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Abstract 

 

The results of a study of an adult’s semantic thesaurus are presented. An individual thesaurus is 

defined as a set of semantic zones amplified with personal significance (concepts) formed around 

subjectively substantial points of experience. With the help of the author's techniques “Existential 

dictionary of ages” and “Incomplete autobiography” it is shown that: 1) early ages in an adult’s 

consciousness are represented by a limited range of concepts, which reflect normative life events and age-

social tasks; 2) in comparison with other ages, only the following units of experience are most definitely 

fixed in an adult's consciousness: key life events; the most influential and significant persons; the general 

emotional mood attributed to childhood as a whole; the focus of internal intentions; fragments of a unique 

experience; 3) the key events are determined mainly by negative experience (jitters, fright, physical 

trauma, disease, etc.); 4) the significant persons who determine all the experience gained in early 

childhood are mother and grandmother; 5) the prevailing emotional mood  is serenity, insouciance, 

complete happiness, the sense of security and the surrounding of love and care; 6) a common internal 

setting is “to grow up as soon as possible”; 7) the unique experience is associated primarily with the first 

evidence of death (an elderly relative, a pet); 8) the concept of infancy (up to 1 year) is defined by 

“caring”, “game”, “instinct”, “love”, “curiosity”, “mother”, “start”; the basis of early age (from 1 to 3 

years) is represented by the concepts “game”, “dolls”, “curiosity” and “mother”.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Definition of the semantic-symbolic space of personality. 

One’s own psychic reality, composed of personal representations, images, concepts, etc., is a 

source of deeply personal experiences. This reality is perceived as a strictly private space of authenticity, 

where one can be by oneself, free from social roles and masks. In the internal hermeneutic work of self-

reflection, self-interpretation and self-organization the person gets from this space the necessary semantic 

resources (memories, self-representations, fantasies, beliefs, still unrealized plans and projects) in order to 

adapt to the current course of life and perform the needful elections and deeds. In difficult life-situations 

this resource helps “to stay afloat” and in well-formed circumstances provides “a sense of the right path”, 

confirming and strengthening selected modes and life-strategies. The content and characteristics of this 

internal space are interesting both for the practice of counceling and for the research of one of the 

operating modes of consciousness, its orientation to itself in acts of “self-care” (Fucko, 1998): reflection, 

self-interpretation, designing autobiography, life-planning, etc.  Nevertheless, the “human inner world is 

one of the most complex and poorly defined problems in psychology, since... it is all "psychical" in the 

broadest sense of this word” (Berezina, 2001, p. 5). 

Sharing this opinion, we carried out a theoretical and empirical study and obtained a description of 

the internal semantic-symbolic space of life-ages from the standpoint of the author's existential-narrative 

approach. This article presents the results of two series of complex analysis of semantic-symbolic 

representations of early childhood. 

 

1.2. Existential-psychological foundations for the study of semantic-symbolic representations 

of life-ages in an adult’s consciousness. 

The initial presuppositions for this research are in a number of works devoted to the 

operationalization of the concept of the personal inner world (Abul'khanova, 1999; Binsvanger, 1999; 

Dzhems, 2011; Fromm, 1992; Kelli, 2000; Levin; 2000; Mamardashvili, 1992; Ol'shansky, 1983; Perls et 

al., 1993; Shkoporov, 1985; Vorob'eva et al., 1990; Zinchenko et al., 1994, etc.).  

The most suitable is the psychosemantic approach (Artem'eva, 1999; Petrenko, 2010; Ulanovsky, 

2012, etc.), aimed at the analysis of personal semantics reflecting the identity and partiality of human 

consciousness.  

   

2. Problem Statement 

Semantic-symbolic representation of childhood is a part of the semantic thesaurus of personality, 

used in the processes of self-understanding, self-determination, self-interpretation, and self-therapy. 

One’s internal symbolic and semantic codes, personal chronotopes and cognitions, the image-cognitive 

continuum are unique, because they are created in every life-stage under the influence of accumulated life 

experience and existential experience, personal characteristics, attitudes, self-relations, etc.   

 

3. Research Questions 

1. What are the concepts that represent early childhood in an adult’s consciousness?  

2. Which units of the early childhood experience remain in the semantic thesaurus of adults?  
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3. What kind of life experience and existential experience determines the content of semantic-

symbolic representations of early childhood?  

4. Are there any differences and peculiarities of semantic-symbolic representations of early 

childhood among respondents of different ages? 

   

4. Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study: analysis of semantic-symbolic representations of early childhood in an 

adult's consciousness. 

  

5. Research Methods 

5.1. Procedure 

The study was carried out using the author's empirical semiprojective techniques “Existential 

dictionary of ages” (Sapogova, 2017) and “Incomplete autobiography” (Sapogova, 2013). 

 

5.2. Subjects (cases) 

Six age groups of 45 respondents participated in the study: 1) 30-39 years; 2) 40-49 years; 3) 50-

59 years; 4) 60-69 years; 5) 70-79 years; 6) 80 years and older. 

   

6. Findings 

In the group of 30-39-year-old respondents, infancy (up to 1 year) was represented by the 

following concepts: adaptation, activity, serenity, helplessness, proximity, future, overprotection, 

movement, soul, life, care, dependence, defense, play, instinct, whims, love, curiosity, mother, 

start/beginning, innocence, father, joy, development, family. Early age (from 1 to 3 years) is represented 

by the concepts of adaptation, activity, serenity, closeness, speed, upbringing, movement, life, caring, 

makings, play, whims, puppets, curiosity, mother, innocence, cognition, joy, development, family. 

The group of 40-49-year-old respondents characterized infancy using the concepts adaptation, 

serenity, helplessness, intimacy, life, care, dependence, health, play, instinct, whims, love, curiosity, 

mother, beginning, innocence, communication. Early age was represented by the concepts adaptation, 

activity, serenity, intimacy, speed, upbringing, movement, caring, play, whims, dolls, curiosity, mother, 

development. 

In the group of 50-59-year-old respondents, infancy was represented by a number of concepts: 

adaptation, serenity, helplessness, life, care, dependence, protection, play, instinct, whims, love, curiosity, 

mother, beginning, innocence. Early age was fixed in the concepts activity, serenity, play, whims, dolls, 

curiosity, mother, joy. 

The group of 60-69-year-old respondents described infancy with the concepts adaptation, activity, 

serenity, helplessness, movement, life, care, dependence, play, instinct, whims, love, curiosity, mother, 

beginning, innocence, father, joy, development, light, family. Early age was represented in conceptual 

thesauri of the respondents by the concepts adaptation, activity, serenity, movement, life, caring, play, 

whims, dolls, curiosity, mother, communication, joy, development. 
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The group of 70-79-year-old respondents for the representation of  babyhood used such concepts 

as adaptation, serenity, care, play, instinct, love, curiosity, mother, beginning, novelty, father, joy, light, 

family, happiness. Early age was represented by the concepts imagination, education, care, play, dolls, 

curiosity, mother, thinking, novelty, father, joy, family, fear, happiness, fantasy. 

The group of the respondents older than 80 years represented infancy with the concepts activity, 

movement, caring, dependence, play, instinct, whims, love, curiosity, mother, beginning, father, family. 

Early age was fixed by the concepts activity, education, movement, care, dependence, health, play, 

whims, dolls, curiosity, mother, father, family. 

For all the groups of the respondents, similar semantic-symbolic priorities for infancy and early 

age were identified. It was found that the “early childhood space” was composed primarily of social-

psychological constructs and cultural artifacts attributed to these ages. A rather narrow range of basic 

concepts was used in the representation of the both age stages: for the babyhood these were caring, play, 

instinct, love, curiosity, mother, start; for early age, game, dolls, curiosity, mother. 

In comparison with other reflected ages, only the following units of life experience and existential 

experience of infancy and early age (from 20 possible units given by the technique) are most distinctly 

fixed in an adult's consciousness: key life-events; the most influential and significant persons (relatives); 

the general emotional mood attributed to childhood as a whole; the focus of internal intentions; fragments 

of a unique experience (if any). 

The key events of early childhood are determined mainly by negative experience (jitters, fright, 

physical trauma, disease, etc.). The unique experience of early childhood is associated primarily with the 

first evidence of death (an elderly relative, a pet). 

The significant persons who determine all the experience gained in early childhood are mother and 

grandmother (rarely father, siblings or other relatives). The prevailing emotional mood of early childhood 

is serenity, insouciance, complete happiness, the sense of security and the surrounding of the love and 

care of loved relatives. 

A common internal setting is “to grow up as soon as possible”.   

 

7. Conclusion 

In comparison with other ages, early age is described least existentially and even not completely 

psychologically. 

The concept of infancy (0-1 year) is represented by such concepts as “caring”, “game”, “instinct”, 

“love”, “curiosity”, “mother”, “beginning/start”. The semantic-symbolic basis of the representation of 

early age (1-3 years) is described by the concepts “game”, “dolls”, “curiosity” and “mother”.   

 

References 

Abul'hanova, K.A. (1999). Psihologija i soznanie lichnosti [The psychology and consciousness of 

personality]. M.: MPSI, Voronezh, NPO «Modjek», 224 p. 

Artem'eva, E. Ju. (1999). Osnovy psihologii subektivnoj semantiki / pod red. I.B. Haninoj [The basics of 

the psychology of subjective semantics]. M.: Nauka; Smysl, 350 p. 

Berezina T.N. (2001). Mnogomernaja psihika. Vnutrennij mir lichnosti [The multidimensional psyche. 

The inner world of personality]. M.: PER SE, 325 p. 



https://dx.doi.org/10.15405/epsbs.2018.07.61 

Corresponding Author: Elena E. Sapogova 

Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of the conference 
eISSN: 2357-1330 

 

 473 

Binsvanger, L. (1999). Bytie v mire. Vvedenie v jekzistencial'nuju psihiatriju [Being in the world. 

Introduction to existential psychiatry]. M.: KSP+; SPb.: Juventa, 300 p. 

Dzhems, U. (2011). Psihologija [Psychology]. M.: Akademicheskij proekt, 318 p. 

Fucko, M. (1998). Istorija seksual'nosti–III: Zabota o sebe [History of sexuality-III: The Care of the Self]. 

K.-M.: «Duh i Litera», «Grunt», «Refl-buk», 282 p. 

Fromm, Eh. (1992). Chelovek dlja sebja [Man for Himself]. Minsk: Kollegium, 253 p. 

Kelli, Dzh. (2000). A theory of personality. The psychology of personal constructs. SPb.:  Rech', 249 p. 

Lewin, K. (2000). Teorija polja v social'nyh naukah [Field Theory in Social Sciences]. SPb.: Rech', 368 p. 

Mamardashvili, M.K. (1992) Soznanie – jeto paradoksal'nost', k kotoroj nevozmozhno privyknut' 

[Consciousness is a paradox that you cannot get used to] // Mamardashvili M.K. Kak ja ponimaju 

filosofiju [Philosophy, as I understand it]. M.: Progress, p. 72-85. 

Ol'shanskij, D.V. (1983). «Psihologicheskij obraz» zhizni i subektivnoe prostranstvo zhiznedejatel'nosti 

lichnosti [The “psychological mode” of life and the subjective space of a person's vital activity] // 

Psihologija i arhitektura [Psychology and architecture] / eds. T. Niit, M. Heidmets, and J. 

Kruusvall. In 2 parts. Part 1. Tallin: JeOOP JeSSR, p. 53-56. 

Perls, F., Hefferline, R., Goodman, P. (1993). Opyty psihologii samopoznanija [Experiences of the 

psychology of self-knowledge]. M.: Gil'-Jestel', 240 p. 

Petrenko, V.F. (2010). Mnogomernoe soznanie: Psihosemanticheskaja paradigma [Multidimensional 

consciousness: a psychosemantic paradigm]. M.: Novyj hronograf, 440 p. 

Sapogova, E.E. (2017). Labirinty avtobiografii: Jekzistencial’no-narrativnyj analiz lichnyh istorij 

[Labyrinths of autobiography: an existential-narrative analysis of personal life-stories]. SPb.: 

Aletejja, 364 p. 

Sapogova, E.E. (2013). Jekzistencial’naja psihologija vzroslosti [Existential psychology of adulthood]. 

M.: Smysl, 767 p. 

Shkoporov, N.B. (1985). Psihologicheskoe prostranstvo lichnosti i gipoteza proniknovenija v sredu: 

teoreticheskij analiz [The psychological personality space and the hypothesis of penetration into 

the environment: a theoretical analysis] // Social'no-psihologicheskie osnovy sredoobrazovanija 

[Socio-psychological features of environmental formation] / eds. T. Niit, M. Heidmets, and J. 

Kruusvall. Tallin: TpedI, p. 106-108. 

Ulanovskij, A.M. (2012). Fenomenologicheskaja psihologija: kachestvennye issledovanija i rabota s 

perezhivaniem [Phenomenological psychology: qualitative research and work with experience]. 

M.: Smysl, 264 p. 

Vorob'eva, L.I., Snegireva, T.V. (1990). Psihologicheskij opyt lichnosti: k obosnovaniju podhoda 

[Psychological experience of the individual: to the argumentation for the approach] // Voprosy 

psihologii [Questions of Psychology].  1990.  № 2. P. 5-13. 

Zinchenko, V.P., Morgunov, E.B. (1994). Chelovek razvivajushhijsja. Ocherki rossijskoj psihologii [A 

developing person. Essays on Russian Psychology].  M.: Trivola, 304 p. 

  


