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ABSTRACT: While scholarship on William Eastlake’s The Bamboo Bed (1969) primarily focuses on its anti-war dark satire, its 

pervasive erotic discourse remains largely unexplored at the linguistic level. Drawing upon Embodied Cognition, this study 

investigates how sexual experience is linguistically constructed, shifting the paradigm from sexuality as a thematic motif to a 

sensory, cognitively mediated phenomenon. Utilizing a multimodal coding scheme across four dimensions, this study analyzed a 

cleaned corpus of 30 target expressions (N = 30) with high inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s κ = 0.82). Quantitative findings reveal 

a distinct hierarchy dominated by Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation (86.7%) and Spatial Orientation (80.0%), followed by 

Kinesthetic Movement (50.0%) and Exteroceptive Sensation (43.3%). Crucially, 83.3% of expressions exhibit multimodal 

integration. Qualitative close reading demonstrates that Eastlake’s language systematically activates a cross-modal network in which 

surface tactile contrasts, kinetic trajectories, and image schemas (CONTAINER, VERTICALITY, PROXIMITY) converge to 

regulate visceral pulses and establish biological safety amid combat. The study concludes that intimacy in The Bamboo Bed 

functions as an embodied cognitive refuge - a vital physiological mechanism through which characters process, resist, and 

temporarily heal from war trauma and dehumanization. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

William Eastlake’s The Bamboo Bed (1969) is widely acclaimed as a landmark Vietnam War novel that employs dark satire and 

absurdity to critique the futility of military conflict. While literary scholarship has primarily focused on the novel’s anti-war 

commentary, narrative structure, and existential disillusionment, scholars have occasionally gestured toward its erotic dimensions. 

Most notably, Burns (2009) observes that the novel's title motif constantly evokes “Asia, sex, dreams, both comfort and discomfort” 

(p. 8). However, despite Burns’ insightful observation, Eastlake’s pervasive and sophisticated engagement with sexual experience 

has remained largely unexplored at the linguistic level. Far from serving as a mere atmospheric motif or casual distraction, sexual 

encounters in the novel are deeply interwoven into the text’s stylistic texture. Taking Burns' remark as a point of departure, this 

study addresses this scholarly gap by examining how sexual experience is linguistically constructed and embodied in The Bamboo 

Bed, shifting the analytical focus from sexuality as a thematic motif to sexuality as a sensory, cognitively mediated phenomenon. 

To account for the sensory complexity of these representations, this study draws upon the principles of Embodied Cognition 

(Gibbs, 2006; Johnson, 1987; Craig, 2002), which posit that human thought, language, and meaning-making are grounded in bodily 

interaction with the environment. Employing a multimodal coding scheme, the analysis investigates sexual expressions across four 

distinct sensory-motor and physiological dimensions: Exteroceptive Sensation, Kinesthetic Movement, Spatial Orientation, and 

Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation. This framework allows for a fine-grained exploration of how language evokes cross-modal 

bodily experiences within the text. 

The significance of this study lies in both its theoretical and literary contributions. By demonstrating that literary sexuality 

in The Bamboo Bed is activated through a multisensory network of bodily dimensions, the research extends the application of 

cognitive stylistics to erotic discourse in war literature. Furthermore, it offers a novel interpretation of Eastlake's work, revealing 

that bodily intimacy functions not merely as erotic indulgence, but as an embodied cognitive refuge—a vital mechanism through 

which characters process, resist, and temporarily heal from the visceral trauma and absurdity of war. To achieve this objective, the 

study addresses the following three research questions: 

1. How is sexual experience linguistically embodied in William Eastlake's The Bamboo Bed? 

2. What embodied linguistic patterns are employed to construct sexual experience across exteroceptive sensation, kinesthetic 

movement, spatial orientation, and interoceptive/visceral sensation in the novel? 
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3. What do these embodied representations reveal about the cognitive conceptualization of sexual experience and its relationship 

to war trauma in the novel? 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1.  Overview of the previous studies 

Tom Burns (2009) focuses on deviations from realism in Vietnam War novels, including William Eastlake’s The Bamboo 

Bed. Burns argues that traditional realism, the dominant mode for depicting earlier wars, was inadequate for capturing the Vietnam 

experience due to the conflict's ambiguity, irrationality, and lack of clear causal progression. To overcome this limitation, writers 

employed postmodern narrative strategies such as fantasy elements, metafiction, parody, and black humor to reflect a war that defied 

rational analysis. By abandoning linear, cause-and-effect realism, writers like Eastlake and O'Brien—along with others such as John 

Clark Pratt (utilizing a fragmented, document-based structure) and Gustav Hasford (employing macabre black humor)—discovered 

a new narrative language. These postmodern experiments offered the only suitable means of portraying the absurdity, ambiguity, 

and profound contradictions of the Vietnam War.  

Regarding embodiment in literary works, Antonina Harbus (2011), in her study Reading Embodied Consciousness in 

“Emma”, argues that the language in Emma (1815) reflects Jane Austen’s evolving perspective on embodied consciousness. This 

study analyzes the language of mind and emotion in Emma to argue that Austen grappled with the implications of embodied 

consciousness within a narrative that contrasts mind-reading with the interpretation of body language. Additionally, Theron E. 

Fairchild’s Emotion, Embodiment, and the Novel: Word-Frequency Characteristics and Dystopian Masterworks (2019) employs 

quantitative word-frequency analysis to explore the psycholinguistic characteristics of fiction, focusing on 20th-century dystopian 

masterworks. The study reveals that fiction utilizes words related to emotion and embodiment with significantly higher frequency 

than non-fiction genres. In 2023, Mairi Rachel Power’s Technology and Embodiment in Jennifer Egan utilized Embodied Cognition 

theory to assert that the body and physical senses (such as smell and touch) are crucial foundations for characters to perceive reality, 

shape emotions, and store memories. Overall, these studies position “embodiment” as a central element in deciphering identity, 

collectively challenging the notion that the human mind can be separated from bodily experience. These results also eliminate the 

theoretical framework that embodiment is effective in the analysis of literature and art. 

Regarding linguistic and erotic representations of sexuality in fiction, Martha Nahole (2023) employs Queer Theory, 

drawing on the work of Judith Butler and other scholars, to analyze the portrayal of LGBTQI characters in 6 representative African 

literary works. The study refutes the political rhetoric of African leaders who claim that homosexuality is a “Western import”. 

Instead, Nahole demonstrates that post-independence texts mark a significant shift; authors such as Binyavanga Wainaina and Diriye 

Osman write with freedom and self-awareness, placing bisexual and transgender characters at the center to assert the agency of 

marginalized groups. Meanwhile, Narongkan Rodsap and Methus Siriwat (2024) applied cognitive semantics to analyze the 

conceptual metaphors describing sexual relations across 40 online Yaoi novels, 10 published Yaoi works, and 5 Yaoi short stories 

from Thailand (2010–2020). Their study reveals a shift in meaning from the concrete to the abstract, driven by human physical and 

sensory experiences within the environment; it demonstrates how metaphor usage reflects the worldview and mindset of language 

users, while also aligning with the rise of the Boys' Love (BL) industry as a form of soft power, the growing acceptance of gender 

diversity, and the enactment of marriage equality legislation in Thailand. In Vietnam, Truong Thi Thu Thanh’s Body Language in 

the Short Stories of Selected Female Writers (2018) examines contemporary short stories by Vietnamese women through the lenses 

of feminist criticism, psychoanalysis, and cultural semiotics. The researcher emphasized that body parts such as hands, skin, and 

shoulders and especially women's breasts, no longer remain concealed behind the conventional, stylized language of the medieval 

era. Sexuality and the physical body are transformed into the realm of the soul, serving as an artistic code through which women 

fight for gender equality and assert their personhood. Furthermore, Nguyen Thi Mai Tram (2025) applies the theory of feminine 

writing associated with Hélène Cixous and Julia Kristeva to decode the narrative style of the 2022 Nobel Prize-winning French 

author Annie Ernaux. The study demonstrates that women's bodily experiences—such as menstruation, abortion under legal 

prohibition, unwanted pregnancy, possessive desire, and the physical decline associated with old age—are placed at the heart of the 

literary work. The body is not romanticized or aestheticized; instead, it appears in its raw reality, serving as a historical witness that 

challenges the impositions of patriarchal morality. In short, despite differing geographical contexts and diverse methodological 

approaches, these four studies converge at a significant theoretical intersection: they all reject the traditional mind-body dichotomy, 

affirming the body as a crucial lens through which human beings experience and perceive reality. Moreover, sexuality in literature 

is not merely a plot element but a bodily experience constructed through language. 

While existing literature has successfully established the validity of embodied cognition in literary analysis and recognized the 

narrative significance of erotic representations in fiction, its application to Vietnam War literature remains markedly 

underdeveloped. Scholars examining William Eastlake’s The Bamboo Bed have predominantly focused on its anti-war satire, 

offering only passing observations regarding its sexual motifs. No study to date has systematically investigated how sexual 
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experience in Eastlake's novel is constructed through multimodal embodied language. By synthesizing cognitive stylistics with 

erotic discourse in war literature, this study bridges these three distinct research strands. 

2.2. Theoretical background 

The analytical framework of this study is grounded in Embodied Cognition, a paradigm in cognitive science and cognitive 

linguistics that posits human thought, conceptual structures, and linguistic expressions are fundamentally shaped by our bodily 

interactions with the physical environment. Gibbs (2006) provides a crucial foundation for this dual-layered perspective including 

“cognitive mechanisms and structures are grounded in patterns of bodily experience and activity” (p.40). It argues that human 

cognitive conceptualization of complex, emotionally charged experiences such as sexuality is intrinsically grounded in both surface 

sensory engagement and internal bodily states.   

Under this view, linguistic representations of intimacy activate two distinct yet interacting sensory channels: exteroception 

and interoception. Sexual experience in literary narrative is rarely a mono-dimensional event; it encompasses both outer tactile 

contact and inner biological reactions. Exteroceptive Sensation refers to sensory inputs originating from the external surface of the 

body. Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation defines the internal biological dimension of embodiment. According to Bud Craig (2002),  

interoception “became the bridge connecting the physical and emotional realms. It represented the body’s ability to sense and 

interpret its internal states, paving the way for the subjective experience of emotions.” (p.1191). In a narrative context marked by 

war trauma, Craig’s concept of interoception is particularly vital: it explains how characters process intimacy not merely as erotic 

desire, but as a visceral, physiological transition from high-arousal threat states to internal states of calm and biological sanctuary. 

Beyond static sensory perception, physical intimacy is inherently dynamic and spatially situated. To analyze how bodily 

movement and spatial configurations are linguistically structured, this study incorporates Johnson’s (1987) seminal work on image 

schemas and bodily knowledge. Johnson defines image schemas as recurring, dynamic patterns of sensory-motor interactions that 

organize human experience at a pre-conceptual level. Johnson (1987) demonstrates that spatial orientation is not an abstract 

geometric grid, but an embodied projection derived from our physical posture and location in space. In literary analysis, spatial 

expressions operate through specific image schemas such as CONTAINER Schema, VERTICALITY Schema, PROXIMITY / 

CONTACT Schema. CONTAINER Schema is grounded in the bodily experience of in-out orientations, defining physical or 

psychological boundaries. VERTICALITY Schema is grounded in the experience of gravity and posture, structuring spatial 

contrasts along an UP-DOWN axis. PROXIMITY / CONTACT Schema structures spatial relations between bodies, tracking the 

closing of physical distance during intimacy. In addition, building on Johnson's account of bodily force and motion, kinesthetic 

expressions capture the dynamic trajectories, rhythms, and forces of the body. In erotic discourse, this includes verbs and adjectives 

describing fluidity (flowing), bodily contours (undulating, sloping), or mechanical rhythm (jerking, pulsing). These kinesthetic 

markers turn physical contact into an active, embodied process. 

In literary works, cognitive stylistics demonstrates that readers do not process text as abstract propositions; rather, language 

activates real-time sensory-motor simulations in the mind. To account for the multi-layered representation of sexual experience in 

literary texts, this study establishes a four-dimensional framework spanning surface perception, internal physiological processing, 

bodily movement, and spatial orientation. This integrated model enables a fine-grained, multimodal analysis of how literary 

language transforms sexual encounters from plot devices into cross-modal, cognitively experienced bodily events. 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1.  Scope of the study   

The data corpus for this study was constructed through a systematic close-reading of the primary text, William Eastlake’s The 

Bamboo Bed (1969). The sampling process focused specifically on passages depicting intimate, erotic, or sexually suggestive 

interactions, as well as interior monologues and dialogues reflecting characters' cognitive conceptualizations of sex. A rigorous data-

cleaning procedure was conducted to eliminate redundant or overly generic narrative statements, yielding a final corpus of 30 key 

textual expressions (N=30). Each entry in the corpus consists of a target expression contextualized within its immediate narrative 

frame, ensuring that the analytical granularity retains both textual specificity and contextual coherence. 

3.2.  Data Procedure 

To ensure analytical objectivity, transparency, and replicability, the data coding followed a standardized three-step procedure: 

Step 1: Each sampled narrative unit was reviewed to isolate target expressions depicting intimate, erotic, or body-centered 

experiences within its immediate narrative setting. 

Step 2: Each extracted target expression was systematically evaluated against four non-mutually exclusive embodied categories. 

Step 3: Each expression was scored independently across all four dimensions using a binary scoring system. 

To establish inter-coder reliability, an independent second coder with expertise in cognitive linguistics evaluated a 

randomized 30% subset of the corpus ( n = 9). Inter-coder agreement reached 88.8% across the four dimensions (Cohen’s κ = 0.82), 

indicating high coding consistency and reliability. Discrepancies were resolved through mutual discussion. 
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3.3.  Data Analysis 

The theoretical framework established in Section 2 was operationalized into four embodied dimensions: Exteroceptive Sensation 

(Ext), Kinesthetic Movement (Kin), Spatial Orientation (Spa), and Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation (Int). Descriptive statistical 

analysis was performed to calculate coverage across individual categories and measure dimensional co-occurrence. 

 

Table 1. Frequency Distribution Across Embodied Categories 

No. Embodied Dimension Absolute Count Percentage Coverage (%) 

1 Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation  26 / 30 86.70% 

2 Spatial Orientation  24 / 30 80.00% 

3 Kinesthetic Movement  15 / 30 50.00% 

4 Exteroceptive  13 / 30 43.30% 

 

To evaluate whether sexuality is rendered through isolated sensory tokens or integrated perceptual experiences, the dataset 

was analyzed for dimensional overlap.  

 

Table 2. Multimodal Integration Matrix: Distribution of Dimensional Overlap 

Integration Category Dimensions 

Triggered 

Absolute Count (n) Percentage (%) Cumulative (%) 

Unimodal 1 Dimension 5 16.7 16.7 

Bimodal 2 Dimensions 11 36.7 53.3 

Trimodal 3 Dimensions 5 16.7 70.0 

Quadrimodal 4 Dimensions 9 30.0 100.0 

Total Multimodal ≥ 2 Dimensions 25 83.3 
 

 

As shown in Table 2, 83.3% (25/30) of the sampled expressions activate two or more embodied dimensions simultaneously, 

with 30.0% (9/30) demonstrating full quadrimodal integration. This empirical distribution confirms that sexual experience in The 

Bamboo Bed is linguistically constructed as a cross-modal, multisensory cognitive event. 

Data analysis was conducted using a mixed analytical approach combining quantitative descriptive statistics with 

qualitative cognitive stylistic interpretation. First, descriptive frequency and co-occurrence percentages were computed to identify 

dominant sensory-motor dimensions and measure cross-modal integration across the corpus. Second, qualitative contextual analysis 

was applied to selected narrative exemplars to interpret the cognitive mechanisms through which embodied language constructs 

sexual experience and mediates war trauma. By synthesizing empirical distribution with fine-grained stylistic interpretation, the 

analysis directly addresses the research questions.  

 

4. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

4.1.  Findings 

The quantitative analysis of the 30 sampled textual expressions (N = 30) provides empirical evidence regarding the 

distribution and cross-modal integration of embodied sensory categories in William Eastlake’s The Bamboo Bed. Rather than 

relying on isolated sensory descriptions, the erotic discourse in the novel exhibits a distinct hierarchy of embodied dimensions, 

characterized by a heavy reliance on internal physiological states and spatial grounding. 

As established in Table 1, Interoceptive & Visceral Sensation emerges as the most pervasive embodied dimension, 

appearing in 86.7% (n = 26) of the sampled corpus. This high frequency indicates that Eastlake constructs sexual encounters 

primarily through internal biological signals, such as heart rate, visceral pulsing, muscular relaxation, and the felt sense of biological 

safety or sanctuary. Close behind, Spatial Orientation is present in 80.0% (n = 24) of the expressions, demonstrating that physical 

intimacy in the novel is almost invariably anchored within specific image-schematic structures—most notably the CONTAINER 

schema (such as the oval bamboo bed or helicopter cabins) and the VERTICALITY schema (high-altitude flight versus ground-

level combat). In contrast, Kinesthetic Movement and Exteroceptive Sensation account for 50.0% (n = 15) and 43.3% (n = 13) of 

the corpus, respectively. While motor trajectories and surface tactile contacts remain essential components of the narrative, they 

primarily serve to support or activate the deeper interoceptive and spatial dimensions of the experience. 

The data further reveals a high degree of cross-modal integration across the text. As detailed in the Multimodal Integration 

Matrix, 83.3% (n = 25) of all analyzed expressions trigger two or more embodied dimensions simultaneously. Fully 30.0% (n = 9) 

of the expressions exhibit quadrimodal integration, engaging all four sensory-motor and physiological dimensions at once. 

Conversely, unimodal expressions, those restricted to a single sensory channel, account for only 16.7% (n = 5) of the dataset. 
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It can be seen that sexuality in The Bamboo Bed is not rendered through isolated sensory tokens or superficial physical 

descriptions. Instead, Eastlake’s language systematically activates a multimodal cognitive network in which outer tactile contact, 

bodily motion, spatial positioning, and internal visceral responses reinforce one another. 

4.2.  Exteroceptive Sensation 

Exteroceptive sensation represents the primary boundary layer of human bodily perception. Grounded in Gibbs’s (2006) 

framework, exteroception encompasses sensory inputs received through the body’s external surfaces specifically tactile touch, 

thermal sensations, acoustic cues, and visual details. Across the sampled corpus, Exteroceptive Sensation accounts for 43.3% (n = 

13) of the analyzed expressions. Although it displays the lowest frequency among the four dimensions, its cognitive-stylistic role is 

foundational: exteroceptive markers act as a perceptual threshold, anchoring characters in concrete physical reality before triggering 

dynamic bodily movements or deeper internal physiological responses. Rather than relying on purely decorative or erotic 

descriptions, William Eastlake employs exteroceptive language to create stark sensory contrasts between human vulnerability and 

the harsh material environment of war. Close reading of the corpus reveals that exteroceptive expressions operate across three key 

sub-dimensions: tactile texture/hardness, acoustic filtering, and visual contact. 

[1] “Look” she said with her hand on him beneath his hard belly. “Yes”. The woman and the man were tangled in fantastic attitudes 

on the rear seat, lying beneath the silent, hard and black vanadium-steel M60 machine gun. (p.38) 

In [1], the tactile detail of a hand resting on a “hard belly” is juxtaposed with the “silent, hard and black vanadium-steel 

M60 machine gun”. The repetition of the modifier “hard” creates a haptic bridge between human muscular anatomy and lethal 

military hardware. The intimacy does not occur in a soft, protected space, but directly under the cold shadow of a machine gun, 

emphasizing how sexual contact in the novel is constantly framed by physical threats. 

Furthermore, physical surfaces leave tangible, lasting imprints on the characters' skin. Following a night spent on the 

balcony, the text notes: 

[2] They had slept on the balcony, on the rattan bamboo bed with which they were both marked, both temporarily but fiercely 

welted, branded by the Vietnamese bamboo bed. (p. 69) 

The verbs “welted” and “branded” transform the woven bamboo bed from a passive piece of furniture into an active 

physical agent. The bed physically inscribes itself onto the lovers' bodies, turning an external object into a visible, tactile mark of 

their shared physical experience. 

Acoustic exteroception in The Bamboo Bed functions as a perceptual filter that insulates characters from the chaotic noise 

of war. Vietnam in the novel is characterized by an oppressive background roar of gunfire, drums, and heavy machinery. Intimacy, 

however, is constructed by replacing this macro-noise with micro-acoustic sensations. This auditory shift is explicitly captured in 

Clancy’s encounter with Madame Dieudonne: 

[3] "The noise," he said... "The drum," he said... "If we stay here a while it will go away for both of us," she said. And he did, and 

the drumming finally ceased and the drumming was replaced by the sound of the bamboo. (p. 22) 

The terrifying, threat-inducing “drumming” of war is gradually filtered out and replaced by “the sound of the bamboo”. 

This acoustic substitution reflects a cognitive reorientation: as physical contact deepens, the mind tunes out war noise and locks 

onto localized, soothing acoustic markers. 

Even when war noise cannot be silenced, it is integrated into the sensory rhythm of physical intimacy: 

[4] The naked lieutenant was still in the back seat and still with her hard round ass and firm tits and all beneath the terrific whack 

whack of the rotor blades. (p. 89) 

In [4], the mechanical, rhythmic sound of the helicopter –“whack whack of the rotor blades”- provides an acoustic backdrop 

to physical intimacy. Rather than interrupting the encounter, the mechanical noise frames it, highlighting how erotic experience in 

the novel continuously takes place in the immediate presence of military machinery. 

Finally, visual exteroception in the novel is rarely passive; visual observation is almost always coupled with physical 

proximity and haptic touch. When Clancy interacts with Madame Dieudonne, visual sight is created by physically creating spatial 

distance: 

[5] Clancy held her naked body away from his naked body so he could look. "Qu'est-ce que tu vois? What do you see?" she said. 

Heaven. (p. 274) 

By physically holding her body away, sight is framed not as a distant gaze, but as a deliberate haptic choice. Looking at the unclothed 

body becomes a direct visual confirmation of safety and beauty like “heaven” amid the ugliness of combat. 

This visual and tactile closeness reaches full integration in the novel's final chapter: 

[6] Clancy felt the bangles on his face, then he pulled her down until her heavy Vietnamese tits played against his face. This is the 

way the world went. The male and female fit together nicely. They belong together. Everything fits. Everything fits in all kinds of 

strange positions. The best position to be in during a war is the position Madame Dieudonne found herself in now. Upside down. 

Downside up is good too. It is all good. She loved everything, everyway, because everything everyway was lovely, delicious, hard 

and sweet. You take it as it comes. It comes as you take it. The world is a soft sweet place for a straight cock. The world is a dangling 
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place for tits to be sucked, asses kissed, balls fondled. The world is a myriad of asses and places and places for asses to be. Take 

Clancy's ass. She did. Clancy was probably the greatest cocksman the world has ever known. (p. 314) 

Visual appreciation of the body is merged directly with tactile touch as her body “played against his face”. Surface textures, 

weight, and visual contact combine to construct a localized, sensory space - a “soft sweet place” - that offers temporary relief from 

the surrounding war. 

In summary, Exteroceptive Sensation serves as the necessary physical threshold for sexual embodiment in The Bamboo 

Bed. By contrasting soft skin with cold metal, replacing chaotic war noise with localized acoustic rhythms, and coupling visual sight 

with tactile contact, Eastlake grounds intimacy in sharp physical realities. These surface-level tactile, acoustic, and visual inputs 

provide the initial sensory spark that launches dynamic physical motion, creating a natural transition into Kinesthetic Movement.  

4.3. Kinesthetic Movement 

While exteroceptive sensation establishes the outer physical boundary, Kinesthetic Movement activates the body’s dynamic 

motor system. According to Mark Johnson’s (1987), image schemas and embodied knowledge, kinesthetic language captures bodily 

forces, directional momentum, kinetic trajectories, and physical rhythms. In the sampled corpus, Kinesthetic Movement is present 

in 50.0% ( n = 15) of the analyzed expressions. This dimension marks a crucial cognitive transition in William Eastlake’s erotic 

discourse, which transforms static bodies into active physical entities that navigate, push against, and reconfigure physical space.  

The first major kinesthetic pattern consists of verbs and participles depicting gentle, wave-like, or liquid bodily trajectories. 

In contrast to the rigid, destructive velocity of war, physical intimacy between characters is frequently introduced through smooth, 

low-velocity motor movements that dissolve physical tension. This fluid kinesthetic quality is vividly illustrated during Clancy’s 

first intimate encounter with Madame Dieudonne: 

[7] Her hand flowed over his chest. It was nice that she heard it too, Clancy thought... Then she moved both hands quickly down 

his back lightly and it was quiet. (p. 22) 

The verb “flowed” in [7] conceptualizes hand touch not as a static pressure, but as a fluid, continuous liquid motion across 

the male body. This gentle downward momentum - “moved both hands quickly down his back lightly” - directly counters the 

psychological rigidness of war. Stylistically, the kinetic trajectory of the female hand functions as a physical calming mechanism: 

as her hands move downward, the external threat of combat recedes, leaving a quiet, insulated physical space. 

A similar wave-like kinetic representation appears in the description of female physical form: 

[8] The body of herself that was still firm in all the right places and sloping and undulating and good in all the right places. (p. 8) 

In [8], the participles “sloping” and “undulating” frame the body as an active contour of physical motion rather than a fixed 

anatomical object. By conceptualizing the physical form through continuous movement, “undulating” evokes the rhythmic swell of 

waves; Eastlake endows the body with an intrinsic vitality that resists the static destruction of war. 

In sharp contrast to organic liquid motion, the novel features a second, highly striking kinesthetic pattern: the 

synchronization of human sexual dynamics with the violent, mechanical propulsion of military aircraft. When intimacy occurs 

aboard the medical evacuation helicopter, ironically named The Bamboo Bed, human motor movements become directly coupled 

with the mechanical vibrations of the machine. This mechanical-kinetic fusion reaches its stylistic climax during the airborne sexual 

encounter between Captain Knightbridge and Nurse Janine: 

[9] “This way”, she said and she went down down down and he went up up up until the Bamboo bed paused its jerking gyrations in 

abrupt amaze, just hanging there in the hushed, indifferent infinity, inflexible and calm, as though just discovering the planet beneath 

in stilled and prayerful consternation before it, the gay copter, moved agaiin in sudden antic bursts, the wild and fairy movements 

of the helicopter, the Bamboo bed, still buttferflylike, peremptory and mad. (p.38) 

In [9], Eastlake constructs a dual kinetic axis. First, the human bodies execute opposing vertical trajectories represented 

through repetitive directional adverbs – “down down down” or “up up up”. Second, this human rhythm is merged with the 

mechanical behavior of the helicopter itself, characterized by “jerking gyrations” and “sudden antic bursts”. The verb “jerked” and 

the noun “gyrations” emphasize mechanical instability and raw physical acceleration. Human copulation is linguistically rendered 

not as a tranquil act, but as a high-velocity kinetic event synchronized with flight mechanics. 

This airborne kinetic coupling is further reinforced in subsequent descriptions of the helicopter in flight: 

[10] And they did it in the helicopter, the Bamboo Bed, that sailed and jerked vivid and mothlike in the Vietnamese sun. (p. 39) 

The pairing of “sailed” representing smooth aerodynamic gliding with “jerked” representing violent, mechanical shaking, 

captures the hybrid kinetic nature of the experience. The human lovers inside are subject to the same violent physical forces as the 

aircraft, transforming sexuality into a high-momentum, airborne kinetic state. 

The third kinesthetic pattern involves physical force, pulling, and dynamic positional maneuvering. Rather than adhering 

to conventional physical alignments, characters in The Bamboo Bed dynamically twist, hold, and invert their bodies to achieve 

physical connection under extreme conditions. In the novel’s climax, this physical maneuvering becomes an explicit search for 

spatial alignment and kinetic balance: 
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[11] Clancy felt the bangles on his face, then he pulled her down until her heavy Vietnamese tits played against his face. This is the 

way the world went. The male and female fit together nicely. They belong together. Everything fits. Everything fits in all kinds of 

strange positions. The best position to be in during a war is the position Madame Dieudonne found herself in now. Upside down. 

Downside up is good too. It is all good. She loved everything, every way, because everything every way was lovely, delicious, hard 

and sweet. You take it as it comes. It comes as you take it. The world is a soft sweet place for a straight cock. The world is a dangling 

place for tits to be sucked, asses kissed, balls fondled. The world is a myriad of asses and places and places for asses to be. Take 

Clancy's ass. She did. Clancy was probably the greatest cocksman the world has ever known. (p.314) 

In [11], physical force leads to a complete inversion of spatial posture like “Upside down. Downside up”. The kinetic 

momentum of pulling, adjusting, and inverting bodies culminates in a state of physical harmony described through the verb “fit”. 

The repetitive assertion that “everything fits” and that male and female bodies “fit together perfectly” transforms copulation into an 

exercise in physical geometry. In a chaotic war environment where nothing fits logically, the physical maneuvering of bodies allows 

characters to achieve a temporary, perfect physical alignment. 

In conclusion, Kinesthetic Movement acts as the dynamic motor engine of sexual embodiment in The Bamboo Bed. 

Whether through the gentle, liquid trajectories that soothe war-shattered nerves, the mechanical gyrations that synchronize human 

bodies with flying war machines, or the kinetic inversions that allow bodies to interlock perfectly, movement in the novel is never 

static. These dynamic physical trajectories do not occur in a void; they require specific spatial frames and boundaries, providing a 

direct conceptual bridge into Spatial Orientation.  

4.4.  Spatial Orientation 

While exteroceptive sensation provides tactile boundaries and kinesthetic movement activates physical dynamics, spatial 

orientation organizes physical intimacy within a coherent cognitive map. Mark Johnson’s (1987) claimed that embodied image 

schemas and spatial cognition rely on recurring pre-conceptual structures derived from our physical navigation of space. In the 

analyzed dataset, Spatial Orientation is present in 80.0% (n = 24), emerging as the second most frequent embodied dimension. This 

high frequency demonstrates that in William Eastlake’s erotic discourse, intimate encounters are rarely depicted as abstract or 

disembodied events. Instead, they are systematically anchored within specific spatial frameworks that contrast the chaotic, 

uncontained violence of war with physical spaces of safety and sanctuary. Close-reading reveals that spatial orientation in the novel 

operates through three primary image schemas: the CONTAINER schema, the VERTICALITY schema, and the 

PROXIMITY/CONTACT schema. 

The CONTAINER image schema is grounded in the bodily experience of interiority and exteriority distinguishing an 

enclosed IN space from an exposed OUT space (Johnson, 1987). In The Bamboo Bed, war is rendered as an uncontained, terrifying 

outdoor expanse like the dense Vietnamese jungle, whereas intimate encounters take place inside enclosed physical structures that 

function as cognitive sanctuaries. This schema is prominently instantiated through the recurrent motif of the bamboo bed itself and 

other enclosed structures: 

[12] Now he opened a door and she was sitting on the huge oval bamboo bed. She motioned to him and he lay beside her. "The 

noise", he said. What? The drum, he said. Yes, I hear it too. Her hand flowed over his chest. It was nice that she heard it too, Clancy 

thought. "If we stay here a while it will go away for both of us" she said. And he did, and the drumming finally ceased and the 

drumming was replaced by the sound of the bamboo. (p. 22) 

The spatial modifiers “huge oval” establish the bed as a distinct physical container. As physical contact deepens, the 

external noise of war is re-spatialized. It flees “inside both of them” and remains “locked within them forever”. The spatial 

prepositions inside and within transform both the bed and the lovers' bodies into sealed containers that lock out external violence.  

Similarly, entering an enclosed bed with another human being is cognitively processed as entering a spatial refuge: 

[13] Madame Dieudonne didn't know what it was like to go to bed without expecting to be blown up. That's why she always went 

to bed with someone. To be safe. (p. 270) 

The act of going “to bed with someone” is directly linked with the spatial boundary of safety. The bed functions as a 

protective enclosure where the fear of being "blown up" is temporarily contained. 

The VERTICALITY image schema structures human perception along a vertical axis (UP versus DOWN), rooted in our 

physical experience of gravity, standing posture, and elevation (Johnson, 1987). Eastlake uses vertical orientation to establish a 

profound moral and existential polarity between the sky (UP) and the battlefield (DOWN). This vertical polarity is explicitly 

articulated in the narrator’s philosophical reflections on the bamboo bed: 

[14] The Bamboo Bed in the sky is where life begins, from where life is rescued. The bamboo bed on the ground, in the jungle, is 

where life ends. (p. 42) 

Eastlake maps two opposing existential states onto the vertical axis: UP – “in the sky” - is the realm of rescue, birth, and 

erotic vitality, while DOWN – “on the ground, in the jungle” - is the floor of destruction where soldiers die. 

Vertical orientation also structures body posture and physical maneuver during intimacy: 
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[15] "This way", she said and she went down down down and he went up up up until the Bamboo bed paused its jerking gyrations 

in abrupt amaze, just hanging there in the hushed, indifferent infinity, inflexible and calm, as though just discovering the planet 

beneath in stilled and prayerful consternation before it, the gay copter, moved agaiin in sudden antic bursts, the wild and fairy 

movements of the helicopter, the Bamboo bed, still buttferflylike, peremptory and mad. (p.38) 

[16] The best position to be in during a war is the position Madame Dieudonne found herself in now. Upside down. Downside up 

is good too. (p. 314) 

The repetitive spatial adverbs such as “down down down” or “up up up” and posture descriptors, namely, “Upside down” 

or “Downside up” demonstrate that physical intimacy involves a complete reorientation of vertical space. Inverting body posture in 

an “upside down” orientation mirrors an ideological inversion: in a world where war has turned human morality upside down, 

inverting the body in sexual passion becomes the only logical physical posture. 

The PROXIMITY image schema measures spatial distance along a continuum from near to far, structuring how bodies 

relate to one another and to surrounding physical objects (Johnson, 1987). In The Bamboo Bed, proximity is deployed to create 

striking spatial juxtapositions between human bodies and lethal military technology. This schema is exemplified when intimate 

physical contact occurs in immediate proximity to heavy weaponry: 

[17] The woman and the man were tangled in fantastic attitudes on the rear seat, lying beneath the silent, hard and black vanadium-

steel M60 machine gun. (p. 38) 

The preposition “beneath” fixes the spatial location of the lovers directly under an M60 machine gun. By placing fragile 

human bodies in immediate spatial proximity to an instrument of death, Eastlake emphasizes that sexual intimacy in the novel does 

not escape the war, but exists in direct contact with its machinery. 

Finally, spatial proximity culminates in an assertion of universal physical alignment: 

[18] The male and female fit together nicely. They belong together. Everything fits... fit together perfectly all over the world. In 

Vietnam too. It makes no difference whether they are Friendlies or Unfriendlies. (p. 314) 

The spatial verb “fit” and adverb “perfectly” assert that physical intimacy achieves an ideal spatial geometry. While 

political boundaries divide humans into “Friendlies or Unfriendlies”, physical bodies are spatially engineered to fit together 

seamlessly inside a bamboo bed. 

To sum up, spatial orientation provides the indispensable cognitive framework that organizes sexual experience in The 

Bamboo Bed. By employing the CONTAINER schema to construct protective micro-sanctuaries, the VERTICALITY schema to 

elevate sexual vitality above ground-level combat, and the PROXIMITY schema to achieve physical alignment amid military 

hardware, William Eastlake transforms physical space into a site of cognitive refuge. This precise spatial organization lays the 

groundwork for internalizing physical contact, leading directly into the corpus’s most dominant dimension: Interoceptive and 

Visceral Sensation. 

4.5.  Interoceptive and Visceral Sensation 

While surface perception and spatial schemas organize the outer boundaries and geometry of intimacy, Interoceptive and 

Visceral Sensation penetrates the internal biological core of human experience. According to A. D. Craig’s (2002, 2009), 

interoception is defined as the central nervous system’s mapping of the body’s internal physiological condition—including internal 

heart rates, respiration, visceral pulses, muscle relaxation, and the felt sense of biological safety or relief. In the sampled corpus (N 

= 30), Interoceptive and Visceral Sensation emerges as the single most dominant embodied dimension, present in 86.7% ( n = 26) 

of the analyzed expressions. This overwhelming empirical prevalence yields a vital cognitive-stylistic insight. It is William Eastlake 

who constructs sexual intimacy in The Bamboo Bed not as a superficial pastime, but as a deep physiological mechanism through 

which characters process war trauma, regain biological sanctuary, and reassert their basic instinct to survive. Close-reading of the 

dataset reveals three primary sub-dimensions of interoceptive experience: visceral calm/trauma relief, the biological imperative for 

safety, and instinctual vitality in defiance of combat dehumanization. 

In an environment characterized by extreme sympathetic nervous system arousal like fight-or-flight combat states, intimate 

physical encounters trigger a physiological shift toward parasympathetic calm and visceral relaxation. Eastlake captures this 

transition by focusing on internal biological signals, such as pulse rates and deep physical quietude. This interoceptive transition is 

illustrated during Janine’s experience following intense sensory overload: 

[19] And that was all she remembered, all she remembered except something hard, and the terrific slanting sighting moon in an 

explosion of stabbing lights and flashes, and then her body descending in soft quietude to a gentle pulsing and unutterable calm. (p. 

69) 

The phrase “descending in soft quietude” describes a physiological slowing down of the body's autonomic system. Rather 

than focusing on external physical details, the text emphasizes internal physiological markers: “a gentle pulsing” and “unutterable 

calm”. The noun “pulsing” anchors the experience in internal biological rhythms, showing how physical touch allows the character's 

internal physiological state to settle into calm after the chaotic shock of war. 
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Craig (2002, 2009) emphasizes that interoception is fundamentally linked to the homeostatic maintenance of biological 

integrity—the bodily sense of whether one is safe or threatened. In The Bamboo Bed, sexual intimacy functions as an instinctual 

drive to establish biological sanctuary in the face of constant mortality. This imperative is explicitly articulated through Madame 

Dieudonne’s psychological coping mechanism: 

[20] Madame Dieudonne didn't know what it was like to go to bed without expecting to be blown up. That's why she always went 

to bed with someone. To be safe. (p. 270) 

The phrase “expecting to be blown up” represents a perpetual state of visceral dread and somatic hyper-vigilance. Sharing 

a bed with another person is not driven purely by romantic desire, but by an instinctual, physiological need for protection. Physical 

proximity to another human body acts as a biological shield that counteracts the threat of annihilation. 

The third interoceptive pattern involves basic instinctual drives that re-assert human vitality and identity within an 

impersonal military system. War reduces individuals to combat units; interoceptive sexual desire restores their human, gendered 

selfhood. This instinctual impulse is captured in raw, direct expressions of bodily need: 

[21] The army can't stop their war just because a girl feels horny. They can't rush out with a flag and say, Look here, fellows, now 

we're going to have some sex. They can't and they won't. [...] i would like to put on a dress again. I would like to be a woman again. 

Instead of raping people, I would like to be raped. (p. 152) 

[22] A female would rather fuck than fight. (p. 225) 

The colloquial markers of sexual drive, for example, “feels horny”, “rather fuck than fight”, register basic biological urges 

that clash directly with military logic – “The army can't stop their war”. Wanting to engage in intimacy or wear a dress represents a 

visceral desire to escape the military machine and “be a woman again”. Sexual desire functions as an unyielding biological reaction 

against the dehumanizing routine of combat. 

Even when war distorts human psychology, interoception tracks how sexual drive and combat frustrations become 

inextricably linked: 

[23] "Spite? Bitterness? The frustrations of war. Resolved sexual problems."-"How can you have unresolved sexual problems during 

a battle?"-  "We simply don't know," Oliver said. "There is a great deal to be done in this. The literature is minimal." - "Yes." - "We 

suspect the American maybe is sexually excited by killing". (p. 261) 

The text highlights how trauma and war frustration manifest internally as unresolved physiological tension. In a world 

growing “darker”, the discovery of “new sex” represents an instinctual attempt to find physical release and sensation when all other 

human institutions have failed. 

To summarize, Interoceptive and Visceral Sensation represents the emotional and biological core of sexual embodiment in 

The Bamboo Bed. Accounting for 86.7% of the corpus, interoceptive expressions demonstrate that physical intimacy in the novel 

is primarily an internal biological event. By regulating heart rates and internal pulses, establishing physical safety against existential 

threats, and re-asserting instinctual life drives against war dehumanization, Eastlake uses interoceptive language to transform sexual 

encounters into a physiological sanctuary. 

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study has systematically investigated the linguistic construction of sexual experience in William Eastlake’s The Bamboo Bed 

(1969) through the framework of Embodied Cognition. By analyzing a targeted corpus of 30 expressions across four sensory-motor 

and physiological dimensions, the quantitative findings establish a distinct hierarchy dominated by Interoceptive & Visceral 

Sensation and Spatial Orientation, supported by Kinesthetic Movement and Exteroceptive Sensation. Crucially, 83.3% of the 

sampled expressions exhibit multimodal integration, confirming that sexual experience in the novel is not rendered through isolated 

erotic tokens, but as a cross-modal cognitive event deeply rooted in physical space and autonomic biology. 

Qualitatively, these embodied linguistic patterns reveal that physical intimacy in The Bamboo Bed functions as an 

embodied cognitive refuge from war trauma. Eastlake’s language systematically leverages surface tactile contrasts and acoustic 

filters to tune out combat noise, deploys image schemas (CONTAINER, VERTICALITY, PROXIMITY) to construct protective 

micro-sanctuaries elevated above ground-level violence, and engages visceral interoception to transition characters from combat 

hyper-vigilance to parasympathetic quietude. Far from serving as a mere atmospheric motif or superficial distraction, bodily 

intimacy operates as a vital physiological mechanism through which characters resist combat dehumanization, restore gendered 

selfhood, and re-assert an instinctual drive for biological survival. 

By bridging cognitive stylistics, erotic discourse, and war fiction, this study offers a novel re-interpretation of Eastlake’s 

oeuvre while establishing a rigorous, replicable multimodal coding framework for literary analysis. Although limited to a single 

primary text, the study provides a transparent analytical model for future research. Subsequent scholarly inquiries could extend this 

four-dimensional framework comparatively across broader corpora of war literature, explore cross-cultural translation shifts, or 

utilize empirical reader-response methodologies to investigate how readers perceptually simulate multimodal sensory markers when 

processing narratives of intimacy and trauma. 

https://www.ijsshr.in/


Embodying Sexual Experience in William Eastlake's The Bamboo Bed: A Cognitive Linguistic Analysis 

IJSSHR, Volume 09 Issue 08 August 2026                                 www.ijsshr.in                                                  Page 7006                        

REFERENCES 

1) Burns, T. (2009). Deviations from realism in the Vietnam War novel. Vertentes, (34), 42–52. 

2) Craig, A. D. (2002). How do you feel—now? The sense of the physiological condition of the body. Nature Reviews 

Neuroscience, 3(8), 655–666. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn894 

3) Craig, A. D. (2009). How do you feel—now? The neurobiology of interoception. Nature Reviews Neuroscience, 10(1), 

59–70. https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2555 

4) Eastlake, W. (1969). The Bamboo Bed. Simon & Schuster. 

5) Fairchild, T. E. (2019). Emotion, embodiment, and the novel: Word-frequency characteristics and dystopian masterworks 

[Doctoral dissertation, Saybrook University]. 

6) Gibbs, R. W., Jr. (2006). Embodiment and cognitive science. Cambridge University Press. 

7) Harbus, A. (2011). Reading embodied consciousness in "Emma". SEL Studies in English Literature 1500–1900, 51(4), 

765–782. 

8) Johnson, M. (1987). The body in the mind: The bodily basis of meaning, imagination, and reason. University of Chicago 

Press. 

9) Nahole, M. (2023). Sexuality in fiction: Exploring the literary portrayal of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and 

intersex (LGBTQI) characters in selected African texts [Doctoral dissertation, University of Namibia]. 

10) Nguyễn, T. M. T. (2025). Tự sự thân thể và đạo đức kể chuyện trong tác phẩm của Annie Ernaux [Body narrative and 

narrative ethics in the works of Annie Ernaux]. Tạp chí Khoa học và Công nghệ - Trường Đại học Khoa học, ĐH Huế, 

29(3), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.64302/joshusc.v29n3.1224 

11) Power, M. R. (2023). Technology and embodiment in Jennifer Egan’s fiction: The digitisation of bodies, brains, and books 

[Doctoral dissertation, University of Glasgow]. Enlighten: Theses. https://theses.gla.ac.uk/83627/ 

12) Rodsap, N., & Siriwat, M. (2024). Conceptual metaphors of sexual intercourse in Thai Yaoi fiction. Cogent Arts & 

Humanities, 11(1), Article 2430069. https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2024.2430069 

13) Strigo, I. A., Andrew, D., Simmons, A. N., Evrard, H. C., Blomqvist, A., & Dostrovsky, J. O. (2024). Interoception and 

AD (Bud) Craig's paradigm-shifting legacy. PAIN, 165(8), 1645–1647. https://doi.org/10.1097/j.pain.0000000000003208 

14) Trương, T. T. T. (2018). Ngôn ngữ thân thể trong truyện ngắn của một số nhà văn nữ [Body language in the short stories 

of selected female writers]. Tạp chí Khoa học Trường Đại học Đồng Tháp, (34), 51–58. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There is an Open Access article, distributed under the term of the Creative Commons 

Attribution – Non-Commercial 4.0 Intenational (CC BY-NC 4.0) 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/), which permits remixing, adapting and 

building upon the work for non-commercial use, provided the original work is properly cited. 

https://www.ijsshr.in/
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn894
https://doi.org/10.1038/nrn2555
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.64302/joshusc.v29n3.1224
https://theses.gla.ac.uk/83627/
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2024.2430069
https://www.google.com/search?q=https://doi.org/10.1097/j.pain.0000000000003208

