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Transliminality: A Fundamental Mechanism in
Psychology and Parapsychology

MICHAEL A. THALBOURNE

Abstract: The concept of transliminality has been wariously defined,
but usually with the implication that it involves greater incursions from
the subliminal consciousness, “across the threshd|dnto supraliminal
awareness. The concept was derived from a series fafctor analyses
and eventually embraced the variables paranormal Hef and
experience, mystical experience, creative personglj manic experience,
magical ideation, absorption, fantasy proneness, Ipgraesthesia, and
(positive) attitude towards dream interpretation. This paper reviews
the evidence and conceptualization leading to the oncept of
transliminality. It analyses the various constituerts of transliminality,
suggesting its relevance to psychological and parsychological
research and to the concept of psychosis.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between belief in the paranormadystical
experience, creativity and psychopathology has likensubject of much
discussion (see, for example, Claridge, Pryor & Kkivat 1990). The
general consensus is that there is a relationstipe®n all these variables,
but further evidence to that effect is desirable.tfiat end, Thalbourne and
Delin (1994) administered six questionnaire scaes241 university
students, 86 people with manic-depression, and 3plp with
schizophrenia. These scales were: the Australiape®fGoat Scale,
measuring belief in, and alleged experience ofapammal phenomena such
as ESP and psychokinesis (Thalbourne & Delin, 1993 Mystical
Experience Scale (Thalbourne, 1991); a speciallwisdd Creative
Personality Scale (Thalbourne, 2000); the Manicdtigmce Scale and the
Depressive Experience Scale of Thalbourne, Delih Bassett (1994; see
also Thalbourne & Bassett, 1998); and the Magidahtion Scale (Eckblad
& Chapman, 1983).
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Interesting results eventuated when these six biasa were
correlated all with each other, at least for thegdat subgroup of
participants, the students: it was found thattedl ¢orrelations were positive
and significant. This observation led to fhest hocconjecture that factor
analysis would yield a single underlying factorindsprincipal components
analysis, there did indeed emerge a single faaimounting for 52.8% of
the variance. What this factor might be measurirggshall come to in a
moment. First we shall look at attempts to repédat

Thalbourne and Delin (1995), in a study that lackied variable
mystical experience, found the single factor, pided that depressive
experience was omitted. Thalbourne, Bartemucci,irpgfox and Nofi
(1997) conducted a number of studies that wereesplently pooled into
one dataset. They also found replication of theglsiriactor provided that
depressive experience was omitted, that factoruattoy for 54.2% of the
variance. Finally, Thalbourne (1998) also found thepressive experience
did not enter into the single-factor solution, whiavas replicated,
accounting for 49.4% of the variance.

Thalbourne et al. (1997) began extending the rawfg®ariables
included in the single factor that had apparentierb uncovered. They
noted that schizotypal personality (Claridge & Bspki984), fantasy
proneness (Myers, 1983), absorption (Tellegen &istn, 1974) and
hyperaesthesia (hypersensitivity to sensory stitituiia seemed good
candidates for inclusion in the single factor. Andeed, Thalbourne (1998)
was able to show that, with the exception of sdiyjzal personality, all
these variables, with the addition of (positive)itade towards dream
interpretation (suggested by the findings of Thalipe and Delin, 1999),
entered into a single-factor solution, accountiog46.5% of the variance.
The correlation matrix of the resultant nine valeatis shown in Table 1.

Clearly, we can see, from first principles in sttitis, that there is a
relationship between paranormal belief, mysticaezience, creativity and
psychopathology, both of the manic and the schpaityarieties. We can
also see that, for example, paranormal believerd tdso to be higher in
fantasy proneness (cf., lIrwin, 2009, pp. 89-90%aaption (Irwin, 1985),
dream interpretation (Thalbourne, 2010), and, gestgurprisingly, in the
purely sensory variable hyperaesthesia (cf., Thali® & Delin, 1994, p.
30).

The evidence appears to be relatively good thaetkhees indeed
exist a single factor of the type we have notedvapthough replication by
independent researchers would be useful. In thentimne@, however, we can
speculate on what the single factor is measurinpatis the common
thread underlying these nine variables?
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Table 1

Correlations between Nine Variabléé£ 234; Thalbourne, 1998)

Variable 1. 2. 3. 4 5 6. 7. 8 9
1. Paranormal Belief — 56 .37 .28 54 .60 .45 .3323.
2. Mystical Experience — 32 24 41 49 .41 259 .1
3. Creative Personality — 22 29 49 41 28 .21
4. Manic Experience — .43 43 .43 .30 .14
5. Magical Ideation — b6 .62 .47 .35
6. Absorption — .69 .43 .45
7. Fantasy Proneness — 45 .30
8. Hyperaesthesia — .29
9. Positive Attitude Toards Dream Interpretati —

Note: All correlations are significant at .05 leyslo-tailed).

THE SUBLIMINAL CONSCIOUSNESS

Since the time of W. B. Carpenter (1874), F. W.Myiers (1892),
and William James (1982), it has often been thougkful to postulate that
there exists, in addition to the conscious pamwfminds, another level or
region whose contents anmt immediately present to consciousness, but
which under certain conditions can be causally Ive@ in producing
conscious states or motor activity. This region tbeesn variously named the
unconsciousthe preconsciouseven theprecognitive mindor, in the case
of Myers and James, th&ubliminal consciousnessfrom the Latinsuh
meaningbelow andlimen meaningthreshold The author acknowledges
that the debate over the suitability of any of éhésrms is vast, but he
would like, nevertheless, to appropriate the wardliminalto refer to those
states that are not currently in consciousneshde the potential to appear
there.

Subliminal states thus conceived of are sometimesisally
responsible for the more-or-less modified contefta memory-archive,
and sometimes comprise the process that appeactively constellate and
present material to consciousness in an intelligamd sometimes novel
fashion. In the case of dreaming, the latter fuomctihas sometimes
colloquially been called th®ream Architect More generally, the author
suggests, following in the footsteps of much ptlworizing, that it might
be referred to as thehoregos functiorchoregosheing Greek for the person
who conducts a choir, choreographs a dance, ongesafor the production
of a theatrical performance such as a drama.

Two terminological implications follow from our apting the word
subliminal first, it implies that those events thate in consciousness can
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be referred to asupraliminal second, it implies that there is some sort of
“threshold” between subliminal and supraliminal—aopyp understood
transitional phase or turning point where eventgshwno conscious
representation at one time then cause or achiegeaba later time. (That
the process may occur in the reverse directiorxdoeed by Houran and
Thalbourne, 2003.)

Quite obviously, not everything contained sublintiné presented
all at once at the supraliminal level. There doesns to exist some
mechanism that is supposed to act as a barriefter édr as a permeable
membrane (to use a neurological metaphor) to ptefiennon-psychotic
states) the resurrection of material from being d@erwhelming. It seems
that we sometimes think of this mechanism as beitind of dam, or as
being like the levee on the bank of a river, hajdback the vast waters
represented by subliminal contents, or even asgbbke a life jacket.
Joseph Campbell famously said, “The schizophresidrowning in the
same waters in which the mystic is swimming withigteg” (cited in Lee,
1985, p. 40).

The author suggests that there are individual wiffees between
people in the selectiveness with which the baroergating mechanism
between subliminal and supraliminal is operatinithéz at the present time
or as an enduring trait), with consequent effegtsnuthe extent to which
material from the subliminal level appears in—carerevengulf—the
supraliminal consciousness. Thus, in one persdg,aamtain types or small
guantities of psychological material (images, id@gtaffect, percepts) are
allowed to “cross the threshold” into consciousngksreas, in another, the
threshold is, relatively speaking, much more petesaallowing through
into the supraliminal region much more, and perha@apssome sense
“deeper” material.

To describe this concept, | (Thalbourne, 1991) sstgd the word
transliminality, from the Latintrans, meaningacross andlimen, meaning,
as we have seethreshold to refer to the degree to which the threshold can
be crossed (see Figure 1Persons high in transliminality will, relatively
speaking, experience a much larger number of @iffetypes of input from
subliminal regions, whereas others, lower in triamglality, may hear from
that region on considerably fewer occasions; thatitiis postulated that
there exist individual differences in the degreemuch people exhibit or
experience transliminality. Jawer and Micozzi (20Q%esent an apt

1 The adjectivetransliminal appears to have been coined by Usher and Burd)j18@d has
been occasionally used since by such researchesnadsrson (1960), Rugg (1963) and
MacKinnon (1971).
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diagram of the process involved, using the termsné$cious” and
“unconscious™?

CONSCIOUS

Low Moderate High
Transliminality ~ Transliminality ~ Transliminalicy

UNCONSCIOUS

Figure 1. The transliminality concept schematissdofv thickness
represents amount of unconscious material).

Further, the author suggests that the single fameoovered by the
principal components analyses reported earliehis paper is in fact an
estimate of the degree of transliminality. The camrthread that appears to
unite all the component variables is, the authecsfates, that they can be
thought of as different situations under which subially processed
psychological material crosses the threshold fromblisinal to
supraliminal. The most obvious and perhaps the fasic variable is that
of creative personality, and indeed notions of tivég underlie much
theorizing here: Creative people exhibit a highrdegof transliminality in
that their consciousness is characteristically, dran time to time
presented with thoughts (novel ideas or soluti@nproblems; connections
between elements) that appear not to be the refultirect reasoning,

2 Image provided by Eric Scafetta Design and llatin.
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though the pieces of the puzzle may have been eflow lie dormant to
incubate; the threshold of such persons does mmtde thoughts of an alien
origin.

Again, mania, with its flight of ideas, its uprushef overly
optimistic elation, and its often pleasant but @empeditated delusions, such
as delusions of grandeur, could be said to be altred excessive
transliminality allowing subliminal material—espéeltyapositive affect but
also “creative” ideation—into the conscious, someSmworked into a
story. Drugs such as lithium (and a host of otherigiht be described most
generally as anti-transliminals, and their printijpgended action (as well
as the goal of psychotherapy) would be to put aolidthe excesses of
subliminal activity, reducing the activity of ceriaprocesses to a more
optimal levePB

Following this line of reasoning, paranormal bel{efther in the
abstract or about one’s own experiefic@)ight be accommodated by
supposing it to be a form of associative creatiitthalbourne, 2004).
Believers think there are causal connections betweied and all manner
of things in the universe, whereas disbelieverstiseeperation of mind as
far more circumscribed—indeed as confined to themes system and its
influence—and therefore view such postulated conmest as illicit
(Mackenzie & Mackenzie, 1980). Nevertheless, thexists some evidence
that the believers are occasionally right in thmstiefs: parapsychological
research has shown that there is a small but &gnif tendency for
believers in psychic phenomena to outscore dislaieon well-controlled
laboratory tests of paranormal performance (e.gawrence, 1993;
Thalbourne, 2010). However, it is important to eagibe that in these tests
there is a high proportion of incorrect responsiesrgcompared with the
amount of material correctly presented, just asetones many creative
solutions must be assayed before coming up withsefull answeP. In
consciousness as in science, many conjectures r@megwbut not all. It
would be useful if the permeable membrane allowembss only correct
conjectures, but that is in the realm of fantasy!

3 we might predict that any agent that reduced dvellof transliminality would lower the
scores on its constituent variables as well. thierefore interesting that lithium may reduce,
not only mania, but also associational productieibd idiosyncrasy, thought to be important
for creativity (Shaw, Mann, Stokes, & Manevitz, 898Perhaps lithium reduces belief in the
paranormal as well!

4 One can in a very general sense subsume paranbsiiedl under the rubric of “magical
ideation”.

5 But this does not undermine the significant défezse between believers and disbelievers. It
still means that believers are more “creative” tatelievers.
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Likewise with mystical experience, the skeptic saggs that the
scenarios and conclusions that are admitted to commness in such
experience are in the realm of wishful thinkingg(eMatson, 1965), and it
may be that certain primal wishes (such as forppp@&nding for all human
beings, despite death: see Bucke, 1969, p. 1Q)raral and deep-seated in
the subliminal consciousness and spring into liga also, mystical
experience usually occurs suddenly (Thalbourne,1),9@rupting into
awareness, with the “out-of-the-blue” characterisif many transliminal
irruptions, presenting itself as a ready-made thoughis thought may be
of unity of oneself with God or creation, transceigdboundaries; indeed
Houran, Thalbourne and Hartmann (2003) and Thatimwand Maltby
(2008) found that transliminality correlated posty and moderately with
Hartmann’s (1991) Boundary Questionnaire, indigatiat the highly
transliminal person tends to have *“thin”, or “craiske” boundaries,
indicating a preference for “crossing” them.

It is interesting that from the author's own expade, there is a
difference between psychotic and non-psychoticrigtadentifications: the
psychotic says “I am Jesus” and means it literallhereas the non-
psychotic, in mystical experience, says “| am Jesnsl means that “I am
Jesus in the sense that | recognize my essemtigi with him, but he, as a
personality, is distinct from me”. Perhaps one egmee iscontrolled
transliminality, the other, uncontrolled. Perhape ¢s moderate and useful
transliminality, the other, excessive and overwhegmnOr might it simply
be a difference of insight? The non-psychotic pbipahas a more
developed reality function whereas the psychokesdantasy literally.

The other constituents of the single-factor transiality solution
may similarly be amenable to this kind of analydfswe concede, for
example, that perception is mediated by unconscimogesses, then it
could be said that greater transliminality woulde san intensified
perception—that is, a hypersensitivity to sensomngation. And in fact
hyperaesthesiés part of the solution. It is of interest, then, ttidouran,
Hughes, Thalbourne and Delin (2006) found that gh#tiansliminality
group was more sensitive to touch stimuli than waadsw-transliminality
group. So when, for example, believers in the pamaal report a greater
reactivity to perceptual stimuli they may truly b&periencing what they
say they do, rather than simply having a more éiberiterion for saying so.

A variable correlated, although at a somewhat level, with both
paranormal belief and with transliminality is dreaetall (Thalbourne &
Delin, 1999). More strongly correlated with paramaf belief is positive
attitude towards dream interpretation (Thalbourn®élin, 1999). Highly
transliminal types of person attach more meaningttdeast one inner
process, namely, dreaming. It may be that theanisttentional aspect to
transliminality: the person’s attention ésawn by the prominence of the
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irruptions from the subliminal mind. This phenomamay be occurring in
the case of the variable that loads strongest anstiminality, namely,
absorption, which is the propensity to become pthsorbed in the object
of attention—the object (whether mental or physidahding to become
more real than real. Perhaps hunches, intuitionsards and half-baked
ideas seem more real (and thus more persuasivtbg tbighly transliminal
person by virtue of being more available to theraliminal consciousness.

Finally, we come to the variable of fantasy prorssnewhich
involves the propensity to engage in fantasy mddhetime at a level that
may be hallucinatory. Here perhaps we have crdgtorafted imagery
coming into awareness in a stream that may resep#stgeption. It might
be likened to a waking dream. Paranormal belieyeage more such
fantasy-proneness-derived imagery, perhaps becthese believe in the
hypothetical possibilities of consciousness, whidhclude psychic
phenomena (see Table 1). Highly transliminal petipdeefore appear to be
able to “ask” for a mental event (like a fantasy)oe played out and have
the subliminal respond creatively.

Let us summarize some aspects of our speculatiegisus say that
what we have referred to as the choregos functmwéver that may be
conceived in the work of previous theorists) isa@pect of the subliminal
consciousness that seeks to connect elementseniith the theme of a
story. For example, in mental illness the persdarofiraws upon elements
from ancient or modern mythology and weaves theto i narrative
(Lukoff & Everest, 1985). Let us speculate thatsese of the natural and
surprising outputs of their subliminal minds, beées in the paranormal
have the theme or narrative “I believe wonders dc@and creatively
connect elements both psychologically (when thepteamsize coincidences
and fail to see disconfirming instances) and pampsiogically (making
correct answers to guesses) in “sheep-goat” expetsn But it is not
recognized as clearly thdisbelievers in wonders do this also, as when they
discount every single coincidence, when they fail to support obyje
parapsychological research, and when they sconifisently belowchance
in a test of paranormal performance. Says Thalteo(2610) of this:

The present reviewer has suggested that the umugnigechanism
[of the effect of paranormal belief] is a need toquce an apparent
reality that accords with one’s metaphysical payadir worldview

in relation to the claim that telepathy exists: odees this by
paranormally producing information-correspondencettie case of
sheep [the believers], and lack of information-espondence in the
case of goats [the disbelievers] . . . (p. 13)

The hallmark of creation is creativity itself.
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TRANSLIMINALITY AND PsycHoOsSIS

Thalbourne and Delin (1994) found several india&ighat highly
transliminal people were more likely to report feas of psychiatric
interest, such as hallucinations (voices and otise)wand membership of
such groups as those with bipolar disorder and vgithizophrenia.
Likewise, Thalbourne (1998) found that the highignsliminal were more
likely to score high on measures of schizotypy acldzotypal personality,
hallucination-proneness, dissociation, history epréssive experience, and
psychoticism, though admittedly results for newistn were mixed (cf.,
Thalbourne et al., 1997). Most recently, Thalbouraed Maltby
(unpublished) found a positive correlation of Olégtween a measure of
transliminality and the Experience of Psychotic $yoms Scale of
Goretzki, Thalbourne and Storm (2009). These resatlieassuggesthat
transliminality may be a measure of psychosis-pness. Psychosis would
be defined—here as elsewhere—as the overwhelmingeottipraliminal
consciousness by contents in the subliminal consoiess.

Thalbourne (2010) has suggested, on the basisntdrks made by
Phillips, Lukoff and Stone (2009), that psychosisymhave negative
features, but also that it may have positive (‘iymd”) features. These may
include veridical creativity, psychic phenomenaaofjenuine nature, and
mystical or religious experience. In the case gich& phenomena we can
test the relationship with transliminality. Thallsoa (2009, p. 383) reports
a narrative meta-analysis of 11 relevant analyaed, found 27% to have
been significant and in a positive direction. Ser¢his some (albeit weak)
evidence that the highly transliminal participastlikely to score higher
than the low-transliminal participant in a well-¢miled test for the
paranormal. As to creativity, that is, notorioudly,be judged by posterity,
or at least by the rest of society. The veridigatif mystical and religious
experience must be judged by other criteria, sgcitsauniversality (James,
1982).

The point to be made is that everyday life is atomx of the
veridical and the falsidical, and madness is simplycase where the
apparently falsidical may be more noticeable. Tlal rmay yet have their
own wisdom to tell (Lukoff, 1985, 1988). In the Higof transliminality—
which, it is suggested, is a fundamental mechanisnpsychology and
parapsychology—it may not be surprising that theiearncGreeks had no
word for madness apart from the word for “inspifiehzy”.
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