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Abstract

Traumatic events such as natural disasters, bereavement, war, and social unrest often bring
about intensely and complex subjective experiences, including emotional afflictions, cognitive
disturbances, and physiological discomfort (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Since it is
difficult to address such experiences using purely literal expressions, trauma victims often resort
to metaphorical language to bridge the gap between what they have truly experienced and what
they are able to express with words. This thesis presents a case study of metaphor use by 46 trauma
victims of the 2019-2020 Hong Kong Social unrest to explore the contextual characteristics of
trauma metaphors and the interactions between metaphor use and the speakers’ psychopathological

experiences.

While previous research on trauma metaphors provided rich and detailed accounts of
substantive features of metaphors reflected by vehicle terms and target topics, only scant attention
has been paid to the interactions between substantive and non-substantive aspects of metaphors
such as conventionality, emotional valence, and speakers’ perspectives-taking in metaphorization,
which capture the speakers’ preferred ways of organizing and presenting metaphorical ideas
(Kovecses, 2010). Through a mixed-method analysis that combines categorical data analysis and
qualitative discourse analysis, Study 1 of this thesis (presented in Chapter 3) investigates the
guantitative, systematic metaphor usage patterns indexed by the three abovementioned non-
substantive variables. The findings show that the instantiations of CONVENTIONALITY and
EMOTIONAL VALENCE differed remarkably across trauma victims’ descriptions of eight
therapeutically interesting target topics and their metaphorical meaning-making from different
psychological PERSPECTIVES. The findings reveal the possibility for non-substantive aspects of

metaphors to be instantiated in quantitatively systematic and context-sensitive ways, underlining

iv



the potential for such aspects to capture general tendencies of metaphor use that are characteristic

of a given trauma population and specific metaphor topics.

Despite the fact that trauma is primarily psychological and psychopathological in nature,
and that the subjective experiences could vary substantially across individuals and varieties,
trauma victims’ metaphor use has rarely been examined for systematic, empirical relationships
with clinically defined, psychometrically measured psychopathological experiences. Study 2 and
Study 3 (presented in Chapters 4 and 5) address this research gap by incorporating psychometric
data and relevant clinical observations into metaphor analysis. Contextualizing metaphor analysis
into the scenario of trauma evaluation, Study 2 examines how trauma victims’ metaphor usage
patterns vary with their overall degrees of trauma and severities of the five ASD symptoms
measured by the Stanford Acute Stress Reaction Questionnaire (SASRQ; Cardefia et al., 2000).
Results of correlation analyses show that severities of the six clinical conditions, each
characterized by a distinct set of emotional, cognitive, and physiological features, were
significantly correlated with several different yet sometimes overlapping metaphor variables. The
significant patterns were then illustrated using genuine linguistic examples and interpreted in
relation to the experiential and cognitive foundations of corresponding clinical conditions. Study
3 contextualizes metaphor analysis into a more specialized clinical scenario of Acute Stress
Disorder (ASD) and symptom diagnosis and examines how trauma victims who met the diagnostic
criteria of ASD as measured by the SASRQ use metaphors to describe their experience of the five
major ASD symptoms. A correspondent analysis (Tay, 2016) that juxtaposes linguistic data and
clinical observations about the speakers’ descriptions of symptoms was accomplished jointly by
the author of this thesis and a registered therapist who is experienced in trauma treatment;

metaphors produced by qualified subjects were identified for their relevance to the five ASD



symptoms and analyzed in terms of their underlying image schemas. The analysis identified
distinct clusters of image schemas in the metaphorization of the five symptoms and different
clinical manifestations of the same symptom. The two studies foreground trauma victims’
psychopathological experience of trauma and specific clinical symptoms as an important
contextual factor in shaping metaphor use and thus enable a deeper understanding of the
contextualized nature of real-world metaphors. The findings also provide supplementary evidence

that highlights the experiential and cognitive foundation of metaphor use.

The three studies, taken together, constitute a multi-level analysis of trauma metaphors.
Study 1 examines the interactions among multiple theoretically and practically interesting
variables at the linguistic level; Study 2 explores the dynamic variations of trauma metaphors at
the subject level; Study 3 identifies metaphor usage patterns at the disorder and symptom level.
Taken together, the three studies offer a more holistic view of trauma victims’ conceptualization
of their complex and painful subjective experiences and the dynamic interactions between trauma
metaphors and relevant contextual factors. In the practical sense, the studies provide useful
references for mental health practitioners’ understanding and management of trauma metaphors;
their findings also highlight the possibility for metaphor analysis to be incorporated as a potentially
helpful tool for clinical assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of trauma. From the methodological
perspective, the multi-level analysis outlines a feasible model for analyzing metaphor use
associated with specific mental health disorders. The combination of quantitative methods and the
incorporation of a clinically situated perspective in metaphor analysis also hold important

implications for research on trauma and mental health metaphors.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Preliminaries: Trauma, Language, and Metaphor

The past few years have witnessed the occurrence of a long string of traumatic events,
such as the Hong Kong social unrest, the Covid-19 pandemic, the 321 MU5735 air crash, and the
more recent Russia-Ukraine War. Upon exposure to such traumatic events, people might
experience a mixture of overwhelming emotions, including but not limited to anxiety, anger,
depression, and confusion. They might also suffer from a series of cognitive and physical
disturbances, such as flashbacks and nightmares about the traumatic event, difficulty in sleeping
and concentrating, and physical reactions such as headaches and nausea. Usually the symptoms
would disappear within days or weeks after the traumatic event (Cardefia & Carlson, 2011);
however, it is also possible that the disturbances persist for months and years and develop into
trauma-related mental disorders such as adjustment disorder, Acute Stress Disorder (ASD), and

Post-traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Trauma victims’ linguistic accounts of their personal experiences and subjective feelings
constitute an important source of information for clinical assessment and treatment of trauma
(Carlson, 1997; O’Kearney & Perrott, 2006). Among others, a particularly interesting phenomenon
is the use of metaphors, which is defined by some linguistic researchers as “the phenomenon
whereby we talk and, potentially, think about something in terms of something else” (Semino,
2008, p.1). As traumatic experiences can be highly intense, complex, and sometimes difficult to
be described using literal language, it is natural for trauma victims to resort to more experiential

concrete to facilitate their self-expression. For example, as noted by Wilson and Lindy (2013),



trauma victims might describe their perceived sense of deprivation as “I am empty inside” and
difficulty in engaging in meaningful interpersonal communication as “No one can get close to me”
(p.45). Expressions such as “empty inside” and “get close to me”, which describe abstract and
elusive emotional feelings in experientially concrete ways, are referred to as metaphor vehicle
terms, and the emotional feelings being described are called target topics®. People’s choices of
vehicle terms and target topics, out of all possible others, could not only reveal the speakers’
painful and very often ineffable experience but also opens a valuable window on their idiosyncratic
and implicit ways of perceiving and understanding their personal experiences (Cameron & Maslen,

2010).

From the perspective of post-traumatic growth (PTG; Joseph & Linley, 2006; Tedeschi &
Calhoun, 1995), trauma victims’ constant re-evaluations of their self-identity, emotional states,
and the surrounding world could be seen as an active attempt to resolve the perceived discontinuity
in self-identity and make meaning of their traumatic experiences. Metaphorical language could be
a particularly efficient tool for navigating the post-traumatic world. Through the use of metaphors,
the relatively alien and fragmented sense of the self and the surrounding world could be interpreted
using more concrete world knowledge and familiar life experiences. The metaphorical mapping
creates a middle ground between the sudden, unexpected, and incomprehensible emotional state
and readily available cognitive resources, so that the metaphorical interpretation of the self and the
world could either be integrated into existing storylines and then assimilated into the previously

developed life narratives, or introduced as new narrative elements that can be used to transform

Ln this thesis, terminologies of theoretical aspects of metaphors follow that of the discourse dynamics approach
proposed by Cameron and Maslen (2010); nevertheless, the term “topic” is combined with “target domain terms”
proposed by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) for the Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) to avoid confusion from
thematically categorized topics (that are not necessarily addressed using metaphorical language), which is also an
important research topic in the study of trauma narratives and mental health communication.



the existing storyline to accommodate the new changes. Such a process is very likely to reduce the
amount of new information to be processed in post-traumatic reflection and facilitate the
integration and re-calibration of the self in the light of the traumatic experience. Therefore, trauma
victims’ metaphor use is recognized as a linguistic phenomenon of clinical and therapeutic

importance.

The study of trauma metaphors carries both theoretical significance for metaphor research
and practical implications for clinical practices of trauma evaluation and treatment. As traumatic
experiences are usually composed of complex emotional, cognitive, and physical/physiological
experiences (American Psychiatric Association, 1994, 2013), all of which were identified as
crucial contextual factors in structuring metaphor use (Kdvecses, 2005, 2010, 2015; Lakoff &
Johnson, 1980, 1999; Littlemore, 2019; McMullen, 2008; Tay, 2013), trauma victims’
metaphorical accounts of their subjective experiences could provide abundant resources for
investigating the dynamic interactions among such factors and their roles in shaping metaphor use
and metaphor variations. Compared with other semantic aspects of self-accounts, metaphorical
conceptualizations could be less subject to speakers’ premeditated control and thus provide more
faithful representations of their implicit emotional and thought processes (Plug et al., 2009).
Therefore, the study of metaphorical accounts of therapeutically relevant topics and systematic
patterns associated with clinically meaningful subjective experiences is also expected to generate

useful information for clinical practitioners?’ evaluation and diagnosis of trauma and the

2 Clinical practitioners who provide professional mental health treatment are referred to as psychotherapists,
therapists, or counsellors; I will use the terms therapist and clinical practitioners interchangeably in this thesis where
relevant. Individuals seeking therapeutic treatment are referred to as clients or patients. Given that the latter term could
also be used to address the treatment-seeking party in non-therapeutic medical settings (i.e., in the treatment of organic
diseases such as seizure and Covid-19), and that the study of mental health metaphors covers communication in both
therapeutic and non-therapeutic medical settings, when reviewing previous research, | will use the term clients to
address the treatment-seeking party in therapeutic settings, and patients to refer to those in hospital and other medical
settings.



formulation of treatment plans. The findings would also be helpful for people with no professional
background in psychology and psychotherapy to understand trauma victims’ subjective
experiences, open up new lines of communication, and provide better social support for trauma

victims’ self-exploration and recovery (Littlemore, 2019).

1.2 Two Research Gaps

Driven by the recent contextual turn in metaphor research (Low et al., 2010; Steen, 2011;
Zanotto et al., 2008) and in the study of mental health metaphors in particular (McMullen, 2008;
Tay, 2013, 2017), existing research on trauma metaphors has provided context-situated analyses
of linguistic metaphors elicited by specific traumatic events, for example, pregnancy loss,
traumatic combat experiences, natural disasters, and the Covid-19 pandemic. Given the theoretical
interest in the potential for metaphors to capture nuanced subjective experiences, the studies
provided rich and detailed accounts of nuanced qualities of trauma victims’ metaphor use in

describing their emotional, cognitive, and physical/physiological experiences.

Nevertheless, an overview of existing research points toward two major research gaps.
Firstly, previous research on trauma metaphors was mostly in-depth qualitative analyses of
substantive features reflected by vehicle terms and target topics; only scant attention has been paid
to non-substantive aspects such as emotional valence, conventionality, and perspective-taking,
especially the systematic, quantitative interactions between these aspects and substantive features
of metaphors. While substantive features of metaphors could provide an immediate sense of how
the experiences are conceptualized by the speakers, non-substantive features of metaphors, such

as whether an abstract concept is described using conventional or novel metaphors, could capture



how a metaphorical idea is organized and delivered, i.e., the “presentational” (Kovecses, 2015,
p.187) properties of metaphors. The systematic instantiations of non-substantive aspects and their
interactions with substantive aspects in the presentation of specific target topics and vehicle terms
could provide implicit yet important information about the speakers’ characteristic ways of
thinking and feeling and their preferred ways of metaphorical meaning-making. Although
qualitative analyses manifest irreplaceable advantages in revealing emergent or contextualized
features of trauma metaphors and informing specific theoretical aspects of research interest (Moser,
2000; Tay, 2017), sticking to a purely qualitative perspective and overlooking quantitative patterns
might cause us to lose sight of some systematic and context-sensitive dynamics underlying trauma

victims’ metaphor use.

A research area that lies at the intersection of the two neglected avenues is the systematic
instantiations of non-substantive aspects of metaphors in describing substantive aspects of
traumatic experiences. A mixed-method analysis of such patterns could not just reveal general and
implicit tendencies of metaphor use that are characteristic of the given trauma population but also
shed light on contextual characteristics of specific metaphor variables. Abstracting further away
from the idiosyncrasies of personal experiences, systematic, quantitative patterns indexed by non-
substantive aspects of metaphors could enable a bird’s view perspective on the simultaneous
instantiation of and interrelationships among multiple variables and thus provide a “multifaceted”
(Moser, 2000) account of presentational properties of trauma metaphor; nuanced, qualitative
interpretations of specific linguistic examples could further foreground the particularities of
statistically significant patterns of metaphor use. The findings could enable a more holistic and
context-situated understanding of trauma metaphors and provide valuable theoretical and practical

insights into trauma victims’ metaphor use.



Secondly, existing works on trauma metaphors are noticed with a relative lack of attention
toward the interactions between metaphor use and clinically defined, psychometrically validated
psychopathological experiences. Although numerous studies have identified trauma victims’
subjective experiences as important contextual factors in shaping metaphor use (e.g., Beck, 2016,
2017; Costa & Steen, 2014; Foley, 2015; Littlemore & Turner, 2019, 2020; Wilson & Lindy,
2013), their findings were mainly derived based on in-depth analyses of linguistic data, i.e.,
metaphors identified from interviews with, or narratives produced by trauma victims. Even though
trauma is primarily psychological and psychopathological in nature and the experiences could vary
substantially across individuals in terms of severities and varieties, trauma victims’ metaphor use
was rarely examined for systematic, empirical relationships with individually distinct

psychopathological experiences and the subjective experience of differential symptoms.

In fact, the two research gaps are not just observed in the study of trauma metaphors but
also hold for research on metaphors in describing other mental health issues. Taking the study of
trauma metaphors as an exemplary context, this thesis hopes to illustrate how research into the two
directions could generate further theoretical and practical implications for our understanding of
trauma metaphors and mental health metaphors as a whole. In this thesis, the two research gaps
will be investigated through a case study of trauma metaphors elicited from individuals who were
traumatized by the 2019-2020 Hong Kong social unrest. The first research gap will be examined
through a mixed method analysis of multifaceted, presentational features of trauma metaphors,
and the second will be addressed by a clinically situated analysis of the interactions between
trauma victims’ metaphor use and their psychopathological experiences, through the incorporation
of psychometric data and relevant clinical observations into metaphor analysis. Research into the

first direction could contribute to a more comprehensive theoretical understanding of the



contextual characteristics of trauma metaphors and the associated metaphor variables. It could also
reveal the potential for non-substantive aspects to capture systematic and context-sensitive features
of metaphor use. Explorations into the second direction could provide a clearer view of the role of
psychopathological experiences in shaping trauma metaphors, and shed new theoretical light on
the contextualized nature of real-world metaphors. Findings derived for the two directions are also
expected to provide further and deeper implications for clinical practitioners’ understanding and
management of trauma metaphors and set the stage for future applications of metaphor analysis in

therapeutic and diagnostic contexts.

More information about the research background, including the traumatic event,
participants, and the linguistic and psychometric data, will be provided in Section 1.2. The research
aims will be elaborated in greater detail in Section 1.3. An outline of chapters and an overview of

the research design and methodology will be presented in Section 1.4.

1.3 Research Background and Data
1.3.1 The Traumatic Event

The traumatic event that comprises the context for this thesis is the social unrest that
happened in the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (HKSAR) of China from 2019 to 2020.
The social unrest was highly political in nature (Shek, 2020). It began with a series of public

protests, which were launched by pro-democracy activists® in response to a proposed extradition

3 Politics in Hong Kong is dominated by major political camps: the pro-establishment camp, also known as the blue
camp, is generally supportive of the HKSAR government and the Chinese central government, and the pro-democracy
camp, also known as the yellow camp, often holds non-cooperative and sometimes even confrontational attitudes
toward the governments’ policies.



bill to transfer fugitives to jurisdictions including Taiwan, Macao, and the Chinese Mainland;

therefore, it is also known as the Anti-Extradition Law Amendment Bill Movement.

The protests began rather peacefully with the pro-democracy activists’ sit-in at the HKSAR
government headquarters in March 2019 and a series of mass demonstrations launched later in
June, accusing the HKSAR government of undermining Hong Kong’s autonomy under the “one
country, two systems*” constitutional principle. Starting from mid-2019, the pro-democracy
activists organized more violent protests to push for the withdrawal of the extradition bill and
against the perceived excessive use of force by the Hong Kong Police Force when handling the
protests. Five key demands were raised, including the full withdrawal of the extradition bill,
universal suffrage, inquiry into police brutality, amnesty for arrested protestors, and retraction of
their classification as rioters. To allay public concerns, Carrie Lam, the Chief Executive of the
HKSAR government, withdrew the extradition bill in September 2019 but refused to respond to
the other four demands (“Lam Withdraws HK Extradition Bill”, 2019). However, the pro-
democracy activist group did not see the response as sufficient; they then launched even more

massive and intense protests to push for the realization of all five demands (Inocencio, 2019).

The protests led to months of violence and destruction towards the end of 2019, which is
the time when data collection for this thesis began. The protesters’ primary target included the
HKSAR government and its supporters, Hong Kong police, citizens in support of the “blue” camp,
and mainland Chinese immigrants. The protests caused extensive vandalism and property damage

across the city: from June to December 2019, 740 sets of traffic lights were vandalized, 52.8km of

4 “One country, two systems” describes the governance of Hong Kong and Macau, which became Special
Administrative Regions of the People’s Republic of China in 1997 and 1999, respectively. It indicates that while the
Mainland of China adopts the socialist system with Chinese characteristics, the two special administrative regions,
under the principle of “one China”, could retain their own governmental systems and legal, economic and financial
affairs, independent from those of the mainland.



railings along walkways and about 21,800 square meters of paving blocks on footpaths were
removed (Yau, 2020), and 85 Mass Transit Railway stations and 68 Light Railway stations were
damaged. Both physical and verbal assault was used to “informally settle interpersonal conflicts”
(Shek, 2020, p.621). Some radical protesters resorted to weapons such as metal bars, tear gas, self-
made bombs and arrows, catapults, and petrol bombs, causing injuries and deaths of the police,
government supporters, and local residents who did not support the protests or hold contrary
political opinions (“Tang Ping-keung: 7,019 have been Arrested since the Anti-amendment
Incident”, 2020). Massive protests were also launched to occupy public places such as the Hong
Kong International Airport, railway stations, the Legislative Council Building, and several local
universities. To disperse the protesters and self-defense, Hong Kong police deployed anti-riot
equipment like tear gas, rubber bullets, water cannon, and pepper spray. This, however, has also

sparked another round of widespread accusations of the police using excessive force.

At the most violent stage of the social unrest, classes at schools and onsite work had been
suspended for safety concerns, and the public was urged by the government to avoid outdoor
activities (The Government of the HKSAR Press Releases, 2019). Numerous countries, including
but not limited to the US, UK, Australia, and South Korea, had issued travel warnings or raised
the alert level for Hong Kong in response to several consecutive weeks of protests (“Hong Kong
Airport on Alert Ahead of Fresh Wave of Protests”, 2020). The social unrest had caused huge
economic loss and disruptions in the social order, leading to a sharp decline in public confidence

in the Hong Kong government (Keating & Reinhart, 2020).

Figure 1.1 shows a picture of a building in Central, painted with a life-threatening slogan

and set on fire by the protesters on 11 November 2019.



Figure 1.1. A photograph of a building in Central on fire, 11 November 2019 (Source: Yuen,

2019)

The social unrest also left profound negative impacts on Hong Kong citizens’ mental health
and interpersonal relationships. Exposure to violence and physical assault caused a widespread
sense of fear, frustration, and lack of certainty, leaving a significant impact on residents’
psychological wellbeing; the overemphasis on political divergences (i.e., the “blue” versus “yellow”
conflict) in personal life also added to the polarization of the society, confrontations between
different social groups, and disintegration of family and friends (Ng, 2020). According to a
longitudinal study conducted by Ni et al. (2020), mental health crisis was pervasive among Hong
Kong residents during the 2019-2020 social unrest: the estimated rate of probable depression was

11.2%, corresponding to a relative increase of 70% (300,000 adults) compared with pre-unrest
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data; the prevalence of post-traumatic symptoms rose from 16.6% to 31.6% during the year, and
the rate of suspected PTSD related to the social unrest was 12.8% (approximately 810,000 people).
The psychological impact is largely comparable to what was previously found for the experience

of large-scale natural disasters, armed conflicts, or terrorist attacks (Ni et al., 2020).

A wide range of people reported acute stress symptoms, including residents of the affected
areas, people who were exposed to trauma-related media reports, those working in protest-related
occupations such as doctors, nurses, police, media workers, and street cleaners, and the protesters
as well®; immediate reactions include sleep difficulties, intrusive thoughts, and dissociative
experiences (Mogul, 2019). Those with established mental health problems also reported
heightened flashbacks, hypervigilance, and dissociation as a result of media exposure to street
violence (Ng, 2020). The violent protester-police confrontations have noticeable perceived
similarities with military conflicts in frontline war zones; as the psychological impact of the latter
might sometimes manifest weeks or months after the combat, mental health practitioners also

warned about the possibility for the social unrest to have delayed effects (Ng, 2020).

The traumatic event that comprises the context for this thesis is a large-scale protest activity
in which the campus and vicinity of a local university were illegally occupied and vandalized by
pro-democracy activists. The occupation lasted 13 days, from 17 to 29 November, 2019, although
radical protests and vandalism in the vicinity started much earlier (Yiu, 2021). Dangerous

chemicals, petrol bombs, and other weapons were used during the illegal occupation and in the

5 Partly due to the electoral success of the pro-democracy camp in the 2019 District Council election at the end of
November and partly the quick and coordinated response from the police, the intensity and frequency of protests
gradually went down at the end of the year. The protests further died down since the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic in early 2020. The society was eventually restored to peace and stability after the implementation of the
National Security Law later on June 30, 2020 (The Government of the HKSAR Press Releases, 2021).
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protesters’ confrontations with riot police (Mok, 2019). Buildings, campus facilities, and
laboratories were severely damaged, causing immeasurable loss to research projects (Cheung,
2019). By the end of the occupation, over 1,300 protesters were arrested, and about 300 were sent

to the hospital due to injury or physical discomfort (Leung, 2022).

The adversities understandably caused severe psychological distress to students and staff in
the university and citizens in the neighborhood; it also raised serious domestic and international
concerns. Pictures of the campus entrance before, during, and after the illegal occupation are
shown below. Figure 1.2 shows the original appearance of the campus stairs. Figure 1.3 is a picture
of the protesters blocking the stairs and setting the campus on fire using petrol bombs and other
explosives, taken on the morning of November 18, 2019. Figure 1.4 shows the trash and debris left

at the entrance after the protesters were urged to leave the campus.

Figure 1.2 A photograph of campus stairs before the protest (Source: Reojumb, 2017)
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Figure 1.3 Fires raged around the campus on Monday morning (Source: BBC News, 2019)
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This thesis focuses specifically on metaphor use by trauma victims from the Chinese Mainland,
which constituted a significant proportion of the trauma population. As the social unrest brought
forth a set of social and political views that were drastically different from the mainstream Chinese
mainland values, this group of people was more likely to experience intense internal conflicts and
interpersonal tensions. Owing to some salient sociocultural features, such as nationality, language,
accent, and political stance, they were also more likely to become the target of radical protest
activities or perceive greater malevolence or danger from the broader social environment and thus
develop more severe psychological distress. More details about the participants’ demographic

characteristics and data collection will be provided in the following section.

1.3.2 Participants and Data

Data collection for this thesis began after a large-scale protest that was commonly
experienced by all recruited participants. To ensure precise measurement of ASD, the period of
data collection was restricted to four weeks from the end of the traumatic event, from Dec 12 to
Dec 30, 2019. Given the tense social climate and potential risks of outdoor activities, potential
participants were recruited using convenience sampling, either from online social networking
groups set up by the focus population or snowball sampling among their acquaintances.
Demographic features of the participants will be introduced in Section 1.3.2.1. Details about the
linguistic data collected via semi-structured interviews and psychometric data collected using a

self-report questionnaire will be provided in Sections 1.3.2.2 and 1.3.2.3, respectively.
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1.3.2.1 Participants

Participants were selected from those who signed up for the research based on the clinical
definition of trauma exposure in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-
V; American Psychiatric Association, 2013), which requires the subject to have recently witnessed
or experienced actual or threatened death, or serious injury. While many local residents might have
experienced psychosocial stressors such as negative emotions aroused by social media and
interpersonal tensions, such experiences did not involve immediate life threats or physical injuries
and are thus not considered as trauma following the APA definition. After the screening interview,
forty-six participants were considered qualified and invited to this study; their socio-demographic

features were summarized in Table 1.1.

Socio-demographic features of the 46 participants
Gender 33 Female and 13 Male
National origin The Chinese Mainland
Native language Mandarin Chinese
Age 22 to 39 (Mean=26.61, SD=4.52)
Educational background Undergraduate or above

Table 1.1. Socio-demographic features of participants

The participants included thirty-three females and thirteen males, all of whom had either
witnessed or experienced violence, physical assault, and life-threatening events within two days
to four weeks from data collection. All participants were Mainland Chinese, and their native
language was Mandarin Chinese. All participants were students or staff of the university or

residents of the neighborhood. All had received undergraduate education or above, and their age
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ranged from 22 to 39 (M=26.61, SD=4.52). Due to the intense social atmosphere, participants’
political stances were not solicited; nevertheless, all agreed that their life and emotions had been
greatly affected by the social unrest and identified themselves as victims of the social unrest. None
of the participants had a psychology or psychotherapy background, nor did they have experience
in metaphor research; therefore, their descriptions of psychopathological experiences could be
regarded as adequate reflections of their personal, spontaneous reactions toward trauma exposure
rather than theory-based descriptions of trauma and symptoms. It is important to note that this
study is based on a relatively small sample collected using convenience sampling, which means
the subjects’ demographic characteristics were relatively homogeneous (refer to Chapter 6 for a
synthesized summary of limitations); therefore, caution needs to be exercised when generalizing

the conclusions to other research contexts.

Prior to the commencement of this study, ethical approval had been obtained from the
Human Subjects Ethics Sub-Committee of the Hong Kong Polytechnic University
(HSEARS20191211001). Assurances of anonymity, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw
were ensured for all participants and written informed consent was obtained. Participants were also
offered access to counseling support if they reported negative interview experiences and the need
for professional help. Nevertheless, none of them reported negative feelings or raised the need for

counseling support at the completion of the study.

Data collection started with a briefing on the major purpose and procedure of the research.
After that, the participants were invited to a 20- to 30-minuete semi-structured interview to talk
about their subjective experience during the social unrest; the interviews were later transcribed
into written text and examined for the metaphors they contained. Shortly after the interview, the

participants also had their traumatic experiences measured using a psychometric questionnaire.
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Due to the unstable social situation and participants’ concerns for personal safety, both the semi-
interviews and questionnaires were administered online. The audio interviews were conducted via
Wechat, a popular social media platform among mainland Chinese, and the questionnaires were

distributed via Wenjuanxing® (/7] % /£ ), a Chinese online questionnaire platform.

1.3.2.2 Linguistic Data

Linguistic data examined in this these were collected using semi-structured interviews with
qualified participants. The aim was to probe into the participants’ personal traumatic experiences,
especially their subjective thoughts, emotions, and feelings. The interview questions were
carefully prepared in close consultation with a registered therapist of the Chinese Psychological
Association (CPA) who has 20 years of experience in trauma treatment. All interviews were
conducted by the author of the thesis, who has a recognized qualification in psychotherapy from
the Chinese Mainland and five years’ experience of conducting interviews in mental health
institutes. The questions were phrased in an emotionally neutral and open-ended way. Example
questions include “What were the moments that impressed you the most?”, “What were your
immediate feelings”, “Could you elaborate on your emotional experiences during that time?”, and

“How has your life changed since the traumatic event?”.

The interviewees were encouraged to describe their subjective experiences in as much detail
as possible. Since the interview was designed to elicit trauma victims’ natural use of metaphors
rather than extract a metaphorical model of their traumatic experiences, the interviewees were not

guided or instructed to use metaphorical expressions or talk about any specific aspects of the

8 https://www.wijx.cn/ (accessed on April 15, 2022)
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traumatic experience (cf. Gok & Kara, 2021; Stanley et al., 2021). Metaphorical language was
carefully avoided in the interviewer’s wording of prepared questions, and spontaneous clarifying
questions were phrased mainly using the interviewee’s expressions to avoid the interference of

interviewer-generated metaphors.

All interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese, the native language of both the
interviewer and the interviewees. The interviews were recorded with additional verbal consent
from the interviewees. The total length of recordings was about 1,000 minutes (16.67 hours), and
the average length per interview was 21.72 minutes. The recordings were then transcribed into

written text for further analysis. The software Xunfei Tingjian (“tH &7 ).”)” was used to assist

the transcription. Transcripts generated by the software were then proofread by the author of this
thesis while listening to the recordings; errors were corrected manually. Since this study focuses
exclusively on the interviewees’ use of linguistic metaphors, intonation contours and paralinguistic

cues such as laughers, cries, and sighs were not coded.

The transcripts consisted of 207,959 Chinese characters, among which 177,981 were produced
by the interviewees (M=3,869 per interview, SD=1,751). The transcripts were then examined for
the metaphors they contained following the discourse dynamics approach proposed by Cameron
and Maslen (2010); the metaphor identification procedure will be described in detail using
linguistic examples in Section 3.2.2. Metaphors thus identified were then examined in terms of
several different variables that are theoretically or clinically interesting to the study of trauma

metaphors. As each main body chapter (i.e., Chapters 3, 4, and 5) probes into different aspects of

" https://www.iflyrec.com/ (accessed on April 15, 2022)
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metaphors, introductions to the metaphor variables, operational definitions, linguistic examples,

and descriptive data will be presented in corresponding chapters.

1.3.2.3 Psychometric Data

As mentioned earlier, the collection of psychometric data focuses on the potential incidence
of ASD?, which is defined as “an intense, unpleasant, and dysfunctional reaction beginning shortly
after an overwhelming traumatic event and lasting less than a month” (Barnhill, 2020) (refer to

Section 2.4.1 for a more specified clinical definition).

The Stanford Acute Stress Reaction Questionnaire (SASRQ)®, designed by Cardefia and
colleagues (2000), was used to measure the participants’ experiences of Acute post-traumatic stress
reactions, including their overall degrees of trauma and experiences of more specific clinical
symptoms. To ensure that the participants’ accounts of traumatic experiences were not influenced
by the description of symptoms in the questionnaire, the questionnaire was administered shortly
after the interview. The questionnaire was developed based on the DSM-1V diagnostic criteria for
ASD (American Psychology Association, 1994). The questionnaire is a robust and reliable
measure of acute stress reactions triggered by various traumatizing events (Lotvall et al., 2022).
The Chinese version of SASRQ was translated by Hou (2008). Both the original questionnaire and
the Chinese translated version were reported to have good reliability and validity (Cardefia et al.,

2000; Lotvall etal., 2022; Luo et al., 2021). The questionnaire also showed strong predictive power

8 The diagnosis of PTSD does not apply to the current research context, as it requires relevant symptoms to last for
at least a month after trauma exposure (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).

9 A new version of the SASRQ (i.e., the SASRQ-II) that conforms to the latest DSM-V criteria (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013) is now available (Palmborg et al., 2020).
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for later PTSD symptomatology, depression, anxiety, and diverse psychological and medical

outcomes (Lotvall et al., 2022).

The SASRQ consists of five subscales that measure the subjects’ experience of the five
major symptoms proposed by DSM-IV, including dissociation, re-experiencing, avoidance, and
anxiety and hyperarousal, and an additional subscale on “impairment in functioning”. The
questionnaire includes a total of 30 items, and each is rated on a 6-point scale from 0 to 5 (O=not
experienced, 5=very often experienced). Subjects’ ratings could be calculated either continuously
to measure the overall degrees of trauma and severities of more specific symptoms, or
dichotomously to check the clinical presence of ASD and symptoms (refer to Section 4.2.2 for
details about the questionnaire items and ratings). As Chapters 4 and 5 of this thesis examine the
two dimensions of traumatic experiences in relation to different aspects of metaphor use, more
details about the ratings and descriptive statistics will be presented later in the corresponding

chapters.

1.4 Aims of Thesis

Based on the linguistic data generated from semi-structured interviews and psychometric
data about the subjects’ overall degrees of trauma and their experiences of the five ASD symptoms,
this thesis presents a case study of metaphor use by 46 trauma victims of the 2019-2020 Hong

Kong social unrest.

The primary, linguistic aim is to investigate the contextual characteristics of trauma
victims’ metaphor use. In accordance with the two major research gaps summarized earlier in
Section 1.1, two specific theoretical aims will be addressed. The first is to explore the multifaceted,
presentational features of trauma metaphors reflected by systematic, quantitative interactions
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among multiple aspects of metaphors, both substantive and non-substantive included. The second
is to investigate the potential interactions between trauma victims’ metaphor use and clinically
defined, psychometrically validated psychopathological experiences, including overall degrees of
trauma, severities of specific ASD symptoms, and subjective experiences of differential symptoms.
The findings are expected to lead to a more comprehensive understanding of the contextual
characteristics of trauma metaphors and shed new theoretical light on the role of

psychopathological experiences in shaping metaphor use.

A secondary, clinical aim of this thesis is to explore the potential clinical relevance of
metaphorical language in trauma assessment, diagnosis, and treatment. As this issue was rarely
investigated in clinically oriented trauma research??, findings derived from this thesis are expected
to provide useful information for mental health practitioners’ understanding of client-generated
metaphors (Kopp, 1995) in the assessment and subsequent treatment of trauma and set the stage

for future applications of metaphor analysis in therapeutic and diagnostic contexts.

In addition to the linguistic and clinical aims, this thesis also makes some specific
methodological points. Firstly, I will demonstrate how our understanding of trauma and mental
health metaphors could be further advanced through the integration of quantitative methods, such
as categorical data analytic methods and correlation analysis, into qualitative discourse analysis.
This point will be made in addressing both the two linguistic aims. The second point will be
realized by pursuing the second linguistic aim: through the incorporation of psychometric data and

relevant clinical observations into metaphor analysis, | will show how the adoption of a clinically

10 Quite a few studies have investigated trauma metaphors in the therapeutic context, i.e., how therapists build upon
trauma metaphors generated by the client or generate new metaphors for therapeutic purpose (e.g., Grove & Panzer,
1989; Haen, 2020; Rhodes & Jakes, 2004; Stott et al., 2010; Witztum et al., 1986).
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situated perspective in metaphor analysis could bring new theoretical and practical insights into
the contextualized nature of mental health metaphors. The third and more overarching
methodological point is to demonstrate how a multi-level analysis, constituted by metaphor-level
analysis, subject-level analysis, and disorder/symptom-level analysis, could enable a more
integrated view of trauma metaphors and their interactions with the speakers’ psychopathological
experiences; this point will be further explained in the next section based on a more detailed

introduction to the main body chapters.

1.5 Structure of Thesis

This section introduces the structure of this thesis. Section 1.5.1 offers an outline of
chapters, with special attention on how the main body chapters accomplish different linguistic
aims through different research methods and how they address the clinical aims. A summary of

the research design and methodology will be provided in Section 1.5.2.

1.5.1 Outline of Chapters

Chapter 2 sets the ground for this thesis by providing an overview of existing studies,
identifying major research trends, and suggesting feasible ways to address the research gaps. I will
first present a critical review of existing research on trauma metaphors and summarize two major
research trends and gaps. With reference to theoretical and methodological insights gleaned from
clinical research on trauma language and previous studies of mental health metaphors, | will
suggest possible approaches for advancing research in the two directions, which are to be

demonstrated in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 in turn.
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Chapter 3 addresses the first theoretical aim, which is to explore the multifaceted,
presentational properties of trauma metaphors indexed by non-presentational variables. A mixed-
method analysis will be conducted to examine the contextualized instantiations of EMOTIONAL
VALENCE and CONVENTIONALITY in describing eight therapeutically interesting TARGET
CATEGORIES and in metaphorical meaning-making from different psychological
PERSPECTIVES. Firstly, categorical data analysis will be adopted to investigate whether the
selection of one metaphor variable tends to co-occur with the use of other variables; the
interrelationships among the variables will also be visualized using Multiple Correspondence
Analysis (MCA) plots. Statistically significant metaph