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Qualia of Stress
and Bodily Enregisterment
in Ice Swimming

Antti Lindfors, University of Helsinki, Finland
ABSTRACT
Combining an ethnographic account of the Finnish national pastime of ice swimming and its
remediation through the Wim Hof Method with an analysis of media representations, this ar-
ticle expands linguistic and semiotic anthropological scholarship on the enregisterment of
bodily and affective qualia by looking at how practitioners of this therapeutic technology elab-
orate on their corporeal and semiotic selves and the transformations of those selves after in-
dulging in full-body contact with freezing cold water. Laying particular emphasis on stress
as a discursive hub and an intensely circulating qualisign within vernacular and institutional-
ized health discourses, the article discusses how pedagogical ice swimming exegesis is con-
tributing to the enregisterment of emergent forms of personhood through metasemiotic reg-
imentations of the body that draw from natural and holistic as well as scienti�c and technical
registers.

uring the season when the thermometer hits the lower numbers, it is
well-nigh impossible to escape the topic of ice swimming in Finnish
popular media. In newspaper articles, (micro)celebrity pro�les, and so-

cial media artifacts, people of all ages describe—in casual, self-exoticizing, and
curiously scienti�c-sounding registers—how they dip into an ice hole, steady
their breath for a time (anywhere from a few seconds to a few minutes), and
recalibrate their physiological and psychological selves. They appear to describe
a late modern therapeutic technology of the body gone subzero.

Consider the national newspaper Helsingin Sanomat at the turn of the
2020s. On January 7, one of its articles described the TV personality and village
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shop vendor, Sampo Kaulanen, as �nding salvation from alcohol and substance
abuse through ice swimming, breathing exercises, and meditation (Ala-Kivimäki
2020). On January 9, the newspaper featured a long-form pro�le article, titled
“Frozen but Happy,” on Australian-born Leigh Ewin.1 Having moved to Finland
after dating a Finnish woman, Ewin, we are told, had his �rst contact with icy wa-
ter at a party, to the apparent amusement of his Finnish peers. Ultimately deciding
to teach himself “the technique,” Ewin became hooked on the adrenaline rush and
energetic sociality that ice swimming stirred up in him. Presented as a “living ex-
ample of how it is possible to teach oneself to endure freezing temperatures,” Ewin
is portrayed as someone who integrated ice swimming into his daily life and new-
found identity, eventually becoming a certi�ed instructor in the increasingly pop-
ular Wim Hof Method (Maksimainen 2020; for a similar account from the same
newspaper one year later, see Rantavaara 2020).

Ice swimming is not only a national Finnish pastime, as metasemiotically for-
mulated in domestic and foreign media (e.g., Mallonee 2018), it is also a bodily
technology readily favored and adopted by contemporary health-and-wellness
enthusiasts, biohackers, and other international communities devoted to “self-
optimization.” The brightest star of the communities who now swear by “cold ex-
posure” is arguably the Dutch extreme athlete Wim Hof, also known as the “Ice-
man.” Wim Hof is a Guinness World Record holder for “swimming under ice and
prolonged full-body contact with ice”2 with a tragic yet relatable life story. More-
over, he is the originator of the aforementioned Wim Hof Method, a re�exive
somatic technology (see Crossley 2006) that combines three “Pillars”: frequent
cold exposure; Tibetan Tummo-inspired breathing practice (controlled hyper-
ventilation with extended breath holds); and mindfulness meditation (Hof and
Rosales 2012). While ice swimming is conventionally held to relieve stress, bolster
the immune system, improve sleep quality, and give rise to calmness by “ground-
ing” one in the present moment, Wim Hof has taken claims of the alleged health
bene�ts of ice swimming to the next level, asserting that ice swimming can be used
to teach anyone to access one’s autonomic nervous system and thereby to in�u-
ence one’s immune and bodily function (see, e.g., Carney 2017; Hof 2017, 2020;
Morav� íková 2017).3
1. In this article, quotes from Finnish sources are presented in English translation. All translations from
Finnish sources are my own.

2. He also holds records in over twenty other categories, mostly having to do with freezing temperatures.
3. A crucial factor in the fame of Hof and his method is a narrative built on the fact that Hof has subjected

himself and his student groups to various scienti�c, clinical tests in support of his somewhat lofty rhetoric. In
an especially noteworthy effort, Hof and a group of his trainees were injected with E. coli bacteria, which would
normally occasion an overreaction of the immune system with symptoms of fever, aches, and shivers in the
subject. However, Hof ’s trainees (the test group) reported fewer signs of in�uenza, and their measured blood








































