate persuasion and empowerment.
Changes in context, circumstances, or state of mind may make people more or less
receptive to a certain message, and the argument that ispires one individual will not
necessarily convince another. Various (non-linguistic) aspects of the situation,

including participants’ mental states, can also affect attention, participation, and the

facilitator’s apparent effectiveness.

Both manipulation and empowerment mvolve a deliberate attempt to change another
person’s perspective and interpretation. “If manipulators are aiming for recipients to
understand a discourse as they see it, it is crucial that the recipients form the mental
models the manipulators want them to form, thus restricting their freedom of
interpretation” (Van Dijk 2006: 367); however, rather than closing down options,
empowcerment is fundamentally about opening up to new choices, alternatives, and
interpretations.  Instead of forcing participants to converge on a common
understanding, good facilitators often adapt their own language (in terms of
metaphor, presupposition, etc.) to fit the mental model of those they are trying to

teach, and offer several ways to ‘make sense’ of a new and challenging experience.

Mind-management

There are many forms of discourse-based mental influence, such as
informing, teaching and persuasion, that also shape or change people’s
knowledge and opinions. ...In order to be able to distinguish between
legitimate and illegitimate mind control, we first need to be more explicit
about how discourse can ‘affect’ the mind 1n the first place.

(Van Dijk 2006: 365)
Simply ‘understanding’ an uttcrance involves processing information about words,
clauses, and propositional meaning in the short-term memory (STM). This
processing is strategic, goal-directed, and hypothetical; we rely on fast, efficient
guesses and shortcuts rather than complete analyses (Van Dyk 2006: 365).

However, this process obviously relies on lexical meaning, ‘context-models,” and

other information stored in long-term memory (LTM) (cf. Van Dyk 1999a).

et
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Although manipulating people’s immediate understanding can be nteresting and
powerfully effective, the long-term connections between experience, interpretation,
and our mental models of reality are more relevant to the pragmatics of

empowerment.

Within L'TM 1t 1s helpful to distinguish between the personal ‘episodic’ memories
that define our subjective experience and life history, and more stable knowledge,
attitudes, and ideologies we share due to mass socialization. Van Dyk (2006: 369)
argues that the most powerful forms of (social/political) manipulation do not focus
on influencing individual mental models for specific situations, but attempt to
develop or exploit more general attitudes, beliefs, and assumptions that are widely
shared within society and therefore far more stable than the opinions or mental
models of individual people. However, “influencing attitudes implies influencing
whole groups, and on many occasions” (Van Dijk 2006: 369), which is why I'm

more interested in the negotiation of context and creation of individual mental

models. These are unique interpretations of subjective cxperience, including
personal opinions and emotions, which draw on shared social background knowledge
and become the “basis of our future memories, as well as the basis of further

learning, such as the acquisition of experience-based knowledge” (Van Dijk 2006:

367).

Although we each create our own unique memories and mental models, we still
expect our understanding and interpretation to fit in reasonably well with the
worldview of those around us. We rely on a certain amount of shared sociocultural
knowledge, gradually acquired throughout our lifetime, in order to interact in
meaningful ways with other members of the same culture or social group. The stable
and familiar world of everyday life is built on the bedrock of commonsense
assumptions and expectations that are taken for granted and rarely questioned, yet
those assumptions subtly influence both our own behaviour and the way we interpret
the actions of other people (Fairclough 1989: 75). According to Van Dijk, a wide
range of social groups — from pacifists and feminists to racists and male chauvinists —
are based on (the perception of) shared attitudes and ideologies (Van Dijk 2006: 369;
cf. Van Dyk 1999a), which may lead different groups of people to vastly different

interpretations of the same situation, event, or utterance.
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These deeply held behefs are not likely to suddenly change as the result of a single
experience; however, gently deconstructing an individual’s belief system and
challenging “aspects of the world 1t relates to, or indeed ...the world it presupposes”
(Fairclough 1989: 78) can initiate a personal process of critical questioning with
potential long-term benefits. In my analysis of empowerment across contexts I
demonstrate that facilitators are eftectively using discourse to influence participants’
mental models, using their position of soctal authority to challenge participants’ self-
limiting beliefs, and deliberately attempting to promote the construction of episodic
memories that will influence interpretation and justify new choices or positive

changes in everyday life.

The perception of (im)possibility
“Impossible” is relatively easy to understand and define, it’s just — “Not possible”

(Oxford English Dictionary, henceforth OED). That seems fairly unambiguous —
there is a clear logical and semantic distinction — something is either possible or it’s
not. The only problem with that i1s the inherent ambiguity of possible, which refers
to things a person can do, but also to many other things that are essentially unknown

but may exist, or happen, or turn out to be true (OED: possible).

When a school inspector 1 know asked a young boy, “Can you swim?” He promptly
replied, “Of course I can! I just haven’t learned how yet,” beautifully demonstrating
an implicit awarcness of the hidden potential in an open-ended interpretation of
possibility. The distinction between possible and impossible is based on belief and
interpretation in context — on our mental models and the worlds they presuppose —
which is why influencing the perception of possibility 1s so powerful. It may not
change ‘objective’ reality, but on an individual and social level the consequences of

that shift in perspective and attitude are utterly unpredictable.*

I’'m interested in the pragmatics of possibility and human potential — in using
language and interaction to introduce a healthy sense of uncertainty and optimism

into individuals’ relatively stable worldviews, which involves exploiting the structure

* Ultimately, whether those ‘consequences’ are subjectively considered positive or negative by other
people depends on what you decide is possible, how you choose to pursue that goal, and the
(perceived or direct) impact of your behaviour on other people’s lives.

10
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of their current beliet system in order to offer new options and alternatives that

)

‘make sensc.” Regardless of how much we think we ‘know’ about the universe, or
even the social world we’ve collectively created, there 1s undeniably more that we
don’t know — and if history is any indication, we probably understand far less than
we think we do. Open acknowledgement of the unknown and discussion of our
inevitably partial and limited perspective as human beings can be a tremendous
resource for empowerment because, to the extent that our limitations are social,
psychological, or cultural rather than biological or physical, our beliefs about our
own ability and potential can be deconstructed and redefined through discourse. The
changes we want may not happen instantly or automatically because some skills take

time to develop, but we only practise things we think are possible, and 1f we believe

something 1s impossible we usually don’t even fry.

Embodied cognition, experiential realism, & implicit categorization
This thesis focuses primarily on interpersonal influence and social interaction rather

than the patterns/process of conceptualization or features of meaning construction
within the mind itself; nevertheless, there is a great deal of overlap between
pragmatics and cognitive linguistics, and I have drawn upon several theoretical
concepts associated with this field, including conceptual metaphor (Lakoff &
Johnson [1980] 2003), mental spaces (Fauconnier 1985), and conceptual blending
(Fauconnier & Turner 2002). Although I have not engaged in a detailed cognitive

> my work shares many of the same theoretical commitments, including

analysis,
embodied cognition and experiential realism (Evans & Green 2006; Lakoff 1987;
Johnson 1987), and these ideas have influenced my understanding of language,

thought, and reality.

From this perspective, the human mind and body are seen as an integrated system
that inevitably affects our awareness, understanding, and experience of reality. Due
to the unique nature of our physical bodies, neurological organization, and sensory-
perceptual systems, we have a species-specific view of the world (Evans & Green
2006: 44). Our minds are embodied and we have evolved to survive in a particular

ecological niche; therefore, the features of external reality we perceive, the concepts

> In the sense of using abstract diagrams to describe conceptual structure or illustrate the complex

connections between specific elements across multiple layers of mental space (see Fauconnier 1985;
Fauconnier & Turner 2002).

11
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we form, and the way we talk and think about reality is largely a result of our
uniquely human point of view (Evans & Green 2006: 46-48). Jackendoff (1985: 23)
makes an important distinction between thc real world as a source of raw
environmental input and the projected world of human consciousness,’ “a mental
representation of reality, as construed by the human mind, mediated by our unique
perceptual and conceptual systems” (Evans & Green 2006: 7). Jackendoff is not
claiming that there is no real world — only that it is not the world we see and
experience on a daily basis (Jackendoft 1985: 26). He argues that we cannot
perceive the real world as it is due to unconscious processes that automatically
organize and impose structure on environmental input, and since we only have
conscious access to the projected world, all the information conveyed by language
must actually refer to projected reality rather than directly to the real world itself
(Jackendoff 1985: 29; cf. Fauconnier 1985: 15). Nevertheless, throughout this thesis
I will continue to talk about interaction in ‘the real world’ in a conventional way
because, according to Jackendoff (1985: 29-31), we habitually treat the projected
world as reality, and although perception, thought, and language are inherently
subjective, because we are human beings with similar bodies/mental structures our
projections are generally compatible for most purposes and we can reasonably

assume that we are talking about the same things, provided we are wary of potential

misunderstandings.

Although cognitive neuroscientists and others may find it useful to distinguish
between sense perception and any subsequent mental/cognitive processes involved in
recognition, categorization, and conceptualization, for the purpose of this thesis these
processes are considered automatic and effectively inseparable in ordinary social
interaction.” Raw perceptual information from various sensory systems is processed
in different parts of the brain and then integrated into a single coherent and well
defined mental image or representation (i.e. concept) available to consciousness

(Evans & Green 2006: 7), and seeing anything specific in the world around us

® According to Jackendoff (1985: 28-29), “the projected world does not consist of mental images. ..
and is much richer than the ‘percepts’ of traditional psychology: it embraces not only direct perceptual
experience, with all its attendant organization, but also a wide variety of abstractions and theoretical
constructs.”

" By ‘effectively inseparable’ I mean that under ordinary circumstances people generally ‘see’ the
world in terms of categories and concepts. It is rare to perceive anything without automatically
attempting to label or identify it in some way; however, this process can be brought into conscious
awareness and alternative interpretations can be suggested (cf. Jackendoff 1985: 23).

12
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typically involves categorization (Lakoff 1987: 126). According to Lakoff (1987: 5),
nothing is more basic to human thought, perception, speech, and action than
categorization: “Every time we see something as a kind of thing, for example, a tree,
we are categorizing. Whenever we reason about kinds of things — chairs, nations,
1llnesses, emotions, any kind of thing at all — we are employing categories™ (Lakoff
1987: 5). Whenever I discuss influencing other people’s perception of a situation,
event, or activity, I am primarily referring to changes in (automatic/implicit)
categorization, conceptualization, and selective attention.® Although this is similar to
changing someone’s interpretation of an experience, ctc., I often refer to both
because interpretation may be a more intentional part of the sense-making process,
which involves evaluating various alternatives and consciously choosing how to
‘see’ (1.e. understand) the situation rather than simply responding to ‘obvious’ or
‘self-evident’ features of reality. According to Jackendoff (1985: 25), the mental
processes that create this (perception of) ‘natural’ structure and organization from
raw environmental input are both automatic and unconscious. Although under some
circumstances they are susceptible to voluntary control, at best the choice 1s between

different organizations (i.e. interpretations), not between organized and unorganized

input (Jackendoft 1985: 25).

My research does not directly address the issue of linguistic relativity; however,
given the shared commitments with cognitive linguistics and overall emphasis on
influencing sense-making and behaviour through language use, I would generally
support a neo-Whorfian or ‘weak’ version of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis (see Evans
& Green 2006: 95-101; cf. Whorf 1956) — specifically, that changing the way we ‘cut
up’ and ‘label’ the world through language has an influence on thought and action.
In addition, there are many points of contact and potential overlap between
(critical/cognitive) approaches to linguistic analysis that are grounded 1n experiential

realism and certain kinds of social constructionism.

® As opposed to modifying the actual sensory input (e.g. with a blindfold, magnifying glass, etc.).
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Those who speak of our reality as socially constructed are emphasizing the

part played by cultural constructs in our eftective environment — our

environment as we perceive it and respond to it. ...The human species — and

no other — possesses the one essential tool which makes a social construction

of reality possible. That tool is language. Not only is language the means by

which this kind of reality construction is accomplished, it is also the means

by which realities, once constructed, are preserved and transmitted from

person to person and from generation to generation. Hence, it is entirely

appropriate to refer more specifically to the /inguistic construction of reality:.
(Grace 1987: 3) E

Summary & overview
These issues are inherently mterdisciplinary, and researchers working in philosophy,

psychology, sociology, anthropology, and education could all offer meaningful

insights into empowerment from their own academic perspectives; however, 1 have
chosen to ground my analysis in the details of discourse because, telepathy and
advanced technology aside, in everyday life our access to other people’s minds and
our ability to influence them i1s primarily based on language and interaction.
LLanguage can lead people to perceive the world in different ways, and changing an

individual’s interpretation of a situation, event, or experience can trigger subsequent

changes in both beliefs and behaviour.

Subtle changes in perspective can be powerfully transformational, revealing new
possibilities and ‘hidden’ potential, which 1s why these observations of active sense-
making have such broad implications (and potential applications). “Human beings
are creatures of culture with an innate ability to learn, to think, and to act socially,
[and] our sense of self and our sense of potential each have their origin in our social
reality” (McCallister 2004: 457-458). We have the ability to retlect on our
experiences, imagine alternatives, change our behaviour, and will ourselves towards
the achievement of certain goals (McCallister 2004: 458); however, our
interpretations of reality emerge through interaction in a dynamic yet restrictive
sociocultural context. According to McCallister (2004: 453), “essentially, we
become that which we believe we are capable of becoming.” On the other hand,
Shotter argues that “the future cannot be made to occur by the sheer force of one’s
conviction as to its possibility; one must relate one’s actions to what at any one

moment is a real possibility within 1t” (1993: 6, original emphasis), and the social

14



Introduction

structures, cultural context, and expectations of other people cannot simply be
ignored:

The institutions are there, external to him, persistent in their reality, whether
he likes 1t or not. He cannot wish them away. They resist his attempts to
change or evade them. They have a coercive power over him... The
objective reality of institutions is not diminished if the individual does not
understand their purpose or their mode of operation. He may experience
large sectors of the social world as incomprehensible, perhaps oppressive in

their opaqueness, but real nonetheless.
(Berger & Luckman 2002: 46)

McCallister claims that “will is the interface between what we want and what we
achieve” (2004: 458), but according to Feldman “culturcs create the conditions that
allow diverse potential to be expressed as actual achievement” (1991: 211). Simply
telling somebody “anything is possible™ is not enough — people have to be taught to
see new options from within their current social position and cultural worldview 1n

order to recognize that ‘realistic’ alternatives exist and these are real possibilities for

them.

The next chapter will focus on methodology and explain the source and diversity of
my data. In each subsequent chapter 1 will then examine and discuss an important
aspect of empowerment, with reference to examples of actual interaction between
participants and facilitators engaged in various activities in three different contexts —
at an experiential education centre, 1n a private hypnotherapy session, and during
firewalking seminars for the general public. Relevant concepts, terminology, and
theoretical background will be introduced at the beginning of each chapter, and later
chapters will build on the previous discussion and analysis to gradually cxplore

deeper 1ssues.

The analysis itself begins with the concept of ‘framing’ and the creation of context 1n
interaction, including the active negotiation of relevant social roles and categories
(Ch. 3). I demonstrate how facilitators can exploit their unique social position to
strategically enhance the perception of risk or safety, challenge commonsense
assumptions, and establish shared expectations that influence participants’

understanding of the real/ world.
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Next | focus on activities that involve ‘unrealistic’ or ‘impossible’ scenarios in order
to highlight how metaphor, conceptual blending, and integrated action can produce
imaginary realities that trigger important changes in behaviour and understanding
(Ch. 4). Although the real world is never forgotten entirely, in order to participate in
these activities everyone involved must (temporarily) behave as if certain things were
true, and these collaborative 1imaginary worlds create the conditions and incentives
for people to practise (real) teamwork and communication skills, engage in

meaningful but physically impossible activities, and experiment with alternative

perspectives and ways of being 1n the world.

| then discuss fear in terms of social performance, with an emphasis on impression
management, implicit collaboration, and shared assumptions about reality (Ch. 5). 1
highlight how participants use language to express their fear, anxiety, and other
invisible aspects of their subjective experience for the benefit of an audience, and
demonstrate how facilitators actively deconstruct and redefine the experience of fear
itself through negotiated meaning in interaction. I also show how participants can be
led to interpret a powerful personal experience as ‘proof’ of deeper ‘truths’ about the

nature of reality and fear in general.

Finally, I consider the big questions and broad implications of this research project as
a whole and highlight a few potential applications in various (non-academic) fields
(Ch. 6). 1 discuss some of the most inspiring and inexplicable things I have
discovered through this process, and also explore deeper philosophical themes
related to the nature of knowledge, experience, and the sense-making process in
general. I conclude with a few more ‘crazy’ ideas that have influenced my current
understanding of (im)possibility and the pragmatics of empowerment, and briefly
comment on the challenge of remaining open-minded yet sceptical as I attempt to
evaluate the social knowledge claims of other people and make sense of my own

experience.
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CHAPTER TWO:

Methodology & Rationale

The mystery of life 1s not a problem to be solved

but a reality to be experienced.
~ Aart Van Der Leeuw”’

Introduction
In this chapter 1 explain the source and diversity of my data, discuss the

methodological challenges cncountered while conducting this research, and clarify
the kind of questions this thesis can and cannot address. The primary method of data
collection in all cases has been participant observation and personal field notes,
supplemented where possible with audio and video recording of interaction between
participants and facilitators during various activities. [ have chosen to examine the
practice of empowerment in three distinctly different environments — at an
experiential education and outdoor pursuits centre, in a private hypnotherapy
practice, and during facilitated firewalking seminars for the general public. These
thrce contexts are similar in several ways: they all rely on relatively brief but
potentially transformational social encounters rather than the development of long-
term educational or therapeutic relationships; effective facilitators use language to
influence the subjective interpretation of experience; and instead of focussing on skill
development the underlying goal is to create a positive and meaningful experience
that leads to personal empowerment in everyday life. Nevertheless, there are also
important differences in group dynamics and the specific challenges associated with
each environment, which makes comparison across contexts interesting and
worthwhile. By highlighting some of the same strategies in outdoor education,
hypnotherapy, and firewalking — specifically, framing, conceptual blending, and the
redefinition of fear or self-limiting beliefs — I hope to demonstrate the power of
language to help people attempt/achieve the ‘impossible’ and argue that these
interactive techniques can be adapted and applied to empower people 1n a wide range

of social situations. '’

> Original source unknown; {c.1876-1931].

'> This research is not specifically about macho, male-dominated activities or the real risks and
serious consequences of extreme outdoor adventures; it is about similarities in interaction and
language use in outdoor education, hypnotherapy, and firewalking. The activities discussed can all be
effectively facilitated and easily done by both men and women — of various ages, sizes, and
backgrounds — because they occur within a relatively controlled environment and rely on perceived
risk and the (guided) interpretation of experience to create a more challenging/empowering context.
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I begin by describing each of the three research sites, as well as the kind of activities
and interaction I observed at each location. I also discuss the technical details of data
collection, iIncluding my role as a participant-observer, specific challenges
encountered in each context, and various sources of supplementary information. I
explain how perceived risk and peer-group interaction help compensate for the
observer’s paradox (Labov 1972: 209), and acknowledge my own motivation,
subjective terpretation, and position as an interested rather than ‘objective’
observer. Finally, I address a few frequently asked questions and highlight some
common misconceptions in order to clarify the scope of this research — there are

some Intriguing questions it was simply not designed to analyse and cannot attempt

to definitively answer.

Although all reasonable steps have been taken to ensure the anonymity of

participants and facilitators, the people and affiliated organizations described below
have voluntarily given their informed consent to be identified in connection with this
project, and this research would not have been possible without their collaboration
and support. I sincerely appreciate their enthusiastic cooperation, and I hope
eventually this work can contribute in some small way to the meaningful work being
done by these people on a daily basis. Although I had no direct control over the size
and composition of the groups I chose to observe, basic demographic details of the
participants and facilitators are provided in Appendix A, along with a chart that

summarizes the various research sites and data sources.

Experiential Education

The Conway Centre'’ is a residential experiential education and outdoor pursuits
centre located on the island of Anglesey in North Wales (UK). As far as
empowerment is concerned, it’s like a large-scale human laboratory where well
trained facilitators lead specialized programmes for groups of all ages that
deliberately push people to the edge of their personal ‘comfort zone’ through a wide
range of challenging outdoor activities, including rock-climbing, abseiling, high and
low ropes-course clements, and various imaginative problem-solving activities

designed to develop teamwork and communication skills. This was my primary

"' Canolfan Conway Centre ~ (www.conwaycentre.co.uk), Llanfairpwll, Anglesey, UK — LL61 6D)J.

18

- -
.......



Methodology & Rationale

research venue and the interaction I observed there provided the inspiration to
explore framing, imagination, conceptual blending, and social performance 1n other

contexts.

Since my research began as an open-ended investigation into the pragmatics of
empowerment, rather than starting with a particular theoretical framework I chose to
simply observe the interaction between staff and participants at the Conway Centre
and see what I noticed about their use of language. Through an iterative process that
involved moving backwards and forwards between an interdisciplinary literature
review and my own observations, |1 gradually began to focus my attention on specific
activities and chose to concentrate on framing, blending, and social performance
because they seemed particularly interesting, important, and adaptable. Later, when I
started to explore parallels in other contexts, I deliberately applied this emergent
framework to the interaction I observed in hypnotherapy and various firewalking

workshops in order to support my argument that these powerful linguistic strategies

could also be effectively applied elsewhere, (as discussed in chapter six).

In practice, outdoor education is often closely aligned with the principles of
experiential learning (Barton 2007: 8), which is essentially /earning through doing —
“it is a process through which individuals construct knowledge, acquire skills, and
enhance values from direct experience” (Luckner & Nadler 1997: 3; cf. [American]
Association of Experiential Education 1995). At first glance, the term experiential
learning appears intuitively easy to understand; however, it can refer to (or obscure)
an incredibly diverse range of meanings, goals, and social practices (see Weill &
McGill: 1989).' In relation to language, interaction, and the pragmatics of
empowerment in the contexts I have analysed, a more specific definition of
experiential learning is “the sense-making process of active engagement between the
inner world of the person and the outer world of the environment™ (Beard & Wilson
2006: 2, my emphasis), which highlights the i1mportance of interpretation.
Facilitators of this process serve as ‘“the midwives of the learning experience”

(Luckner & Nadler 1997: xv), helping people develop a rich, meaningful, and

'2 Although at the moment my focus i1s on the Conway Centre specifically, from another perspective
all the activities discussed in this thesis, including firewalking and hypnotherapy, could be seen as
forms of experiential learning.
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personally inspiring story from the seeds of raw experience, which relies extensively
on the interpersonal negotiation of meaning In Interaction. “It is a matter of
constantly co-constructing, co-creating, and editing the information so that

individuals can internalize the meaning from the experience” (Luckner & Nadler
1997: xvi).

In relation to (experiential) education and human resource development, Wilson
(2005: 7) defines learning as “a relatively permanent change of knowledge, attitude
or behaviour occurring as a result of formal education or training, or as a result of
informal experiences™; however, raw experience does not necessarily lead to new
insight or improved understanding because we can be easily misled by our own
(mis)perception or (mis)interpretation, which may merely reinforce a pre-existing
bias in our personal belief system (Beard & Wilson 2006: 20). Paying attention and
actively processing (or reflecting upon) an experience are now generally considered
essential for learning to occur (Beard & Wilson 2006; Luckner & Nadler 1997;
Greenaway 1996), although there i1s ongoing debate among educators, therapists, and
trainers about how/when this occurs, the (practical) need for facilitated
reflection/reviewing, and the (ethical) cxtent of appropriate intervention into the

personal sense-making process of participants (Beard & Wilson 2006; Luckner &

Nadler 1997; Wurdinger & Potter: 1999; Greenaway 1996; Weil & McGill 1989).

Perceived risk

The Conway Centre has proven to be an i1deal environment to study certain aspects of
language and interaction because the facilitators and participants have fundamentally
different perspectives on the inherent danger, difficulty, and underlying purpose of
the activities they are engaged in (Airey 2000: 65-69). The difference in perception
between novice participants and an expert (or experienced) facilitator is
acknowledged in the hterature on experiential learning and outdoor/adventure
education (Rohnke 1999: 126; Bunting 1999: 130), and often exploited in order to
influence participants’ interaction and interpretation of context — in many outdoor
education and adventure programmes the goal is “to decrease the real risks while
maintaining and capitalizing on the perceived risks” (Bunting 1999: 130). According
to Barton (2007: 18), this distinction cannot be sustained under detailed scrutiny

because, despite precautions, there is likely to be a residual level of real risk inherent
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in even the most innocuous activities; however, it does make a useful distinction
between activities which entail relatively serious consequences in the event of
participant error, and structured activities in a relatively controlled environment,
which often involve more trivial and contrived consequences. Rohnke (1999: 127)
makes a similar distinction between pure and programmed adventure, and argues
that the “perception of risk must remain or the experience degrades to a carnival ride,

no more than a cheap thrill.”

According to one experienced facilitator, the most valuable learning takes place
when participants are engaged in activities with an iherent element of (perceived)
risk, and the notion of ‘challenge by choice’ i1s central to activities at the Conway
Centre because it serves to reinforce the perception that control is retained by the
group (Airey 2000: 42, 45). Participants are never forced to do anything against their
will; however, skilful language use allows facilitators to change the way participants
‘see’ the situation and interpret their experience, helping them to recognize and often
overcome their fears, insecurities, and sclf-imposed limitations (cf. Beard & Wilson
2006: 3, 21). Although participants may develop interest and enthusiasm for a new
activity as a result of these programmes, the underlying purpose i1s personal
empowerment rather than practical skill development. Groups come to the Conway
Centre to develop trust, teamwork, and problem-'solving skills through experience
and interaction, to learn lessons in this specialized educational environment that can
be applied in everyday life, and to go home as better communicators rather than

climbers.

Participant observation
My role as a participant-observer at the Conway Centre was essentially that of an

additional (voluntary) staff member helping to facilitate various group activities;
however, when working with smaller groups of adults I also took the opportunity to
attempt several of the more individual activities (such as abseiling or the high ropes-
course elements) in order to experience the fear and challenge for myself. Although
[ assisted with some aspects of personal safety and answered basic questions about
the rules of each activity, the primary facilitator was always an employee of the
Conway Centre or suitably qualified freelance outdoor education instructor and I was

careful not to be directly involved in teaching or leading the group because, as far as
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possible, my goal was to observe ‘ordinary’ interaction in this context. When
meeting a group of participants for the first time I would typically introduce myself
as a Canadian currently studying at the university in Bangor, explain that I am
interested in learning more about the kind of work they do at the Conway Centre, and
ask the group’s permission to spend the day with them and join in their scheduled
activities. If pressed for a more detailed explanation of my university programme
(by teachers or school administrators) I said that I’m studying linguistics and ['m

interested in several aspects of communication and group dynamics in scary or

challenging situations.

As a result of cooperative engagement in challenging tasks and the perceived risk
involved in many of these activities, it seems highly unlikely that participants
intentionally altered their natural/ordinary ways of speaking and interacting n this
context due to the observer’s paradox. According to Labov (1972: 209), one of the
most effective ways of diverting conscious attention away from speech is to involve
the subject in topics/memories that arouse strong emotions, a strategy he has
exploited in his own research with the “Danger of Death” question: “Have you ever
been in a situation where you thought you were in serious danger of being killed?”
(Labov 1972: 93). As for my own research, although the participants are relatively
safe during the activities I have observed, the perceived risk and potential ‘danger of
death’ is often quite high, so rather than merely remembering/imagining the fear or
anxiety associated with a dangerous situation, the participants are actually engaged in

tasks that trigger the experience of those emotions and demand their full attention.

For the most part, staff members were fully engaged in their professional role as
facilitators and seemed to think I was focussed on interaction between the
participants, and the participants were engrossed 1n dynamic interaction with their
normal peer group - and seemed to think 1 was watching the staff in order to learn
how to lead the activities. As an adult wearing appropriate outdoor clothing and
obviously familiar with the Conway Centre’s facilities, many participants simply
assumed I was just another staff member, which became apparent when they asked

“how long have you worked here?” and similar questions. In any case, as a pseudo-

'3 Students of approximately the same age from the same school, or adults from the same workplace.
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staff member 1 had a legitimate role within the group, which allowed me to observe
the activities and interaction from more of an insider’s perspective. Although my
presence may have had a subtle influence through personal iteraction with
participants and facilitators, because I had a peripheral yet socially ratified role in the
groups I observed, my involvement did not significantly alter the ordinary patterns of
behaviour and spontaneous interaction that emerged during these activities. All the
staff facilitators I worked with were aware of my research agenda in a general sense,
seemed genuinely interested in it, and were friendly, helpful, and extremely
cooperative; however, the Conway Centre frequently allows university students in
education and outdoor recreation leadership to visit on short-term work placements,
so most facilitators seemed perfectly comfortable having an inexperienced observer

present and did not deliberately alter their ordinary methods of facilitation for my

benefit.

Initially my point of view was closely aligned with the participants because the

setting, activities, and expectations in this context were unfamiliar to me, but the
more | returned to watch different groups struggling over the same challenges the
more I began to appreciate the facilitators’ perspective. According to Airey (2000:
69), as a result of repeated long-term exposure to each activity, established
competence, and a methodological or sequential approach to safety, statt members at
the Conway Centre are able to focus more on personal empowerment as a potential
learning outcome — unlike participants, who may be preoccupied with simply

surviving!

Police clearance & other details of data collection
Although I was in the presence of Conway Centre staff members at all times, for the

safety of all concerned the director of outdoor education asked me to consent to a
standard police background check before being allowed to observe or interact with
participants, resulting in an Enhanced Disclosure from the Criminal Records Bureau.
Initially I had hoped to use a small digital video camera'’ to capture the full context
of interaction; however, the vast majority of participants were school children (aged

10-16) from various communities throughout Wales and England, which made 1t

virtually impossible to obtain parental consent to film these groups. As a result, I

'4 Sony Handycam (//IDR-HC3EK) digital HD video camera, recording on mini DV tapes (DVM60).
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relied primarily on discrete field notes to record my observations of language and
interaction in this context. In addition to contextualized quotations, I also took note
of the group size, activity sequence, and basic demographic details of the people
involved."” I spoke with staff members individually prior to cach day’s activities,
and with their informed consent I was able to obtain extracts of their verbal
instructions and interaction with participants by using a small microphone clipped to
my collar and attached to a mini-disc audio recorder'® concealed in an inside pocket
of my jacket. By pressing and releasing the pause button at the right time I was able
to capture what the facilitators were saying without recording the participants. On
one occasion a group of adults also gave me permission to film them during the high
ropes-course and use the video for research purposes, including publication and
conference presentations (Conway videco, see Appendix C). Copies of the various

consent forms I produced can be found in Appendix F.

Interaction observed in this context
Effective facilitators at the Conway Centre use language to achieve a variety of goals

in social interaction: they are able to strategically alter participants’ pcrception of
social roles, safety equipment, and the risk associated with various activities; they
enhance motivation and participation through the creation of vivid imaginary
scenarios; they help participants acquire new skills through integrated action based
on conceptual blending; and they acknowledge people’s fear as ‘normal’ and
‘natural’ while stmultaneously invalidating it as an excuse for non-participation.
These are the kinds of motivated language use I have analysed in order to gain

insight into the pragmatics of empowerment in this context.

A more detailed description of the participants, equipment, and expectations
involved in each activity i1s provided during the discussion and analysis of specific
examples in the following chapters. For more information on the historical
development of the Conway Centre, the educational theory behind outdoor/
experiential education in this specific context, and a detailed description of the high

ropes-course in particular see Airey (2000).

"> Demographic details included the number, gender, and approximate age of participants and staff
facilitators, as well as any social roles/power relations that became apparent within the group (e.g.

employer/employee, etc.).
6 Sony portable Minidisc (MD) recorder (MZ-R37).
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Hypnotherapy

Building on my experience and observations at the Conway Centre, I chose to look
for parallels in the language of hypnotherapy because I became interested in the
power of vivid imaginary (mental/conceptual) realities to produce positive effects in
the real world. Hypnosis is well established as an adjunct to many modern healing
professions, including medicine, dentistry, and clinical psychology (Burrows,
Stanley, & Bloom 2001), and there are numerous clinical accounts of hypnosis
helping people cope with everything from stress, trauma, and intense fears or
phobias, to asthma, allergies, and acute or chronic pain (Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom

2001; Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997). Behavioural applications include the treatment

of obesity and smoking cessation programmes, and additional examples of an overtly
physical response include reducing blood loss during surgery, enhancing blood
clotting in severe haemophilia, eliminating persistent warts, and reducing the
inflammation caused by severe burns (for detailed references see individual chapters

by Crawford; Evans; Rose; Ewin; and Glazer; in Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001).

From a linguistic perspective, hypnotherapy is fascinating because the whole process
is a specialized form of social interaction that relies almost entirely on the skilful use
of language in a particular context. Essentially, in a clinical setting rather than stage
performance, all the patient is required to do is relax and pay attention to the sound
of another person’s voice. In contrast to the physical challenges and external activity
associated with outdoor education, during hypnotherapy the activity is mostly mental
(and/or emotional) and the only obstacles to overcome are one’s own resistance and
internal barriers; however, there are also some very subtle (physical) activities
associated with deep (physical) relaxation, which may be brought under more
conscious control through the induction process facilitated by the therapist (Burrows,

Stanley, & Bloom 2001: 6).
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Hypnosis

Hypnosis is a word that conjures many associations. There 1s a certain magic
in the ability of mere words to produce profound changes in a person’s mood,
thoughts, and behaviours. There is a compelling quality to subjects’ reports
of involuntary experiences that often accompany hypnotic behaviours. And
there is an almost eerie feeling of surprise and amazement when hypnotized

subjects demonstrate classical hypnotic phenomena such as positive and
negative hallucinations, alterations in pain sensitivity, and amnesia upon

command.
(Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: xxi1)

There are many different definitions and induction procedures associated with
hypnosis; nevertheless, most practitioners agree about the kinds of observable
phenomena characteristic of this activity or state (Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001:
4: Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 4). It can be thought of as an interactive process
involving somewhat specialized procedures in a social situation where one person
(designated ‘the hypnotist’) suggests that another person (the patient, client, or
subject) experience certain changes in sensation, perception, cognition, or control
over motor behaviour (Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 4; cf. Kihlstrom 1985).

Currently the most widely accepted definition of hypnosis 1s the one originally

proposed by the British Medical Association in 1955:

Hypnosis is a temporary condition of altered perception in the subject which
may be induced by another person and in which a variety of phenomena may
appear spontaneously or in response to verbal or other stimuli. These
phenomena include alterations in consciousness and memory, increased
susceptibility to suggestion, and the production in the subject of responses
and ideas unfamiliar to him in his normal state of mind. Further phenomena
such as anaesthesia, paralysis and the rigidity of muscles, and vasomotor

changes can be produced and removed in the hypnotic state.
(Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001: 4)

Although the term ‘hypnosis’ is based on hypnos, the Greek word for sleep
(Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001), brain wave studies of subjects “under hypnosis’
show an alert brain wave pattern associated with profound concentration or fixed

attention, and not that of a deep sleep state (Linden 2001: 41-42). Additional
research has also clearly established that hypnosis is something done by the subject

rather than fo the subject; hypnotized people retain the ability to control their own
behaviour; and subjects are aware of their surroundings and can monitor events

outside of the framework of suggestions (Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 11).

However, studies of hypnosis have also demonstrated a reduction in critical thinking
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and suspension of subjects’ generalized reality orientation — the frame of reference

individuals usually rely on to interpret and give meaning to their experience
(Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001: 5; cf. Shor 1969). As a result, many patients
readily respond to vivid imagery and fantasy, and arc more willing to accept changes
in perception and cognition suggested by the therapist as reality (Burrows, Stanley,
& Bloom 2001: 5, 7). According to Linden (2001: 41), the client and clinician are
partners in the process, and ultimately “all hypnosis is self-hypnosis™; however,
clinicians may also exploit clients’ expectations in order to diminish resistance or
enhance engagement in the therapeutic process, and leading clicnts to experience
their own responses as involuntary may actually be more effective for certain clinical

applications (Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001: 7).

For over a century hypnosis was defined as a ‘special state’ distinct from waking
consciousness; however, there is now intense controversy and ongoing debate among
professional practitioners about whether there is something uniquely powerful about
‘hypnotic’ language, or whether it is merely a specialized application of everyday
language and persuasion in interaction (Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 4). Some 1nsist
it induces an altered state of consciousness or special (often trance-like) state, while
others argue that hypnotic phenomena are essentially social behaviours that are
simply by-products of powerful suggestion (Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 7). The
‘classic suggestion effect’ has two components, which may be assumed by the
subject or implied by the hypnotist in interaction: “(a) that there must be a response
to a suggestion; (b) that the response must be experienced as avolitional” or
involuntary (Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom 2001: 6). In other words, some
practitioners see hypnosis as the perceived effect of authoritative (and inherently
contextualized) language use producing a specific socially motivated response,
which can be explained in terms of focussed attention, relaxation, suggestion, belief
in the hypnotist, response to charisma, imagination, role-playing, compliance, and
social conformity rather than some special trance-like state (Brown 2006: 125-142).
Although some of these ideas will be briefly touched upon during the analysis 1n
comparison to other contexts, many of the most fascinating (linguistic) features of
hypnosis are regrettably beyond the scope of this project. At the moment my interest
is not in the process of hypnotic induction itself, but on the interaction and

internal/mental activities that occur during a hypnotherapy session.
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Participation as data collection
Although I spoke to several practising hypnotherapists, in both the UK and Canada,

due to doctor-patient confidentiality agreements and the very personal nature of some
therapy sessions, I was unable to contact their former clients or directly observe other
people being hypnotized; however, Dr. Alphonse Joseph, a certified doctor of
clinical hypnotherapy (DCH),'’ suggested that the best way to understand the process
would be to experience it for myself and videotape the entire session, which 1 did.
The result was a three-hour video of me lying on a couch with my eyes closed
(Hypno video, see Appendix D), but n the dialogue [ discovered that hypnosis is
much more interactive then I had previously imagined. Since videotaping each

session is a regular feature of Dr. Joseph’s hypnotherapy practice it seems reasonable
to assume that the recording equipment and observer’s paradox had a negligible
effect on ‘ordinary’ interaction in this context. The (social) practice of hypnosis is a
specialized form of verbal interaction that requires sophisticated language awareness
and carcful self-monitoring on the part of the therapist; nevertheless, this is ‘normal’

language use 1n this context.

Hypnotic induction & interaction
Through extensive use of presupposition and more specialized verbal/interactive

techniques,'® the therapist uses powerful suggestions to skilfully guide the patient

9

through an unfamiliar process (and personal experience) of deep relaxation'’ and

vivid visualization. Although the therapist does most of the talking, his careful use
of language is modified and adapted in response to close observation of subtle non-
verbal cues that indicate the patient’s current state of relaxation and response to
suggestions (cf. Zeig 2001; Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997). Supertficially, when
compared to a school trip to an outdoor education centre, a private hypnotherapy
session conducted in the comfortable and familiar setting of a quiet suburban home

seems to be a completely different kind of social encounter; nevertheless, I quickly

"7 Dr. Joseph is certified through the American Institute of Clinical Hypnotherapy, located in Irvine
California.
'® For example, ratification, which involves reflecting back detailed observations of subtle
physiological changes (in heart rate, breathing, blood pressure etc.) in simple declarative sentences in
order to enhance the patient’s subjective impression of successfully (and perhaps inevitably) going
deeper into a special trance-like state (Zeig 2001: 87). Other techniques include anchoring (Rhue,
Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 14), as well as pacing and leading in the jargon of ‘neuro-linguistic
rogramming’ or NLP (Grinder & Bandler 1981).
> Deep relaxation was once considered an essential component of hypnosis; however, inductions that
emphasize physical tension and alertness have also been developed and shown to be equally effective
in enhancing suggestibility (Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch 1997: 11).
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recognized that similar strategies were being used to redefine the context, establish

shared expectations, alleviate fears, and directly influence the interpretation of
experience in order to facilitate personal change and empowerment. My purpose In
analysing certain aspects of the language of hypnosis 1s to highlight similarities
across contexts in order to argue that these techniques can be adapted and appled
elsewhere; although the language of hypnosis deserves more detailed study, my

current focus is specifically on the pragmatics of empowerment in interaction.

Firewalking

The physical activities at the Conway Centre were clearly challenging and sometimes
scary, but everyone involved understood they were (humanly) possible. The internal
activities involved in hypnotherapy are essentially imaginary, so theoretically
anything 1s possible. I chose to investigate firewalking because I really wanted to
question my own commonsense beliefs about reality and directly challenge my

personal concept of (im)possibility.

Participation vs. observation
Once again the first step was participant-observation, not only to gain an insider’s

perspective on the activity, but also to erase all doubt and establish that walking
barefoot across red-hot coals without experiencing any pain or burning is a ‘realistic’
possibility for relatively ordinary people like me. On September 23" 2006 I took
part in a firewalking seminar with Brian and Annette Olynek, the owners of
Quantum Leaps Lodge,” in British Columbia, Canada. My original intention was to
videotape the entire seminar, and they were both extremely helpful and cooperative;
however, due to my own lack of experience and limited understanding of the seminar

format I found it difficult to get informed consent from the other participants

beforehand and set up the equipment without causing a major disruption that would
inevitably affect the interaction I was hoping to record. Ultimately I found 1t
impossible to ‘observe’ and ‘participate’ at the same time, so I chose to focus on
experiencing my first firewalk rather than analysing it and I gave the facilitators my
full attention. By the end of that evening I had successfully crossed the coal-bed
several times, with absolutely no pain or signs of damage to my feet, and most of the

other participants seemed to be fine as well. Due to the darkness it was ditficult to

® Quantum Leaps Lodge ~ (www.quantumleaps.ca), 2119 Blaeberry Rd. Golden, BC, Canada.
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check other people’s feet for burns or blisters until the next morning, but none of the
participants I spoke to reported any sense of pain or discomfort. Unfortunately, since
firewalking seminars are relatively infrequent events and my time in Canada was
limited, I did not have the opportunity to go back to Quantum Leaps Lodge to
observe another group in this particular context; however, upon returning to the UK I

was able to obtain video data of similar seminars conducted by other facilitators.

Video data & other supplementary material
My initial firewalking experience and the activities that led up to it are discussed and

analysed in conjunction with supplementary material from several other sources.
Although I was unable to videotape the workshop I attended, Brian and Annette were
able to provide a copy of a promotional video called Firewalking: Experience the
Magic, which featured an American facilitator named Ray Napolitano and included
interviews with several participants from one of his firewalking seminars
(Napolitano 1993). I also contacted two additional firewalk facilitators based in the
United Kingdom and they each generously offered to share previously recorded
footage of their seminars and answer questions via email. Scott Bell, founder of UK
Firewalk*' and current holder of the Guinness World Record for the longest
firewalking distance,”* sent me a DVD and his power-point slides from a seminar
held in Southern England (UK Firewalk video, see Appendix E), and Terri Ann
Laws, founder of Mental Combat,” sent me several video clips from a firewalking
workshop in Rochdale (UK) that was originally filmed for a BBC television
programme (Mental Combat video). These sources show the actual seminar itself,
which has allowed me to observe and analyse the way this activity is ‘framed’ for
participants and how their fears or expectations are deliberately deconstructed by the
facilitators prior to the firewalk. The websites of these three organizations (Quantum
Leaps Lodge, UK Firewalk, and Mental Combat) were also used as a source of
background information and linguistic data, particularly the ‘Frequently Asked
Questions’ sections. Finally, Tolly Burkan and Tony Robbins, two prominent
American firewalk facilitators, have also been included in my analysis. They are

quoted in the book Firewalk: the psychology of physical immunity (Sternfield: 1992),

2 UK Firewalk ~ (www.ukfirewalk.com & www.ukfirewalk.co.uk).

22 On Nov. 28" 2006, Scott Bell walked 100 meters (328 feet) on a bed of coals with an average
temperature of 560° Celsius — he was totally unharmed and had no signs of any burns.

23 Mental Combat ~ (www.mentalcombat.co.uk), 47 Park Square East, Leeds, UK - LS1 2NL.

30



Methodology & Rationale

which also offers a historical and cross-cultural overview of firewalking, including a
discussion of several different scientific studies and potential explanations for why 1t

works.

Transcription conventions
My analysis and discussion are based on direct observation of language and

interaction in context: however, due to the challenges and constraints encountered
during data collection (discussed above), I am drawing on a mixture of audio/video
recordings, personal field notes (including quotations or close approximations), and
written material available in the public domain (i.e. website content and direct quotes
in other published sources). Admittedly this is not ideal, and unfortunately a great
deal of potentially interesting and relevant linguistic and contextual detail has
inevitably been lost in the process. However, since my focus 1s on the features of
discourse and interaction rather than, for example, prosody or phonology,24 there are
still a number of important observations and insights that can be drawn from this

data.

For the sake of consistency across examples from various sources, | have adopted a
transcription style that closely mirrors the spelling and punctuation of standard
written English and enhances readability by omitting unnecessary detail. Specialists
may argue that it is artificial and misleading to impose (conventional) sentence
structure on spontaneous speech in interaction, and to a certain extent | agree;
however, in investigating empowerment I am primarily interested in conscious and
deliberate/intentional language use and its social influence on the interpretation and
subsequent actions of other people, rather than (abstract) conversational structure or

the features of specific speech sounds.

When there are multiple spcakers in an extract, conversational overlap and turn-
taking are indicated through layout, slash marks ( // ), and line breaks; however,
when the focus is on a single speaker the utterance is presented in paragraph format.
Lengthy pauses are indicated through ellipsis, and observations of non-verbal

interaction, prosody, and relevant contextual information are included in parentheses.

24 “prosody is the complex set of features which together make up what we commonly perceive as
‘tone of voice.” Intonation — or pitch — is just one component. Other features — loudness, tempo, and
voice quality — also play a part” (Wichmann 2000: 1). Phonology is the study of speech sounds.
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Due to natural background noise, the distance between speaker and audience in some
situations, and poor audio reception on some recordings, all descriptions of
intonation are merely the researcher’s subjective interpretation based on observation
in context. Also, please note that in some cases the speaker’s hesitation, false starts,
and reformulation may have been omitted from the transcript, either unintentionally

(in field notes) or for the sake of readability.

In general, the transcription conventions used 1n this thesis have been adapted from
Various examples compiled by Schiffrin (1994: 431-433), and for the most part use
standard English punctuation marks in an intuitively obvious way. I have
deliberately modified certain (linguistic) conventions in order to make the transcript
more transparent for a non-specialist audience. For example, although various
methods have been devised for a more detailed transcription of the sounds associated
with laughter,” this level of detail is unnecessary for the current analysis and has
been replaced in the transcript with the simple notation — LAUGHTER. However, the
communicative function ot laughter as an expression of emotion, interactional
strategy, or coping mechanism will be discussed in rclation to specific examples in
various sections. A detailed list of the transcription conventions can be found in

Appendix B.

Although individual staft members at the Conway Centre and all participants (across
contexts) will remain anonymous, various other people (and their websites) have
been explicitly identified. Much of this material is already available in public or
previously published sources, and among the people/organizations 1 have personally
worked with, those identified by name have all given their informed consent to be
identified in connection with this project and in some cases explicitly requested

acknowledgement.

> For example, @ for each individual pulse of laughter, superscript “ to indicate closed lips, and " for
an audible in-breath during the recovery phase, etc. (Chafe 2001).
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Three questions I cannot answer

Over the past three years 1 have had the opportunity to discuss my research with a
wide range of people, in both formal presentations and casual conversations, and
once | explain my research topic and methodology certain questions seem to come up
almost immediately, time and time again: Is rapid and lasting long-term change
really possible? Is an altered state of consciousness involved? And how does
firewalking actually work? These are interesting and important questions; however,
the honest answer is,  still don’t know. In this section I briefly address these 1ssues

and explain why my research cannot provide clear and definitive answers to these

questions.

1. Do brief experiential education programmes lead to lasting change?
Effective facilitators can convince people they are capable of more than they think

they are and encourage them to push past their fear and really try their best, which n

a safe and controlled context often allows people to accomplish things that only

moments before they insisted they could not do. However, outdoor/adventure
education programmes in many parts of the world have been modelled on Kurt
Hahn’s Qutward Bound, which is based on a ‘standard’ course length of 28 days, and
there is ongoing debate among professionals about whether or not short courses can
provide the same kind of long lasting learning (see Wurdinger & Potter 1999: 87-
104). During participant-observation at the Conway Centre | have seen self-doubt
systematically deconstructed and watched as participants amazed themselves with
their own (individual and collective) achievements in this context; however, due to
the brief nature of our encounter and the vast distances travelled by different groups
of participants, I have no way to confirm whether these programmes lead to lasting
change and long-term empowerment in everyday life. [ believe they have the
potential to affect people’s lives in positive ways, but I cannot ‘prove’ it and my data
cannot demonstrate it because my current research focuses on isolated examples of

interaction in relatively short social encounters.

The professional facilitators I have worked with have all built their careers on the
belicf that these challenging experiences can make a difference in people’s lives.
Many are motivated by their own personal experiences of empowerment, and there is

a great deal of anecdotal evidence that overcoming fear and insecurity m a
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specialized environment such as this can inspire confidence and new choices in other
contexts. Garvey (1999: 94) argues that clients walk into a one-day workshop with
habitual patterns of behaviour and interaction that are often unrecognizable, even to
themselves, and the new experiences and supportive environment of a short-term
programme can help people understand these patterns and the problems they cause

from a new perspective, which may serve as a catalyst for long-term change:

But research studies are not necessary to confirm this subjective reality that
one can be changed as a result of brief experiences. Most of us can point to
profound changes we have made 1n our lives, based on experiences that were
often short in duration. These experiences may have been positive or
negative but they have left a lasting mark on who we became as individuals.

(Garvey 1999a: 95)
Although it 1s generally true that we all (subjectively) experience turning points that
produce lasting change, we may also recognize recurrent patterns in our lives and
become painfully aware of struggling to learn the same lessons over and over again
(Puk 1999: 98). Puk claims that even a basic understanding of the research literature
on teaching and learning would suggest that long-lasting change is difficult to
achieve in any educational context, even with sustained exposure and interaction
over time, and often techniques or strategies acquired through brief experiences in a

specialized context are not applied elsewhere due to lack of follow-up supervision

and support (Puk 1999: 98-101).

Assessing the relative value of various experiences is inherently subjective, and even
the definition of ‘one-day’ programmes or what counts as ‘long-term’ learning 1is
somewhat ambiguous (Puk 1999: 97). According to Garvey (1999: 90), “very little
research is available that specifically focuses on the effectiveness of programs based
on the time clients spend in a particular activity”; nevertheless, there 1s a growing
body of literature that strongly supports the theory and practice of experiential
learning these programmes are based upon, which suggests that the potential for
personal empowerment exists (Beard & Wilson 2006; Luckner & Nadler 1997,
Rogers & Freiberg 1994; Weil & McGill 1989). Although my personal observations
of various groups at the Conway Centre were limited to a specific set of activities,
which typically took place during a single day, most participants were actually

engaged in a week-long residential programme and often worked with the same
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facilitator over several days. Schools often send groups of students year after year,
and the teachers or administrators that are in a position to observe their pupils
afterward often report positive results; however, only the participants themselves are
in a position to assess the true long-term impact of these experiences on their lives.
The focus of my analysis is on inherently contextualized and motivated language use
as social practice, and (potential) empowerment is often the speaker’s primary
purpose, motive, or functional goal in the intcraction and utterances I have analysed
— regardless of the actual changes that take place in individual participants’ lives

afterward.

2. Is an altered state of consciousness involved in hypnosis or firewalking?
Referring to ‘altered’ states of consciousness presupposes an implicit consensus

regarding the recognition and characteristics of ‘ordinary’ states of consciousness,
not to mention a common understanding of ‘consciousness’ itself. I am not qualified
to address these issues, and my observations of language use and social interaction

cannot provide any indication of brainwave patterns or any other recognized

empirical measure of consciousness. The most I can offer is my own subjective
assessment that during all the activities I observed and took part in the participants
and facilitators appeared to be awake (rather than asleep or unconscious) and 1 saw
no overt/obvious indication of an ‘altered’ state other than deep relaxation (during

hypnosis) and focussed attention (during hypnosis and firewalking).

Compared to the ordinary waking state of consciousness (subjectively) experienced
by most people on a daily basis, it could be argued that daydreaming, meditation, and
various stages of the sleep cycle are all ‘altered’ states of consciousness. Repetitious
daily activities such as driving or tooth-brushing can induce a kind of ‘everyday
trance’ and the state of focussed attention associated with hypnosis has been
compared to prayer or reading an engaging novel (Linden 2001: 42). The sense of
dissociation experienced/reported by some hypnotherapy patients is similar to a state
of shock triggered by severe trauma (Linden 2001: 42) and, although facilitators
avoid pushing people to the point of panic, due to perceived risk the issue of
suggestibility in an altered state of consciousness may also be applicable to
firewalking workshops and certain activities at the Conway Centre. Nevertheless, as

intriguing as these issues are, my research cannot offer any additional insight into the
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deeper underlying questions of cognition and consciousness. Interested readers may
wish to consult Burrows, Stanley, & Bloom (2001), or Rhue, Lynn, & Kirsch (1997)

for a more thorough exploration of these 1ssues.

3. How does firewalking actually work?
This is by far the most common research-related question I get asked; unfortunately,

I cannot offer a clear and comprehensive answer — the truth is, I still don’t know.
Nevertheless, people demand an answer. This activity captures the imagination and
raises such deeply unsettling questions about reality that many people seem to think
they need an answer before than can even believe that such a thing is possible. As a
result of my research I can now provide several detailed and compelling explanations
for why it works; the trouble 1s, I cannot verify any of them. My focus i1s on
discourse, interaction, and empowerment — not (meta)physics, psychology, or
biology — and the data I have collected simply demonstrate effective persuasion

through social knowledge claims (cf. Ristimaki 2006; Duran 1994).

Effective facilitators strategically provide participants with several alternative
explanations for what makes firewalking possible, which allows people with diverse
backgrounds and belief systems to participate in the same workshop without the need
to converge on a common understanding of why it works — participants are free to
make sense of the activity and experience in whatever way they feel most
comfortable with. This may also reflect a particular approach to experiential learning
in general, namely that all learning experiences are unique and personal; therefore,
rather than imposing ‘pre-packaged’ ideas or interpretations, some facilitators feel
they should allow people to develop their own theories based on their own actions

and personal experience (Beard & Wilson 2006: 21, 55; cf. Loynes 2000).

“As a rite of purification, healing, initiation, and devotion, it has long been a thread
in the cultural tapestry of countries worldwide” (Sternfield 1992: 65), and in contexts
where firewalking is associated with religious ritual participants often rely on
extensive preparation (including prayer, meditation, and abstinence from food, drink,
or sexual intercourse for a certain period of time) and faith in a higher power for

protection from the fire (Sternfield 1992).

36



Methodology & Rationale

Another option is belief in the aura or human energy field and various concepts of
mind-over-matter, which allow people to consciously increase their physical
immunity to fire through focussed intention but without divine intervention. This
would also include explanations that rely on ‘neuro-linguistic programming’
(NLP),”® self-hypnosis, or any other trance-like state. So-called ‘scientific’
explanations include: the Leidenfrost effect, a vapour barrier caused by the
evaporation of (potentially fear-induced) sweat on the feet; or the relatively low heat
capacity and poor conductivity of wood embers (see Sternfield 1992: 93-125;
Shermer 1999: 52). There are medical doctors, physicists, and psychologists on both
sides of the debate, and although I have read many accounts of other people’s
firewalking experiences and ‘scientific’ experiments, my own research cannot
directly address the question of what makes it possible, how 1t works, or why we are
able to safely engage in this activity. Essentially, all I can do is recycle another
person’s social knowledge claim and adapt one of the accounts I have heard to suit a

new audience, but is one person’s faith in physics any more credible than another’s

faith in God?

So varied are the firewalk preparations and so varied the attentions of
individual firewalkers that the common thread of this phenomenon must be

profoundly simple. Either we can all firewalk — or most of us can and always
could — or firewalking 1s simply an act of faith...

Obviously, you don’t need NLP; you don’t need to be 1n a trance, self-
induced or otherwise; you don’t need swords, sticks, or pinches of salt. Over
and over, incredibly, the common denominator seems to be... faith! Yet it
seems very likely that few in the scientific community would agree with this

conclusion.
(Sternfield 1992: 61; 96)

Based on personal experience I have no doubt that firewalking is possible, and due to
the nature of my current social role and research topic I have the power to make
seemingly credible knowledge claims in this area; however, I feel compelled to

acknowledge that convincing discursive explanations are not the same as ‘scientific

6 “Neuro-linguistic programming’ (NLP) was initially developed by John Grinder and Richard
Bandler in the 1970’s as an alternative approach to counselling/psychotherapy. Despite the name,
NLP is not a ‘branch’ of linguistics (or any other academic discipline), and although there 1s a strong
emphasis on communication, subjective experience, and empowerment, my own research is not based
on NLP in any way. However, it often comes up in relation to firewalking and hypnosis, and some of
the facilitators I have studied also practise/teach NLP. (For more on NLP see Grinder & Bandler
1981; Bandler & Grinder 1982/1990; O’Connor & McDermott 1996).
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f!27

proo As far as interaction and empowerment are concerned, why it actually

works 1s nrelevant. Participants in a firewalking workshop have no evidence that
any of these explanations are frue — actual scientific studies and world-record
attempts aside, in most cases there 1s no thermometer to confirm the exact
temperature of the embers or evaluate claims about the conductivity of burning coals,
and no way to verify divine intervention, mind over matter, or the effects of NLP
(aside from actually stepping into the fire, ot course) — however, 1f these explanations
make enough sense to convince people to take the first step then they are functionally

effective in social interaction.

According to Scott Bell and many other facilitators, that’s ‘the secret’ of firewalking:
if you can take the first step then you can walk on fire — all you have to do is keep
walking — if you can’t take the first step, then by default you can’t walk on fire.
Since most people tend to trust their own (subjective) experience as an accurate
representation of reality, the act of successfully crossing the coal-bed is typically
interpreted as ‘proof’ of whatever explanation they choose to believe in. Although
their understanding may be modified in light of new information or alternative
interpretations, very few people have the means or incentive to question their initial
perception and implicit assumptions about why it works, especially during the
seminar itself, because they have come into this context by choice and they want it to
work — they expect to find an explanation they can believe in because they want to

walk on fire.

In discussing this research with other people, I was surprised to discover that even
the instructors at the Conway Centre, who regularly empower people to overcome
fear and attempt intimidating activities, can still be held back by self-limiting belief
systems: One facilitator actually said, “firewalking?! Oh no, I could never do that!”
and another declared, “I’m the kind of person that needs a scientific explanation
before 1 can do something like that.,” I find these kinds of comments extremely

interesting, and my first question is always why?

‘7 By ‘scientific proof’ what I actually mean is credible empirical research based on the scientific
method (as defined by current best practice in a particular discipline, such as physics, biology,
psychology, etc.), which produces results that either confirm or contradict a particular hypothesis. As

Seth Lioyd explains, “scientific results can’t be proved. They can only be tested again and again until
only a fool would refuse to believe them” (Brockman 2005: 57).
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Explanations, whether scientific or otherwise, are part of a discursive interpersonal
process that affects the interpretation of reality — our beliefs about reality — but

presumably not (physical) reality itself, *®

These claims affect the way people make sense of an experience, but can they
fundamentally change what people are (physically) capable of doing? The focus of
my research is on the interpersonal language use that facilitates the transition from a
commonsense belief in the impossibility of an activity towards a more empowering
perception of possibility and willingness to try. Few abilities are acquired instantly
or without effort — even everyday achievements like walking take time to develop —
but we only practise things we believe are possible, and a subtle shift in perspective
can make the subjective ‘struggle’ to learn a more positive and pleasant expcrience.
For those who feel they need to know why firewalking works, 1 can recommend

Sternfield (1992) or Shermer (1999) as interesting places to start.

DISCLAIMER

] am not a qualified outdoor education instructor, hypnotherapist, or firewalk
facilitator. Many of the activities described in this thesis are potentially hazardous

and can result in serious personal injury — please be aware that many important
details of the context, instructions, and essential safety equipment have been omitted

from the analysis and discussion of these activities. If you are interested In
experiencing any of these activities | recommend that you contact an organization
that specializes in these services and employs suitably qualified professional
facilitators. If you choose to independently experiment with any of the 1deas
presented in this thesis you do so at your own risk.

Summary
“There is a growing consensus that experience forms the basis of all learning”

(Rogers 1996: 107), and although the terms experiential education and
outdoor/adventure education are sometimes used interchangeably, experiential
education is a process and adventure-based learning is just one form of experiential
learning (Wurdinger 1995: 2; Greenaway 1996: 3). Although the Conway Centre
activities are the most obvious example, I would argue that experiential learning 1s

the basis for empowerment across all three contexts.

8 Admittedly, this is an assumption on my part, which reflects the dominant social discourse I was
raised with and is, essentially, just another belief about reality. Quantum physicists, practitioners in
various fields of ‘alternative’ medicine, and the followers of various spiritual traditions might strongly
disagree.
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According to the American philosopher John Dewey (1910), Experience + Reflection
= Learning, and this applies not only to facilitated activities in a specialized setting,
but to relatively ordinary experiences, social encounters, and interaction in daily life
as well. Greenaway (1996) points out that often the experiences that have the most
impact on people’s lives are not necessarily the most ‘adventurous-looking’ and

refers to ‘important but ordinary’ experiences such as:

having somecthing to talk about, achieving personal ambitions, feeling
accepted by others, gaining self-confidence, getting on with others, trying
something new, breaking boundaries, getting organized, being listened to,
taking action, taking risks, having fun, being liked, being helped, helping
others, making friends, meeting new people, having responsibility, doing
things for others, doing things with others, discovering new abilities, trusting

and being trusted, being recognized for achievements.
(Greenaway 1996: 18)
Life itself can be seen as a series of pofential learning opportunities; however, these

are not necessarily enjoyable or equally beneficial — painful experiences can teach

powerful lessons, which are often useful in the immediate context but may turn out to
be maladaptive over time (Beard & Wilson 2006: 25; Luckner & Nadler 1997: 36).
According to Luckner & Nadler (1997: 23-28), a healthy sense of anxiety,
uncertainty, and cognitive dissonance can be a major catalyst for personal change —
fear, frustration, and discomfort motivate people to experiment with new behaviours,
emotions, or interpretations in order to regain a sense of stability and security —
however, pushing people to the point of panic i1s generally counterproductive.
Despite the apparent diversity across contexts, the facilitators 1 observed all
effectively use language to enhance or exploit contextual ambiguity and participants’
subjective sense of anxiety or uncertainty in order to mntroduce alternative (and

potentially empowering) interpretations of experience in social interaction.

We all have our own unique theoretical model of the universe (or worldview), which
serves as the underlying foundation for our personal sense-making process and
functions as a relatively stable yet flexible intcrpretive framework for our interaction
with the social and natural world. A consistent and coherent worldview allows us to

put everything we know Into context,”” and determines whether we accept or reject

new ideas and interpretations of experience by filtering raw input (from our senses or

2% This includes vast areas of acknowledged ignorance (i.e. everything we know we don’t know).
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the social knowledge claims of others) into categories that ‘make sense’ (Ristimaki

2006: 91). However, Boud and Walker (1993: 79) have identified a number of

related factors that may negatively aftect learning, and at least four of these are

particularly relevant to the pragmatics of empowerment:

e Presuppositions about what 1s and is not possible for us to do;

e Threats to one’s self concept, worldview, and habitual ways of behaving;

e Being out of touch with one’s own assumptions about what one is able to do;
e Lack of confidence or self-esteem, fear, and other ‘obstructive feelings.’

(Beard & Wilson 2006: 28; cf. Boud & Walker 1993: 79)
When an experience is significantly different from our expectations we may be
forced to revise our mental models to accommodate new information or simply reject
the experience as atypical, incorrect, or somehow exceptional (Beard & Wilson
2006: 23), and questioning one’s assumptions about reality can be deeply unsetthing.
In addition, through selective attention we (implicitly or intentionally) choose to

focus on (subjectively) significant or important aspects of experience and
simultaneously ignore other elements we consider irrelevant (Beard & Wilson 2006:

21), which affects our interpretation and any subsequent cognitive, emotional, or

behavioural responses. As a researcher I am not immunc to thesc influences.

Through my own personal experience as both a participant and facihtator of various
outdoor/experiential education programmes in the past, I have come to believe that
an empowering interpretation of a particular event, encounter, or experience can lead
to transformational change in an individual’s life. [ am motivated by certain
optimistic (and arguably ‘unrealistic’) pre-existing beliefs about language,
experience, and human potential; therefore, similar to other ‘critical’ analysts, |
cannot pretend to be an ‘objective’ observer 