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Blurring the Boundaries between Real Worlds, 
Discourse Worlds and Text Worlds

Cases in Point: Kylo Ren and Black Widow’s ‘Marriage 
Story’, and Mark Wahlberg’s ‘Shooting’ of Matt Damon

An event of undoubtedly global proportions and lasting implications, 
the 2020 pandemic spring lockdowns heightened (if not permanently, then 
at least temporarily) the role of media service providers and aggravated what 
some have described as the ‘streaming wars’ (see e.g. internet source 4). Within 
this context, a movie industry product which had already garnered significant 
2019 cinema award attention, Noah Baumbach’s ‘Marriage Story’, featured 
prominently in Netflix’s spring pandemic period streaming success. Some 
of the headlines promoting that product, however, attracted my attention for 
rather different reasons unrelated to the ongoing contextual ‘streaming wars’ 
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environment. ‘Black Widow Breaks Up With Kylo Ren’ (internet source 1) and 
‘Black Widow and Kylo Ren Struggle With Their Relationship in STAR WARS, 
Marvel, and MARRIAGE STORY Mashup’ (internet source 2, capitalization 
as in original) are just two headlines that exemplify how the ‘Marriage Story’ 
movie tended to be pitched to audiences.

Simultaneously with the spring 2020 pandemic social distance restrictions, 
in the first half of June 2020 another socio-political event of international sig-
nificance occurred. The ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement swept across the United 
States and, to varying degrees, across many European countries. At the time, 
I happened upon a Reddit post reading, ‘The scene in The Departed where 
Mark Wahlberg shoots Matt Damon is the blueprint for how to handle corrupt 
cops’ (Internet source 3).

Both the ‘Marriage Story’ and ‘The Departed’ references and interpre-
tations cited above may be considered by some to be confusing or incoher-
ent. To me, these references and interpretations are both interesting and 
worthy of analysis because they seem representative of specific present-day 
text-use and discourse-use tendencies. To support my point, let me clarify 
that ‘Kylo Ren’ is a character in the Star Wars franchise, and ‘Black Widow’ 
is a character in The Avengers franchise. ‘Kylo Ren’ is played by the actor 
Adam Driver, while ‘Black Widow’ is played by the actress Scarlett Johans-
son. In the Marriage Story movie, the two actors play ‘Charlie Barber’ and 
‘Nicole Barber’ respectively. Neither character has anything to do with Star 
Wars and The Avengers.

In contrast, The Departed reference mentions Mark Wahlberg and Matt 
Damon, who are actors in this movie; however, it is, first, the same movie they 
participate in and not in different franchises as is the case with Adam Driver 
in Star Wars and Scarlet Johansson in The Avengers. Second, there is no refer-
ence at all to their characters. In other words, what interested me and made 
me combine the two movie references into a single paper is the fact that they 
both combine mentions of actors and movie characters but they seem to do 
so through different cognitive techniques.

Thus, the present paper addresses the question of how those two instances 
of movie-world references differ. The line of argumentation supported here sug-
gests that to understand the nature of either of the examples and the difference 
between them, a World-building theory should be employed. Clearly, adopt-
ing a World-building theoretical approach would also require that the general 
theoretical background of our investigation is cognitive.
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The data set used for the present purposes includes 50 movie screenplays, 
50 political speeches, and 50 excerpts of virtual interaction (such as Twitter mes-
sages/Facebook comments/internet forums/social media comment sections, etc.). 
All the collected samples converge around two major features: (a) they exemplify 
public communication and public discourses; and (b) they exemplify the socially 
significant point of overlap – and blurring – where perceptions of public com-
munication and personal communication meet. The method adopted – and, 
consequently, the analysis conducted here – is qualitative.

The paper is organized as follows: After this introductory section, the sec-
ond section will present and discuss the general theoretical background against 
which the investigation is conducted. The third section will provide a discus-
sion of the specific way in which the premises of the theoretical framework 
could be advanced in the present investigation. The fourth section will present 
analyses of data set samples with a view to demonstrating how the adopted 
theoretical approach actually applies in hands-on analysis. Then, the fourth 
section will return to the cases in point from the introductory section and 
will analyze them. The conclusion section will formulate generalizations 
and provide suggestions for the possible future applicability of the results of 
the present investigation.

Theoretical Framework

World-building Theories

In understanding why World-building theories can be relevant to the present 
investigation, one first needs to take into account the fact that World-building 
theories stem from two different but not mutually exclusive sources.

Chronologically speaking, de Beaugrande and Dressler’s ground-break-
ing work in the domain of Text Linguistics (de Beaugrande & Dressler, 1981) 
popularized the notion of the ‘textual world’ into scholarly language- and text-
oriented research. To de Beaugrande and Dressler, a Text World (henceforth 
TW) is associated with the notion of coherence; it is a well-organized configu-
ration of cognitive structures which function together as a network and ‘hold 
together’ a whole text. Importantly, the emphasis in this formulation lies on 
the cognitive and non-language-bound nature of a TW. In de Beaugrande and 
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Dressler’s framework, language serves just to signal the procedural building 
of non-linguistic cognitive structures and networks such as a TW.

Furthermore, de Beaugrande and Dressler’s TW ‘contains’ more than 
the cognitive structures signaled by the expressions in the surface text; it also 
‘contains’ what de Beaugrande and Dressler view as associatively evoked 
commonsense knowledge structures, associatively evoked cognitive expecta-
tions, and the associatively evoked previous experiences of the participants in 
the communicative situation. In other words, de Beaugrande and Dressler’s 
TW is an unambiguously mental construct which interprets reality. Crucially, 
de Beaugrande and Dressler’s TW is not about ‘true’ or ‘false’ renditions of 
the real world (henceforth RW). Reality, in their viewpoint, is the conven-
tionalized situation that is generally considered valid by a society or nation, 
and a TW may or may not cohere with this socially and culturally accepted 
version of what reality is.

Again, chronologically speaking, de Beaugrande and Dressler’s understand-
ing of TWs may seemingly have found its evolution in Werth’s works (1999) and – 
through Werth’s works – into research in Text World Theory (e.g. Gavins, 2007; 
Whiteley, 2011) and Cognitive poetics (e.g. Hidalgo-Downing, 2004; Semino 
& Culpeper, 2002; Semino, 2010; Stockwell, 2002, 2009). Although published 
much later, most of Werth’s works were actually written against the back-
ground of relatively the same scholarly environment as was de Beaugrande and 
Dressler’s book. For instance, as Werth (1999, p. 20) acknowledges, he borrows 
the very term of TW from van Dijk (1977) – an influence also acknowledged 
by de Beaugrande and Dressler.

Generally, Werth’s investigations focus predominantly on how different 
possible realities emerge in the process of text construction (these realities are 
believed to be associated with the use of negation, modality, etc.). Thus, Werth’s 
proposal focuses on worlds and their subordinate sub-worlds, which he classifies 
into ‘want worlds’, ‘belief worlds’, ‘intent worlds’, ‘desire sub-worlds’, ‘dream 
sub-worlds’, etc. Moreover, Werth proposes that a TW should unavoidably “fall 
within the definition of ‘mental space’ of Fauconnier (1985)” (Werth, 1999, 
p. 20). However, even in the earliest inquiries into mental spaces, Faucon-
nier and his collaborators express their unwavering position that “[b]ecause 
the explicit structure set up in spaces is minimal, and because the default struc-
ture is always revisable as discourse unfolds, spaces are very different sorts of 
things than worlds (such as logicians’ possible worlds, or the fictional worlds 
of narratives)” (Fauconnier & Sweetser, 1996, p. 12). In a similarly adamant 
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way, Coulson also states that “mental spaces are local rather than global and 
are thus not describable in truth-conditional terms. This entails that the ele-
ments in a given mental space do not refer directly to entities in the outside 
world” (Coulson, 2001, p. 21). The present investigation subscribes to this latter 
treatment of Worlds as not related to classical logicians’ views and interpreta-
tions of truth-objectivism. It is de Beaugrande and Dressler’s interpretation 
that is preferred here due to its explicitly non-truth-conditional approach to 
the relation between TWs and RWs.

Nevertheless, there is a strong point in Werth’s theory which is fundamental 
to the present investigation and which can still be harmonized with de Beaugrande 
and Dressler’s interpretation of TWs: this is Werth’s premise of the possibility 
that a TW can coincide with its corresponding discourse world (henceforth DW). 
A TW, from Werth’s point of view, is a situation “distinct from the immediate 
one of the language event”; more precisely, it is “the ‘story’ which is the subject 
of the discourse, together with all the structure necessary to understand it” 
(Werth, 1999, p. 87). A TW, in his view, ‘contains’ people and objects as char-
acters (Werth, 1999, p. 82), while a DW ‘contains’ participant roles (i.e. speaker 
and hearer). Crucially, it is quite possible for a DW and its corresponding TW 
to coincide, and such instances could freely be interpreted as “discourses about 
the discourse world itself” (Werth, 1999, p. 86). In cases like this, Werth main-
tains, a TW is “the conceptualization of that part of the discourse world which 
is ‘in focus’ for the purposes of discourse” (Werth, 1999, p. 86). This can be seen, 
for instance, in everyday conversations at home, in the street, at the office, etc. 
Such conversations concern interpersonal relations within a family, company, 
etc. Consequently, it is safe to argue, as Werth does, that participants in a DW 
can be constructed as characters in its corresponding TW. In such cases, the two 
types of Worlds overlap to a considerable degree, although a complete overlap 
or coincidence between them is not obligatory. This breakthrough notion of 
Werth’s, coupled with de Beaugrande and Dressler’s principles of World building, 
is the basis on which the present theoretical approach rests.

Embodied Realism

The fact that the present investigation specifically subscribes to de Beau-
grande and Dressler’s TW interpretation is conditioned by the general theoretical 
belief in Johnson’s crucial realization (as acknowledged in Lakoff, 1987) that all 
human understanding depends on the nature of the human body, on the firing 
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of neurons in our brains, and on our innate perceptual capacities and motor 
skills (for a discussion of the Neural Theory of Metaphor, see Lakoff, 2009). 
A claim such as this derives from the theory of embodied realism (Lakoff 
& Johnson, 1980, 1999), according to which our bodily experience (and not sim-
ply our social experience) is what gives rise to and then controls our linguistic 
and social functioning. In this theory, the body, through its inborn capacities 
and bio-physical characteristics, is what allows for the existence of specifically 
human cognitive abilities and, thus, it is also what enables human cognition: 
“every action our body performs is controlled by our brains, and every input 
from the external world is made sense of by our brains” (Lakoff, 2009, p. 1). 
Moreover, “[t]hought is physical” in that all mental structures are physically 
processed by brain structures, and the human body is so much ‘within’ the mind 
that “there is no aspect of our understanding that is independent of the nature 
of the human organism” (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999, p. 209).

Pivotal for such a standpoint is the human capacity for imagery (John-
son, 1987), i.e. for constructing alternative images of the same real-world phe-
nomenon. ‘Alternative’ here needs to be seen, first, as crucial; second, it needs to 
be seen as ensuing from the premise that there is no one-to-one correct, objec-
tive, true, factual, etc. correspondence between anything ‘external’ to human 
thought and anything ‘internal’ or residing ‘in’ it. As a consequence, any human 
image, model, or (in our case) World is – by definition and by electro-neuro-
physiological necessity – a simulation of reality (or some part of it). In other 
words, human data processing is bound to be only interpretative – a phenomenon 
which associates with both the pervasiveness of the ‘embodied mind’ principle 
(Lakoff & Johnson, 1980, 1999; Turner, 2011, 2014) and the ‘embodied realism’ 
doctrine (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). This particular brand of ‘embodied realism’ 
is the kind of approach endorsed in the present investigation; it is the basis for 
our understanding of TWs, DWs and RWs.

Real Worlds and World Overlaps

Possible questions that could ensue from the above endorsement of Embod-
ied Realism as a theoretical background to the present discussion may con-
cern the presence and nature of RWs. As far as de Beaugrande and Dressler’s 
and Werth’s research on the issue is concerned, it does focus on TWs and on 
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the coincidence of TWs with DWs, but it does not employ the notion of RWs. 
So, why do we need the notion of RW, and why are the notions of TW and 
DW insufficient?

The first possible answer is the existence of variations in the scope of a DW. 
To illustrate what is meant here by ‘variations in scope’, let us take the DW 
of a Parliamentary political speech. Such a speech may be delivered within 
the physical limits of a Parliament Chamber, but it may also be simultane-
ously broadcast to audiences far away from the actual physical environment of 
the person delivering it. Thus, to the person delivering it, the political speech’s 
DW may only employ cognitive constructs of MPs as LISTENERS; alterna-
tively, it may include cognitive constructs of MPs, SENIOR CITIZENS FROM 
LARGE CITIES, COUNTRYSIDE TV VIEWERS, YOUNG MOTHERS, etc. 
Furthermore, such a speech may be recorded and aired later, which would 
also introduce changes to its DW; in this case, the changes would not be in 
terms of location but of time. In brief, in such cases, the same text could evoke 
either a DW seen as encompassing cognitive constructs related exclusively to 
the communicative ‘here and now’, or a DW seen as encompassing a greater 
number of cognitive constructs that are not related exclusively to the commu-
nicative ‘here and now’. The existence of these alternatives could be interpreted 
as the existence of a narrower or broader DW scope for the same text.

This principle is also revealed in variations in individual perceptions of 
a DW. As argued in the previous section, there cannot be expected to be a single, 
correct interpretation of (the scope of) a DW that is valid for all members of 
an audience. Moreover, it is highly questionable if a single, correct DW inter-
pretation could exist even for one and the same text receiver: today, that text 
receiver may interpret a DW rather differently from the way they interpreted 
it, for example, two weeks ago. Their interpretation could be expected to vary, 
if in the meantime, for instance, the political speech deliverer realized their 
speech was recorded and aired after its original delivery.

This possibility for information about the actual, i.e. real, communicative 
environment to change one’s perception of a DW is another issue that needs 
to be addressed. In essence, the issue concerns the interplay between a DW 
and reality. The first question here is how far a DW can extend. The second 
and (in my opinion) more important question is where does a DW ‘extend’? 
In other words, what exactly is the space that a DW can draw on, extend into 
and ‘engulf ’ chunks from? The answer necessarily has to underline the fact 
that that space can only be a conceptual space due to the fact that a DW itself 
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is one. As our example with the political speech demonstrates, a DW can 
incorporate concepts related to a broader and physically distant reality, but it 
cannot directly incorporate people from that reality, hence the present choice 
to postulate an RW as a conceptual space which interprets reality but is not 
equal to that reality.

Three main points seem to need clarification regarding my interpretation 
of the difference between an RW and ‘reality’. The first point is that my inter-
pretation relies on the principles of cognition, therefore it does not approach 
‘reality’ as referring to a fully describable and fully analyzable phenomenon 
which stands independent of human understanding and needs to be fully 
matched or perfectly represented by human cognitive structures and human 
academic theories. My interpretation approaches ‘reality’ simply as a describ-
able and analyzable phenomenon (though not fully so) which does stand out-
side human minds and of which human cognition can (and needs to) create 
simulations. In turn, an RW is the human cognitive interpretation/simulation 
of what ‘reality’ may be. A perfect fit between the two, I believe, is not needed 
as humans can and do manage to function on no more than ‘sufficient’ fits 
between reality and their RWs.

This discrepancy between a viewpoint on ‘reality’ as fully amenable to 
human representation and ‘reality’ as no more than something sufficiently well 
simulated by human cognition can trigger a significant blur of the theoreti-
cal and analytical focus. What can remain outside our lens is the important 
assumption that human information processing and exchange, of which tex-
tual communication is part, might not be dealing directly with an objective 
reality. The critical shift of angle is that textual communication – like any 
other human activity – has to do directly only with mental simulations of an 
objective reality and not directly with reality itself. Human-specific informa-
tion processing mechanisms invariably stand as the mediator between the two; 
it is my conviction that a theoretically sound approach could only benefit from 
taking this into account.

Such a claim, it should be highlighted, does not represent a denial of the exis-
tence of an objective reality. The argument here holds that it is the specificities 
of the human brain and our sensorimotor pre-conditioning (Lakoff & John-
son, 1999) that make it impossible for humans to understand and interact with 
a (possibly) objective reality. As already argued in the Section above, without 
the specificities of the human brain and our sensorimotor pre-conditioning, 
we, as humans, would not be able to experience reality in the particular ways 
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we do. As a result, our cognitive abilities, which arise from the specificities of 
the human brain and our sensorimotor systems, unavoidably mediate between 
the (possibly) objective reality and our human perceptions of it. In a quite sig-
nificant way, reaching beyond our cognitive abilities and directly into reality 
seems simply not possible for humans (Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). What seems 
much more attainable for linguists, as humans, is the study of the human version, 
i.e. the human interpretation, of the (possibly) objective reality. No matter how 
opaque, principles of human mental modelling and simulation still appear to 
be more accessible for us than the reality they serve to interpret. Consequently, 
analyses of reality are also more likely to be attainable if they are approached 
as studies of human cognitive structures and not as studies of direct interac-
tion with an objective, human-independent reality.

Perceptions of objectivity, on their part, are most likely brought into effect 
through high frequencies of occurrence of similar human-nature-conditioned 
mental interpretations. Due to the common build of human neurological 
and sensi-motor systems, human-produced mental structures tend to seem 
significantly similar to each other, and this similarity can be taken to bring 
about the impression of objectivity, or what Johnson (1987, p. 18) calls ‘one 
correct God’s-eye-view’.

In sum, the present paper upholds the possibility – or, indeed, the neces-
sity – to approach reality from the perspective of the cognitive mechanisms 
employed by the participants in a communicative situation and not vice versa. 
In other words, the perspective employed starts from the human mind; then, 
it moves towards the possible reality that the human mind needs to interpret/
simulate. Even more simply put, what I uphold here is that the generally accepted 
viewpoint on textual analysis should be reversed and the cognitive structures 
and mechanisms used by communication participants should not be simply 
added to the object of analysis: it is the context which should be seen as part 
of the cognitive structures and procedures processed by the participants. After 
all, reality exists for humans only because they see it as such. An objective 
reality may or may not exist outside human perception, and no ‘World’ needs 
to be seen as a special case of ‘real-ness’. In a way – and this can be argued to 
be quite a crucial way – we can study only our human-specific perceptions of 
reality and not directly that reality itself.

As a consequence – and this is the second point that seems to need clari-
fication – what is perceived here to be an RW is just one of the numerous 
possible interpretations of reality. An RW is seen here as an interpretation 
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that need not be an accurate one but needs to be a sufficiently adequate simu-
lation of reality which allows a person to function sufficiently adequately in 
said reality. Furthermore, that person’s current RW need not be a perfect fit 
to reality, not even to the same person’s reality of, let’s say, today or two years 
before today. RWs can vary and this, I believe, is confirmed by everyone’s 
experience of ‘learning’.

The third point that seems to need at least a brief clarification is the one 
concerning the conceptual ‘relationship’ between an RW and a DW. As I have 
argued elsewhere (Tincheva, 2018), from a cognitive perspective a DW can 
be seen as standing metonymically (on conceptual metonymy see, e.g., Bar-
celona, 2000, 2011; Dirven & Pörings, 2002; Ruiz de Mendoza, 2020) against 
the background of an RW. A DW can draw on an RW and it can do so dynami-
cally (Tincheva, 2018), by either narrowing or expanding its scope.

As our example of a political speech shows, a DW may ‘overlap’ with and 
‘extend’ into an RW to various degrees. This, however, does not cancel the cogni-
tive necessity for a DW to cohere sufficiently with an RW (for a cognitive inter-
pretation of ‘sufficiently’, see de Beaugrande and Dressler’s discussion (1981) of 
cognitive THRESHOLDS). In other words, even if a text producer is lying, they 
will need to present a DW as overlapping with its RW, no matter if in their mind 
the two actually diverge. Importantly, the same principle applies not only to DWs. 
TWs also need to cohere with an RW, even when they are far removed from it. 
A novel, for instance, can select a portion of life and so construct it as to purport 
realism. Conversely, a sci-fi book could configure a representation of what life is 
expected to be or what it should be. The resulting TW would be just a simula-
tion of a possible RW. In other words, adequacy of representation, or a fine fit 
between a TW and an RW, is not an obligatory requirement; this is also evident, 
for instance, in fairy tales and Hollywood movie scripts. The purpose of creat-
ing a TW and a DW, therefore, can be defined as constructing a coherent and 
convincing albeit not necessarily realistic interpretation of an RW. This RW, 
however, would unavoidably function as the default background against which 
any TW or DW would be interpreted.

Understanding the relationship between a figure and its background 
entails understanding the cognitive phenomena of profiling and profile shifts. 
Generally, these notions derive from psychological studies of visual percep-
tion (especially Rubin, 1915, 1958) and of gestalt principles (Koffka, 1935; 
Wertheimer, 1923). The basic premise here starts from the innate inability of 
the human mind to process information flow in terms of infinite homogeneity. 
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Imposing hierarchical orders, to put it more aptly, is practically indispensable in 
any human thought process as some information elements need to be selected 
and brought into focus, while others need to be ‘pushed’ to the background. 
As is evident from the so-called Rubin’s vase (Figure 1 below), one needs to 
choose whether to look at the white portion of the picture or the black one. 
Seeing them both simultaneously is not a possibility.

Figure 1

Moreover, profiling is not a static cognitive phenomenon. It is a dynamic cogni-
tive technique in that what serves as the background at one moment could become 
profiled at the very next one, and the prominent figure of the previous moment 
would shift into the background position. The analysis below tries to extend this 
dynamic view of profiling to the domain of operation of RW, TW and DW.

Sample Analyses

As stated in the introductory section above, the data set used for present 
purposes includes 50 movie screenplays, 50 political speeches, and 50 excerpts of 
virtual interaction (i.e. Twitter messages, Facebook comments, internet forums, 
social media comment sections, etc.). First, this section presents analyses of 
data set samples as a demonstration of how the theoretical approach adopted 
here applies to hands-on analysis. Second, the section returns to the two cases 
in point from the introduction and offers their analysis, too.

In exemplifying the construction of a TW, a representative sample from 
our data set would read as follows:
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(Sample 1)
From the moment that the French defenses at Sedan and on the Meuse were broken 
at the end of the second week of May, only a rapid retreat to Amiens and the south 
could have saved the British and French Armies who had entered Belgium at 
the appeal of the Belgian King; but this strategic fact was not immediately real-
ized. The French High Command hoped they would be able to close the gap, and 
the Armies of the north were under their orders. Moreover, a retirement of this kind 
would have involved almost certainly the destruction of the fine Belgian Army of 
over 20 divisions and the abandonment of the whole of Belgium. Therefore, when 
the force and scope of the German penetration were realized and when a new French 
Generalissimo, General Weygand, assumed command in place of General Gamelin, 
an effort was made by the French and British Armies in Belgium to keep on holding 
the right hand of the Belgians and to give their own right hand to a newly created 
French Army which was to have advanced across the Somme in great strength to 
grasp it. (Winston Churchill, PM; March 5, 1946)

No linguistic structure in this longish passage serves to evoke a DW. 
The excerpt focuses exclusively on creating a TW. From the moment and at 
the end of the second week of May evoke the mental construction of past moments 
and periods and not of the time of the current communicative process, thus 
providing temporal specifics for the TW only. The spatial delimitations of 
the TW are specified through the use of, e.g., Sedan, the Meuse, Amiens and 
the south, Belgium, the Somme. Moreover, all cognitive structures connected 
with PERSONS and evoked by the text are of people not present at the time and 
place of delivery of the speech: e.g. THE BRITISH AND FRENCH ARMIES, 
THE BELGIAN KING, THE FRENCH HIGH COMMAND, FRENCH GEN-
ERALISSIMO, GENERAL WEYGAND, GENERAL GAMELIN, THE BEL-
GIANS. Consequently, no element in this passage can be considered as bringing 
about the construction of a DW.

Similarly, Sample 2 below also evokes no concepts associated with what 
could be interpreted as a DW. The whole passage focuses on the creation of 
a TW through the coordination of concepts such as THE CANARY WHARF 
BOMB, THE REPUBLICAN MOVEMENT, THE BRITISH AND IRISH 
GOVERNMENTS, TERRORISTS, THE LAW, CEASEFIRE, etc. All these 
concepts represent entities absent from the immediate communicative envi-
ronment:

(Sample 2)
The Canary Wharf bomb clearly and conclusively proves that there is no prospect 
of the republican movement becoming committed to exclusively peaceful means.
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The duty of government is clear. But the British and Irish Governments have shirked 
that duty. Instead of making terrorists amenable to the law, they have responded 
to their agenda asking in return only for a "credible ceasefire". (Trimble, 23 March 
1996, UUAP Annual General Meeting)

An illustration of the existence of overlap between a TW and a DW can 
be found in Sample 3. This dialogue exemplifies how conceptual structures 
referring to PARTICIPANTS in a DW can simultaneously function as CHAR-
ACTERS in the TW:

(Sample 3)
Wife:…and the kid is running a temperature.
Husband: He is?
Wife: Probably a tooth or something.
Husband: Let’s hope it’s just a tooth. We’ll have to watch closely…
Wife: You mean, I will.
Husband: Yeah, you will. If you want, we can switch – you go to work, I’ll take care 
of him…

In this Sample, us, we, you, and I refer both to the participants in the com-
municative exchange (i.e. DW participants) and to the characters in the TW, i.e. 
to the HUSBAND and WIFE. Therefore, us, we, you and I trigger the TW and 
the DW simultaneously. The he reference, in contrast, is dubious. If the child 
were not present in the immediate communicative exchange, the reference 
of he would point to the TW only; if the child were present, he would trigger 
both the TW and the DW. This ambiguity is also one of the confirmations of 
the existence of different degrees of overlap between TWs and DWs. In other 
words, the use of he, if triggering both the TW and the DW, will add to 
the conflating force of us, we, you and I, thus increasing the extent of overlap. 
Consequently, the TW–DW overlap, or coincidence, is gradable in addition 
to not being obligatory.

The presence of the TW–DW overlap is not characteristic only of non-
public types of discourse (as in Sample 3). Despite the fact that both Sample 
1 and Sample 2 above do not reveal any degree of World coincidence, public 
political speeches can also display TW and DW overlapping. This possibility 
is employed, for example, in President Bill Clinton’s televised White House 
Speech of December 11, 1998, in which the cognitive construct of the leader 
in the TW and the cognitive construct of the speaker in the DW coincide, 
while the citizens in the TW coincide with the listeners in the DW:
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(Sample 4)
As anyone close to me knows, for months I have been grappling with how best to 
reconcile myself to the American people, to acknowledge my own wrongdoing and 
still to maintain my focus on the work of the presidency.

Sample 5 below employs the same cognitive techniques but, in contrast to 
Sample 4, it is also representative of how profile shifts can function in parallel 
with World overlaps.

(Sample 5)
MY LORDS AND MEMBERS OF THE HOUSE OF COMMONS.
My Government's central objectives are economic stability, and investment and 
reform in public services, leading to a more prosperous and inclusive society.
To this end, my Government will continue to secure low inflation and sound pub-
lic finances. My Government's main priorities for the forthcoming Session will be 
reform in education, health, crime and welfare. (Queen Elizabeth II; 20 June 2001)

In Sample 5, My Lords and Members of the House of Commons directly 
triggers the activation of PARTICIPANTS in the DW, thus profiling the DW 
and suggesting that the TW should be pushed to the background (at least those 
structures of it which do not overlap with DW structures). Then, the remain-
ing part of the text focuses on the construction of a TW. However, every time 
my (in my government) is used, it first signals that both the DW and the TW 
are activated. Second, it indicates which of the overlapping World networks 
should be brought to the fore. If all the government are present at the time of 
speech delivery, then what signals the need to switch from profiling the DW 
to foregrounding the TW is the end of the whole noun phrase my Government. 
If the government are not present at the time of speech delivery, then only 
the possessive pronoun would be used to signal the DW. In such a case, what 
signals the need to switch from profiling the DW to foregrounding the TW 
is the demarcation line between the pre-modifier and the head noun within 
the noun phrase my Government. Similarly, central objectives are economic 
stability, and investment and reform in public services, leading to a more pros-
perous and inclusive society suggests the TW be pulled to the fore and the DW 
be suppressed as the background.

To support the claim that the principle of profiling holds for all three types 
of Worlds, let us consider the following sample from the How to Train Your 
Dragon movie screenplay. The text opens with a voice-over (i.e. an off-camera 
commentary) directly addressed at the text receiver:
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(Sample 6)
HICCUP (V.O.)

This is Berk. It's twelve days North of hopeless, and a few degrees South of freezing 
to death. It's located solidly on the meridian of misery. My village. In a word, sturdy. 
And it's been here for seven generations, but every single building is new. We have 
fishing, hunting, and a charming view of the sunsets. The only problems are the pests. 
You see, most places have mice or mosquitos. We have … dragons.

In Sample 6, the village of Berk is constructed as the place of ‘here and 
now’, as required by the deictic demonstrative this. But does this ‘here and 
now’ belong within the DW, as the voice-over technique suggests? Does 
it belong to the RW as a four-year-old would believe? Or does it belong to 
the TW? Furthermore, if BERK is interpreted as part of the DW, then whose 
‘here and now’ does that DW represent? Is it the speaker’s, and who, indeed, 
is the real speaker in that text? Is it the script writer or is it the main character 
(i.e. Hiccup)? Furthermore, whose opinion should be valid on these questions: 
is it the film makers’, the actors’, the film critics’, or the opinion of the chil-
dren who watch the movie and who are, presumably, the intended audience 
of the text-presented story?

The answers to these questions would probably depend on the answer to 
another one: the question of who the intended text receiver is. Is it the film 
producer, who first reads the script and on whose decision the potential mak-
ing of the script into a film depends, or is the intended text receiver, namely 
the future film audience? Furthermore, do the speaker and the text receiver 
share the same ‘here and now’, when, by default, the text producer (i.e. script 
writer) and text receiver (i.e. movie producer or his/ her assistant) rarely share 
the same space (i.e. they are rarely present together at a film producer’s office 
or home, where the movie script is first to be read and, then, turned into 
a screenplay)?

Clearly, the background knowledge of a normally socialized adult would 
suggest that, in the movie genre, the text producer is the script writer ‘speak-
ing’ ‘through the voice’ of the main character. However, for this to happen, 
a person needs to have accumulated enough conceptual experience to also 
understand that the TW (the world of HICCUP) is not really a part of the RW, 
although it is presented as such (i.e. the two Worlds do not really overlap). 
An adult would know that the text receiver’s DW will necessarily be different 
from the main character’s DW, which, although constructed in the form of 
a DW, is still nothing but a part of the fictive TW. An adult would also have 
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previous knowledge of the fact that, in this way, the TW of the main character 
is manipulatively constructed as (if) a part of the RW and also as a DW that 
is meant to be seen as ‘shared’ with any future text receiver. And last but not 
least, Sample 6 also illustrates that it is not only the TW and the DW which are 
profiled against the RW. As the use of You see, most places have mice or mos-
quitos reveals, sometimes even the RW can be pulled to the fore, and the TW 
and the DW can be suppressed.

What is of greatest significance here, however, is the mere fact that the above 
questions and ambiguities exist. What prompts these questions and gives rise to 
the ambiguities is the existence of a blur between the DW, the TW and the RW 
of a text. If the three types of Worlds were not all co-activated, their ‘overlap’ 
would not be possible, and neither would be the above questions and ambiguities. 
Once co-activated, the three Worlds function through a number of cognitive 
mechanisms, a major part of which are profiling and shifts in profiling.

Applying all these precepts and thus analyzing the two cases in point from 
the introductory section, one finds that in the ‘Black Widow Breaks Up With 
Kylo Ren’ article title, Black Widow simultaneously signals a TW (through 
the person the article’s ‘story’ is about) and an RW (through the cultural entity 
of a Marvel comics character, or as many would have it, a Marvel ‘Universe’ 
hero). In other words, Black Widow signals a blending or blur between a TW 
and an RW. Kylo Ren also signals such a blending or blur between a TW and 
an RW; the only difference is that this particular character associates with 
the Star Wars RW cultural domain and not with the Marvel one. Importantly, 
the Marvel-based TW and the Star Wars-based TW have nothing in com-
mon, i.e. they do not overlap and thus represent two separate TWs evoked by 
the same article title.

Breaks Up in the article title, however, represents quite a different mecha-
nism. It evokes the TW of the movie that is the main topic of the title, and 
that movie’s TW has nothing in common with, i.e. it does not overlap with, 
the Marvel-based TW or the Star Wars-based TW. It is a completely new, 
third TW, and, as the title suggests, in that third TW, Black Widow and Kylo 
Ren were married and now are getting divorced. However, true to fact, this 
has nothing to do with what the third TW is about. The third TW is about 
the Charlie Barber and Nicole Barber characters, who are the ones actually 
divorcing. What makes this overlap of three TWs possible is the RW fact that 
the RW person (i.e. Scarlett Johansson) who plays the Black Widow character 
in the first TW is the same person who plays the Nicole Barber character in 
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the third TW. Similarly, the RW person (i.e. Adam Driver) who plays the Kylo 
Ren character in the second TW is the same person who plays the Charlie Barber 
character in the third TW. In sum, the cognitive mechanism at work in the case 
of this article title allows for an RW to overlap with a total of three TWs, while 
there are also separate pairings and overlaps among these TWs.

In the case of the Twitter message ‘The scene in The Departed where Mark 
Wahlberg shoots Matt Damon is the blueprint for how to handle corrupt cops’, 
Mark Wahlberg and Matt Damon are both RW actors, and, as such, their men-
tioning evokes the construction of an RW. However, in the RW, Mark Wahlberg 
has not shot Matt Damon. Thus, shoots evokes a TW in which that happens. 
As the RW and this TW share structures (the concepts of MARK WAHLBERG 
and MATT DAMON), there is an overlap between the two. The Departed and 
The scene in The Departed also evoke an RW (one related to movies and movie 
structure), while handle corrupt cops evokes either a second RW or a differ-
ent portion/domain of the first RW. In contrast to the Black Widow and Kylo 
Ren example, this case presents us with only one TW that coincides with one 
or possibly two RWs.

Conclusion

This investigation addresses the issue of how Discourse Worlds and Text 
Worlds can be created simultaneously through the same text so that the Worlds’ 
boundaries become blurred and difficult to delineate.

The line of argumentation allows us, first, to contribute by providing a theo-
retical advancement to World-building approaches by supporting the neces-
sity for the concept of Real Worlds to be introduced into related theories. Data 
set sample analyses employing the Real World concept are also included to 
verify the main theoretical premise. The texts analyzed associate with both 
traditional genres, such as political speeches, as well as with modern-day 
boundary-blurring genres, such as Twitter messages.

The analyses also confirm that the conflation of Worlds happens through 
the cognitive mechanisms of overlapping, profiling and figure-background 
profiling shifts. Thus, the analyses can be seen as successfully extending 
the dynamic view of these cognitive mechanisms to the domain of RW, TW 
and DW operation.



Page 18 of 21

Nelly Tincheva� Blurring the Boundaries between Real Worlds, Discourse Worlds and Text Worlds

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Barcelona, A. (Ed.). (2000). Metaphor and metonymy at the crossroads. Mouton de Gruyter.
Barcelona, A. (2011). Reviewing the properties and prototype structure of metonymy. In 

R. Benczes, A. Barcelona, & F. J. Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez (Eds.), Defining metonymy in cog-
nitive linguistics: Towards a consensus view (pp. 7–57). John Benjamins. https://doi.org 
/10.1075/hcp.28.02bar

Coulson, S. (2001). Semantic leaps: Frame-shifting and conceptual blending in meaning construc-
tion. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511551352

de Beaugrande, R., & Dressler, W. (1981). Introduction to text linguistics. Longman.
Dirven, R., & Pörings, R. (Eds.). (2002). Metaphor and metonymy in comparison and contrast. 

Mouton de Gruyter. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110219197
Fauconnier, G. (1985). Mental spaces. MIT Press.
Fauconnier, G., & Sweetser, E. (1996). Spaces, worlds, and grammar. University of Chicago Press.
Gavins, J. (2007). Text world theory: An introduction. Edinburgh University Press. https://doi.org 

/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748622993.001.0001
Hidalgo-Downing, L. (2004). Discourse, culture and cognition: The role of negation in 

the creation of coherence in press and advertising discourse. Revista Canaria de Estudios 
Ingleses, 49, 87–102.

Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind: The bodily basis of meaning, imagination, and reason. 
University of Chicago Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226177847.001.0001

Koffka, K. (1935). Principles of Gestalt psychology. Lund Humphries.
Lakoff, G. (1987). Women, fire and dangerous things: What categories reveal about the mind. 

University of Chicago Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226471013.001.0001
Lakoff, G. (2009). The neural theory of metaphor. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org 

/10.2139/ssrn.1437794
Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors we live by. Basic Books.
Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (1999). Philosophy in the flesh. Basic Books.
Rubin, E. (1915). Synsoplevede figurer: Studier i psykologisk analyse (Pt. 1). Gyldendalske 

Boghandel, Nordisk Forlag.
Rubin, E. (1958). Figure and ground. In D. C. Beardslee & M. Wertheimer (Eds.), Readings in 

perception (pp. 194–203). D. Van Nostrand.
Ruiz de Mendoza Ibáñez, F. J. (2020). Understanding figures of speech: Dependency relations 

and organizational patterns. Language & Communication, 71, 16–38. https://doi.org/10.1016 
/j.langcom.2019.12.002

Semino, E. (2010). Unrealistic scenarios, metaphorical blends and rhetorical strategies across 
genres. English Text Construction, 3(2), 250–274. https://doi.org/10.1075/etc.3.2.07sem

https://doi.org/10.1075/hcp.28.02bar
https://doi.org/10.1075/hcp.28.02bar
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511551352
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110219197
https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748622993.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.3366/edinburgh/9780748622993.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226177847.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226471013.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1437794
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.1437794
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2019.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.langcom.2019.12.002
https://doi.org/10.1075/etc.3.2.07sem


Page 19 of 21

Nelly Tincheva� Blurring the Boundaries between Real Worlds, Discourse Worlds and Text Worlds

Semino, E., & Culpeper, J. (Eds.). (2002). Cognitive stylistics: Language and cognition in text 
analysis. John Benjamins. https://doi.org/10.1075/lal.1

Stockwell, P. (2002). Cognitive poetics: An introduction. Routledge.
Stockwell, P. (2009). Texture: A cognitive aesthetics of reading. Edinburgh University Press.
Tincheva, N. (2018). Text structure: A window into discourse, context and mind (2nd ed., Rev. 

ed.). POLIS Publ.
Turner, M. (2011). The embodied mind and the origins of human culture. In A. Abrantes 

& P. Hanenberg (Eds.), Cognition and culture: An interdisciplinary dialogue (pp. 13–27). 
Peter Lang.

Turner, M. (2014). The origin of ideas: Blending, creativity, and the human spark. Oxford Uni-
versity Press.

van Dijk, T. A. (1977). Text and context: Explorations in the semantics and pragmatics of dis-
course. Longman.

Werth, P. (1999). Text worlds: Representing conceptual space in discourse. Longman.
Wertheimer, M. (1938). Laws of organization in perceptual forms (W. Ellis, Trans.). In W. Ellis 

(Ed.), A source book of Gestalt psychology (pp. 71–88). Routledge & Kegan Paul. (Original 
work published 1923). https://doi.org/10.1037/11496-005

Whiteley, S. (2011). Text world theory, real readers and emotional responses to The remains of 
the day. Language and Literature, 20(1), 23–41. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947010377950

INTERNET SOURCES

1.  Black Widow breaks up with Kylo Ren. (2019, December 19). Funny or Die. https://www.funnyordie 
.com/mashups/2019/12/19/21020996/black-widow-breaks-up-kylo-ren-star-wars-marvel 
-marriage-story

2.  Black Widow and Kylo Ren struggle with their relationship in Star wars, Marvel, and Marriage 
story mashup. (n.d.). GeekTyrant. https://geektyrant.com/news/black-widow-and-kylo 
-ren-struggle-with-their-relationship-in-star-wars-marvel-and-marriage-story-mashup

3.  goodname2203. (2019, December 8). In Marriage story (2019) Black Widow divorces Kylo 
Ren, revealing that I only watch Disney movies and have no idea who the fuck these people 
are [Reddit post]. Reddit. https://www.reddit.com/r/shittymoviedetails/comments/e7tttz 
/in_marriage_story_2019_black_widow_divorces_kylo/

4.  Patel, A. (2020, April 20). How is the quarantine affecting the streaming wars? Forbes. https://www.
forbes.com/sites/arvinpatel/2020/04/20/how-is-the-quarantine-affecting-the-streaming 
-wars/#6aefdaea6b2a

https://doi.org/10.1075/lal.1
https://doi.org/10.1037/11496-005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963947010377950
https://www.funnyordie.com/mashups/2019/12/19/21020996/black-widow-breaks-up-kylo-ren-star-wars-marvel-marriage-story
https://www.funnyordie.com/mashups/2019/12/19/21020996/black-widow-breaks-up-kylo-ren-star-wars-marvel-marriage-story
https://www.funnyordie.com/mashups/2019/12/19/21020996/black-widow-breaks-up-kylo-ren-star-wars-marvel-marriage-story
https://geektyrant.com/news/black-widow-and-kylo-ren-struggle-with-their-relationship-in-star-wars-marvel-and-marriage-story-mashup
https://geektyrant.com/news/black-widow-and-kylo-ren-struggle-with-their-relationship-in-star-wars-marvel-and-marriage-story-mashup
https://www.reddit.com/r/shittymoviedetails/comments/e7tttz/in_marriage_story_2019_black_widow_divorces_kylo/
https://www.reddit.com/r/shittymoviedetails/comments/e7tttz/in_marriage_story_2019_black_widow_divorces_kylo/


Page 20 of 21

Nelly Tincheva� Blurring the Boundaries between Real Worlds, Discourse Worlds and Text Worlds

Zacieranie granic między światem rzeczywistym, 
światem dyskursu i światem tekstu

Co mają wspólnego artykuł zatytułowany Czarna wdowa zrywa z Kylo Renem i wiadomość 
na Twitterze o treści „Scena w The Departed, w której Mark Wahlberg strzela do Matta Damona, 
jest schematem postępowania ze skorumpowanymi gliniarzami”? Oczywiście oba łączą odnie-
sienia do aktorów i filmów, ale czy łączą je za pomocą tych samych technik poznawczych? Arty-
kuł rozpoczyna się od odpowiedzi na pytanie, czym różnią się te dwa przypadki odniesienia. 
Wynikiem zaprezentowanej argumentacji jest sugestia, aby w celu zrozumienia różnicy między 
nimi wyjść od teorii tworzenia światów. Opowiedzenie się za wykorzystaniem koncepcji „świata 
rzeczywistego” w badaniach nad światem tekstu i światem dyskursu ma na celu rozwój i wzmoc-
nienie teorii tworzenia światów. W weryfikacji podstawowej przesłanki teoretycznej w artykule 
uwzględniono wyniki analizy próbek ze zbioru danych, w których wykorzystano koncepcję 
„świata rzeczywistego”. Analizie poddano zarówno teksty reprezentujące tradycyjne gatunki, 
takie jak przemówienia polityczne, jak również teksty, w których dochodzi do zacierania granic 
międzygatunkowych, na przykład wiadomości w serwisie społecznościowym Twitter.

Słowa kluczowe:  świat tekstu, świat dyskursu, świat rzeczywisty, językoznawstwo kognitywne, 
profilowanie figura-tło, wiadomości na Twitterze

Blurring the Boundaries between Real Worlds, 
Discourse Worlds and Text Worlds

What do the article title ‘Black Widow Breaks Up With Kylo Ren’ and a Twitter message saying 
‘The scene in The Departed where Mark Wahlberg shoots Matt Damon is the blueprint for how to 
handle corrupt cops’ have in common? Clearly, they both combine references to actors and movies, 
but do they combine them through the same cognitive technique(s)? This paper starts by addressing 
the question of how these two instances of reference differ. The line of argumentation that is supported 
suggests that a world-building theory needs to be employed in order to understand the difference. 
In doing this, the paper aims and contributes to the theoretical advancement of world-building 
approaches by arguing for the introduction of the concept of ‘Real Worlds’ in research on Text 
Worlds and Discourse Worlds. Data set sample analyses employing the Real World concept are 
included to verify the main theoretical premise. The analyzed texts cover traditional genres such 
as political speeches as well as modern-day, boundary-blurring genres such as Twitter messages.

Keywords:  text world, discourse world, real world, cognitive linguistics, figure-ground 
profiling, Twitter messages
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