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14 Blending and metaphor

Joseph E. Grady, Todd Oakley, and Seana Coulson

1 Introduction

The framework sometimes referred to as ‘conceptual metaphor theory, with its origins
in Lakoff and Johnson (1980), is one of the central areas of research in the more general
field of cognitive linguistics. Within this field, the notions of ‘source domains’ and
‘target domains, ‘invariance, ‘mappings, and so forth have become a common, though
not universal, vocabulary for discussing the linguistic and conceptual phenomena of
metaphor. The findings and principles of this framework have been applied in numerous
studies, both within and outside of the field of linguistics.

A more recent framework, proposed by Fauconnier and Turner (1994; 1998) seeks
to explain much of the same linguistic data, and also to unify the analysis of metaphor
with the analysis of a variety of other linguistic and conceptual phenomena. This
framework - referred to variously as the theory of ‘blending;, ‘conceptual blending,
and ‘conceptual integration’ - shares many aspects of conceptual metaphor theory
(CMT). For instance, both approaches treat metaphor as a conceptual rather than a
purely linguistic phenomenon; both involve systematic projection ot language, imagery
and inferential structure between conceptual domains; both propose constraints on
this projection; and so forth. However, there are also important differences between
the approaches: CMT posits relationships between pairs of mental representations,
while blending theory (BT) allows for more than two; CMT has defined metaphor
as a strictly directional phenomenon, while BT has not; and, whereas CMT analyses
are typically concerned with entrenched conceptual relationships (and the ways in
which they may be elaborated), BT research often focuses on novel conceptualizations
which may be short-lived.

In this article we explore the relationship between BT, CMT and the phenomena
they address, arguing that the two approaches are complementary. In particular, the
cross-domain relationships which have been identified by CMT researchers shape
and constrain the more complex process of conceptual blending. The nature of this
relationship has relevance for anyone interested in the conceptual analysis of language
and, more broadly, for anyone interested in conceptual structure.

We begin with an overview of the BT framework, focusing on similarities and
differences with the CMT framework.
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2 Blending theory and conceptual metaphor theory
2.1 Domains vs. mental spaces

In the CMT framework, metaphors are analyzed as stable and systematic relationships
between two conceptual ‘domains. In a metaphorical expression like:

(1 The committee has kept me in the dark about this matter.

language and conceptual structure from the ‘source’ domain of vision is used to depict
a situation in the ‘target’ domain of knowledge and understanding. Particular ele-
ments of the source and target domains are picked out through a combination of the
source language used (‘in the dark’) and the relevant conceptual metaphor, a ‘mapping’
- presumably stored as a knowledge structure in long-term memory — which tells us
how elements in the two domains line up with each other. In this metaphor, knowledge
structures which concern seeing have been put into correspondence with structures
concerning knowledge and awareness. Because the mapping is principled, ignorance is
associated with darkness as well as other conditions which preclude sight. In fact, thanks
to the general mapping between visual perception and intellectual activity, nearly any
concept related to the experience of vision is likely to have a clear counterpart in the
realm of knowledge and ideas. We easily understand a novel sentence like ‘Youd need
an electron microscope to find the point of this article’ - and the conceptual metaphor
is the mechanism by which we interpret such references.’

In BT, by contrast, the basic unit of cognitive organization is not the domain but the
‘mental space’ (Fauconnier, 1994 [1985]), a partial and temporary representational struc-
ture which speakers construct when thinking or talking about a perceived, imagined,
past, present, or future situation. Mental spaces (or, ‘spaces, for short) are not equivalent
to domains, but, rather, they depend on them: spaces represent particular scenarios
which are structured by given domains. For instance, a BT account of example 1 would
involve a space in which the agent is standing in the dark. While this representation
appeals to our knowledge of visual experience, the recruited structure is only a small
subset of knowledge of that domain. In short, a mental space is a short-term construct
informed by the more general and more stable knowledge structures associated with
a particular domain.

2.2 Two domains vs. four spaces

While CMT analyses involve mappings between precisely two conceptual structures,
BT typically makes use of a four-space model. These spaces include two ‘input’ spaces
(which, in a metaphorical case, are associated with the source and target of CMT), plus
a ‘generic’ space, representing conceptual structure that is shared by both inputs, and the.
‘blend’ space, where material from the inputs combines and interacts. A BT account of
example 1 would include the following spaces: an input space drawing on the domain of
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vision, in which a person (A) is surrounded by darkness; another input space, drawing
on the domain of intellectual activity, in which a committee has withheld information
from an individual (A’); a mapping between these spaces, specifying that A and A’ are
to be taken as one and the same person, that the person’s inability to see corresponds to
unawareness, and so forth; a generic space containing the shared material the two inputs
have in common (roughly, ‘a person who has no access to a particular stimulus’); and the
blended space, in which a committee is causing an individual to remain in the dark.

Note that in the 4-space model material is projected from both the source and
target spaces to the blend. This arrangement contrasts with the simple, unidirectional
projection posited by CMT, in which mappings are from source to target.

2.3 Emergent structure

One of the chief motivations for BT, according to proponents, is that the four-space
model can account for phenomena that are not explicitly addressed by mechanisms of
the two-domain model. Consider, for example, the well-worn metaphor

(2) This surgeon is a butcher.

intended as a damning statement about an incompetent practitioner (Veale, 1996).
Initially, the metaphor may seem to be explainable in terms of direct projection from
the source domain of butchery to the target domain of surgery, guided by a series of
fixed counterpart mappings: ‘butcher’ onto ‘surgeon’; ‘animal’ (cow) maps onto ‘human
being’; ‘commodity’ onto ‘patient’; ‘cleaver’ onto ‘scalpel’; and so forth. This analysis of
the cross-domain relationships, however, cannot by itself explain a crucial element of
the statement’s meaning: The surgeon is incompetent. A butcher, though less prestigious
than a surgeon, is typically competent at what he does and may be highly respected. The
notion of incompetence is not being projected from source to target.

Discussions in the CMT tradition have touched on some retated points. Lakoff
& Turner (1989:79), for instance, ask, in the course of discussing personifications of
death, ‘why is the reaper grim?’ After all, real reapers are not necessarily grim, any more
than butchers are necessarily incompetent. Their answer, in part, is that ‘[t|he way we
feel about the appearance and character of the personification must correspond to the
way we feel about the event. This is an intuitively satisfying explanation for the reaper’s
grimness, but, as Lakoff & Turner point out, there are independent reasons why death
is personifled as a reaper in the first place, including a metaphorical conceptualization
of the human lifecycle as the lifecycle of a plant. We cannot apply the same logic to
the case of the incompetent butcher: Why would we select a butcher as an appropriate
source image for a surgeon, and how would that selection (in itself, without requiring
us to specify ‘a bad butcher” or the like) communicate the notion of incompetence? The
intuitive answer is that the selection of the source image, and the interpretation of the
sentence, depend partly on contrasts between surgeons and butchers; this is a factor
which the mechanisms of CMT cannot cope with directly.
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The BT model accounts for the inference of incompetence as follows. FirsF, Fhe
blend inherits some structure from each of the inputs (in accordance with constra1p111g
principles, discussed below). From the target inputﬂspace,'structured by the domain 0;
SURGERY, it inherits such elements as the identity of a particular person being operzfte
on (i.e. the speaker), the identity of another individual whois perforn.nng the operatllc.n;;
and perhaps details of the operating room setting. From the s’ource 1npu.t space, ‘W‘].IC
draws on the domain of BUTCHERY, it inherits the role ‘butcher and a'ssoaated‘ act1v¥tlles.
The two input spaces share some structure, represented in the generic space, in which a
person uses a sharp instrument to perform a procedure on some other being. ' )

In Figure 1, solid lines represent the cross-space corresponc.ienc.es that constitute the
mapping between the input spaces, dotted lines represent projections betV\.reen SPaCTS,
and the dashed line between the Surgeon role in Input 1 an@ the Bgtchel role in t?e
blend represents the fact that the butcher in the blend is assocrat?d \,v}th th<e .surgSei)n in
the target space (see the discussion of ‘fusion with accommodation’ in Section 5.1).
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The BT model accounts for the inference of incompetence as follows. First, the
blend inherits some structure from each of the inputs (in accordance with constraining
principles, discussed below). From the target input space, structured by the domain of

SURGERY, it inherits such elements as the identity of a particular person being operated
on (i.e. the speaker), the identity of another individual who is performing the operation,
and perhaps details of the operating room setting. From the source input space, which
draws on the domain of BUTCHERY, it inherits the role ‘butcher’ and associated activities.
The two input spaces share some structure, represented in the generic space, in which a
person uses a sharp instrument to perform a procedure on some other being.

In Figure 1, solid lines represent the cross-space correspondences that constitute the
mapping between the input spaces, dotted lines represent projections between spaces,
and the dashed line between the Surgeon role in Input 1 and the Butcher role in the :
blend represents the fact that the butcher in the blend is associated with the surgeon in :
the target space (see the discussion of ‘fusion with accommodation’ in Section 5.1).
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Besides . .
! ;:tdei mfherltlng partial structure from each input space, the blend develops ‘eme
ent of its own, which results from the j iti e
. . Jjuxtaposition of elements from the i
particular, the BUTCHERY space proj S
projects a means-end relationship in i i
means-end relationship in the su S Sl s
. RGERY space. In butchery, th 1
mea ‘ : Y, the goal of the procedure
o] 1l th‘e animal and then sever its flesh from its bones. By contrast, the deI;ault o;f’ls
o riic;y 1; t0~h}fa}11 the patient. In the blended space, the means of BUTCHERY havi b .
ined with the ends, the individuals and th i -
. : , e surgical context of th
The incongruity of th ¢ i ‘ "
e butcher’s means with the surgeon’ .
eons ends leads to th i
ence that the butcher is incom ; o e
petent (see the box within the blend i
T emecgant e blended space in figure 1)
property of the blend cannot be ca ici ithi ‘
. : ptured so explicitly within a CMT-
analysis focusing on correspondences and projections from source to target e

2.4 On-line processing and entrenchment

Imagine i i
i i " we were obs‘ervmg a young, apprentice butcher at work, taking too much time
Ing too tentative as he cut up a piece of meat, Someone might comment

(3) He's not a butcher, he's a surgeon.

In context, t entence C()ul € te ded a d de ()()d egative ev 1
) hlSS nten db mten na un rst asan gal (S aluatlono
the butChEI S C()Illpete] 1Ce. CaStIng hlln as a surgeon hl hh ht the mn ()IlgI Lllty betwee]
rg g g S ¢
hls ISnethOdS and thOSC appl ()p 1ate to a butLhe[.
mcet eble dl [)I()l)a ly ()Vel atthet eit Ilte]ed t exa [) trat
h 1N S b n h meitisu 5 hlS Xam le ].Hus rates the
I f : 1 gE I n-lne, r 1 II ce t : es ne mear Ilg hI:“gh
J
] € juxtaposition o 13 Illl ar mater a] A sentence llkeZPIObably d]aWS OIlCOHVentIOIlal
associations Wlt]l the W()Id butChEI, aIld the blelldl]lg a]lalys n ay ]eally l)e an account
Ofthe]llst()llcal de] vation o U ]l sage athe tl a ()1 t]le (S)Il—lﬂle P]()Ce S11 g a hearer
fS cn u g S, I h n
>
IIllght use t()day. But sentence 3 Wh]Ch depellds on aver y 11 lla] COr lCePtusal ntegratio
3 N
g
2 g
IletWOIk CaHS more stron ly fOI E:Xplallatl()ll In terms Of Ieal time pI()CESS ]lg by means
Of a Cw()gnlt“re str ucture llke the one lepl esented in the blelldlllg dlagrallls‘
he] cas CIV[I ]laS bee]l p] 1mar 11y concer ned W th ldelltll yl] lg regular, C()nventl()llal
(
[)a erns ()1 me al) Or (al conce )tual]za‘ 01 a]ld explanllng ]llOthated extension, Of
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2.5 Basic processes of blending

As concet ithi oot
. ’Celvgc‘l 1wghln BT, blending involves three basic processes — ‘composition, ‘com
n, an ion’ e ’ )
P oot fe aboration. Composition, the most straightforward process, refers to the
] of content from each of the inputs into the blended space. Sometimes this
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process involves the ‘fusion’ of elements from the inputs, as when the blend contains only
a single individual who is associated with the butcher from one space and the surgeon
from the other. The representations resulting from the composition process may or
it is not plausible that a butcher would be allowed to

may not be realistic. For instance,
truct and manipulate such

operate on a surgery patient, but nonetheless we easily cons
a blended image.

Completion is the filling out of a pattern in the blend, evoked when structure pro-
jected from the input spaces matches information in long-term memory. For example,

when we mentally project a butcher into an operating room, we end up introducing the

notion of incompetence and/or malice into the scene as well, in order to make sense of

the scene. We complete our understanding of the scenario by introducing a new feature

of the person, prompted by the juxtaposition of elements from the inputs. The idea of

destructive, inappropriate action calls to mind the notion of an incompetent and/or

malicious person. In this way, the completion process is often a source of emergent

content in the blend.
Finally, elaboration is the simulated mental performance of the event in the blend,

which we may continue indefinitely. For instance, we might proceed from the image of
tient to the even more grotesque image of a butcher packaging

a butcher carving a pa
long term knowledge about

the patient’s tissue as cold cuts. Once the connections to
operations and butchery have been made, we are able to imagine scenarios which unfold

along various possible trajectories.
At each of these stages there is the potential for emergence of new content, not

available from either of the input spaces. New juxtapositions, new frames, new features
all arise when we combine elements from distinct mental spaces. These bits of emergent

structure (cf. Hofstadter’s notion of ‘slippage’) are chief diagnostics for the occurrence

of blending.’

2.6 Optimality principles of BT

Fauconnier and Turner (1998) lay out five ‘optimality principles’ of conceptual blending,
constraints under which blends work most effectively. These are:

The scenario in the blended space should be a well-integrated

Integration:
scene.

Web: Tight connections between the blend and the inputs should be
maintained, so that an event in one of the input spaces, for instance,
is construed as implying a corresponding event in the blend.

Unpacking: It should be easy to reconstruct the inputs and the network of con-
nections, given the blend.

Topology: Elements in the blend should participate in the same sorts of rela-

tions as their counterparts in the inputs.

Good Reason: If an element appears in the blend, it should have meaning.
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of the person, prompted by the juxtaposition of elements from the inputs. The idea of
destructive, inappropriate action calls to mind the notion of an incompetent and/or
malicious person. In this way, the completion process is often a source of emergent
content in the blend.

Finally, elaboration is the simulated mental performance of the event in the blend,
which we may continue indefinitely. For instance, we might proceed from the image of
a butcher carving a patient to the even more grotesque image of a butcher packaging
the patients tissue as cold cuts. Once the connections to long term knowledge about
operations and butchery have been made, we are able to imagine scenarios which unfold
along various possible trajectories.

At each of these stages there is the potential for emergence of new content, not
available from either of the input spaces. New juxtapositions, new frames, new features
all arise when we combine elements from distinct mental spaces. These bits of emergent
structure (cf. Hofstadter’s notion of ‘slippage’) are chief diagnostics for the occurrence

of blending.*

2.6 Optimality principles of BT

Eauconnier and Turner (1998) lay out five ‘optimality principles’ of conceptual blending,
constraints under which blends work most effectively. These are:

Integration: ~ The scenario in the blended space should be a well-integrated

scene.

Web: Tight connections between the blend and the inputs should be
(maintained, so that an event in one of the input spaces, for instance,
is construed as implying a corresponding event in the blend.

Unpacking: It should be easy to reconstruct the inputs and the network of con-
nections, given the blend.

Topology: Elements in the blend should participate in the same sorts of rela-
tions as their counterparts in the inputs.

Good Reason: If an element appears in the blend, it should have meaning.
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An additional principle, leading to some of the fanciful imagery encountered in blends
is referred to as Metonymic Tightening: Relationships between elements fromutlh é‘"dﬁ,
input sh01-11d become as close as possible within the blend. For instance, Wester % Wmf
of personified Death often depict the figure as a skeleton, thus closel;r associ;::f}::

event of death with an object that, in our more literal understandings

saliently associated with it. is indirectly but

I}lele iS tellsiOII amo P i P |
Ilg some ()f these rINnct leS, and SO eaCll blelld sa i h
) i tlsﬁes t £m

Next, we move to a more detailed discussion of a particular metaphoric blend .

3 The ship of state

is sel?tegce taken from a piece of political commentary illustrates the common co;
ceptualization of a nation or society as a ship: "

(4) With‘Trent Lottlas Senate Majority Leader, and Gingrich at the helm in the House.
the list to the Right could destabilize the entire Ship of State.* ’

Before examining the details of this particular blend, let us look at the conventiona}

mafplng it builds upon. As it is used in popular discourse, the Nation-as-Ship metaphor
includes at least the following cross-domain correspondences:

Nation Shi
National policies/actions :
Determining national policies/actions

National success/improvement Forward motion of the ship

National fai ili

o al failures/ prgblems ’ Sailing mishaps (e.g., foundering)
.c1‘1mstances affecting the nation (e.g. onthe  Sea conditions

political or economic levels)

Ship’s course
Steering the ship

Consider the following attested instance of the metaphor:

Wltl out the conse t01 our 1e IO\N citizens, we lose our |“O|al
i u
y

Th . .
! e n.leta}j)honcal correspondences underlying example 5 reflect the conventional
a . . -
pping described above, with the ship’s course standing for the nation’s policies, and

determini ip’ ing i
) rmining the ships course (steering it) corresponding to determining the nation’s
policies. The next example evokes a richer scenario.

The [Sri Lankan] ship of state needs to radically alter course; weather the storm
seas ahead and enter safe harbour. ’

BLENDING AND METAPHOR

Here we have the image of a harbor in addition to the more standard notion of sea condi-
tions. The harbor stands presumably for stable political and economic circumstances.
While the Nation-as-Ship is a conventional conceptualization, it is also related to
more fundamental metaphorical mappings, such as ACTTON IS SELF-PROPELLED MOTION,
COURSES OF ACTION ARE PATHS, TIME IS MOTION, A SOCIAL RELATIONSHIP IS PHYSICAL
PROXIMITY (e.g., within a single sailing vessel), CIRCUMSTANCES ARE WEATHER, STATES
ARE LOCATIONS and so forth. All these conventional metaphors help motivate the fram-
ing of a nation and its history as a ship plying the seas. The idea that simple metaphors
interact to yield more elaborate conceptualizations has been discussed by researchers
working in the CMT framework. (See, for instance, Lakoft & Turner’s (1989) discussion
of ‘composite’ metaphors, and Grady’s (1997) more explicit analysis of the ‘unification’ or
‘binding’ of metaphors.) The blending framework offers a neat way of representing this
complex interaction of concepts and links, since it explicitly allows for multiple spaces and
multiple iterations of the integration process. One blend may be the input for another.

More significantly, the blending framework here offers a way of accounting for
those elements of the Nation-as-ship image that have no specific counterparts in the
target space of nations and politics. For instance, ships have very particular shapes and
are made of particular materials. These important aspects of ships have no conven-
tional counterparts in the target domain of nations, but they figure nonetheless in any
metaphorical projection of the ship frame. We simply cannot conceive of ships without
evoking some aspects of their physical character.

Within the blending framework, we can account for this fact in terms of pattern
completion: Once we have evoked, by means of more basic metaphors, the image of a large
container holding many people, or of a society moving forward through space, and/or the
idea that political events are partially determined by the (metaphorical) weather, these
images may match, and call up, stored representations of aship, and then all other elements
of the ship domain are immediately available for recruitment (ie. they are ‘primed’). The
ship image in the blend integrates a number of metaphorical understandings of society.
Once it is evoked, it may become as elaborate as our imaginations will allow, and like any
other conceptualization it has the potential to become conventional.

The Lott and Gingrich example in 4 provides a clear example of how metaphoric
expressions may recruit more mappings than those between a single source and target
domain. For instance, this example introduces the notion of right-hand directionality
(i.e. starboard, in the context of a ship), which is independent of the Nations-as-Ships
metaphor. The standard association between right-left polarity and conservative-liberal
alignments is clearly not based on the ship model, as it is frequently encountered in
contexts where there is no ship imagery.

Furthermore, 4 suggests that the presence of two individuals will predictably cause
a ship to list dangerously to one side. While we can imagine a complicated scenario
in which their actions could lead to such an outcome - e.g. their handling of very
heavy cargo, or their steering and handling of the sails in particular wind conditions
_ the sentence implies a simpler and more direct causal connection than this. This
causal structure appears not to be projected from the source domain of ships, but from
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complex interaction of concepts and links, since it explicitly allows for multiple spaces and
multiple iterations of the integration process. One blend may be the input for another.

More significantly, the blending framework here offers a way of accounting for
those elements of the Nation-as-ship image that have no specific counterparts in the
target space of nations and politics. For instance, ships have very particular shapes and
are made of particular materials. These important aspects ot ships have no conven-
tional counterparts in the target domain of nations, but they figure nonetheless in any
metaphorical projection of the ship frame. We simply cannot conceive of ships without
evoking some aspects of their physical character.

Within the blending framework, we can account for this fact in terms of pattern
completion: Once we have evoked, by means of more basic metaphors, the image of a large
container holding many people, or of a society moving forward through space, and/or the
idea that political events are partially determined by the (metaphorical) weather, these
images may match, and call up, stored representations of a ship, and then all other elements
of the ship domain are immediately available for recruitment (i.e. they are ‘primed’). The
ship image in the blend integrates a number of metaphorical understandings of society.
Once it is evoked, it may become as elaborate as our imaginations will allow, and like any
other conceptualization it has the potential to become conventional.

‘The Lott and Gingrich example in 4 provides a clear example of how metaphoric
expressions may recruit more mappings than those between a single source and target
domain. For instance, this example introduces the notion of right-hand directionality
(i.e. starboard, in the context of a ship), which is independent of the Nations-as-Ships
metaphor. The standard association between right-left polarity and conservative-liberal
alignments is clearly not based on the ship model, as it is frequently encountered in
contexts where there is no ship imagery.

Furthermore, 4 suggests that the presence of two individuals will predictably cause
a ship to list dangerously to one side. While we can imagine a complicated scenario
in which their actions could lead to such an outcome - e.g. their handling of very
heavy cargo, or their steering and handling of the sails in particular wind conditions
~ the sentence implies a simpler and more direct causal connection than this. This
causal structure appears not to be projected from the source domain of ships, but from







