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Abstract: Mental Space Theory (MST) is a cognitive framework that provides a unique
perspective on how humans process and represent information in their minds. First
introduced by Gilles Fauconnier in the late 1970s, MST has gained increasing attention in
the fields of cognitive linguistics, psychology, and artificial intelligence. MST proposes that
the human mind creates and manipulates mental spaces, which are conceptual structures
that serve as temporary repositories for information during cognitive processing. These
mental spaces can be seen as cognitive containers that hold concepts, propositions, and
mental models, and facilitate various cognitive processes such as conceptual blending,
analogy, and metaphor. In this review article, the study provides a comprehensive overview
of the key concepts, theoretical foundations, and applications of Mental Space Theory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Mental space theory, also known as conceptual framing or conceptual framing theory, is a
cognitive linguistic framework that explores how humans use mental spaces to organize,
process, and communicate meaning. This theory, originally proposed by Gilles Fauconnier and
Mark Turner in the late 20th century, has gained significant attention in various fields such as
linguistics, psychology, philosophy, and communication studies (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998).
Mental space theory posits that humans create mental spaces, which are cognitive constructs
that allow them to mentally structure and represent complex concepts, experiences, and
relationships. These mental spaces serve as "conceptual pockets” or "frames" in the mind,
where individuals categorize and make sense of information based on their cognitive and
experiential background (Fauconnier, 1985).

According to Fauconnier and Turner (1998), mental spaces are dynamic and flexible, as they
can be constructed, modified, and blended to accommodate new information or perspectives.
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Mental spaces can also interact with one another, forming complex networks of interconnected
concepts and frames. For example, when individuals encounter a new situation, they may create
a mental space that integrates their past experiences, beliefs, and emotions to make sense of the
present situation (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002).

Mental space theory has been applied in various domains, including language and
communication. For instance, research has shown that individuals use mental spaces to
structure and convey meaning in language, such as through metaphorical language (Fauconnier
& Turner, 2002). For example, the phrase "time is money" invokes mental spaces of business
and economy to understand and talk about the abstract concept of time. Mental spaces have
also been applied in the analysis of narrative and discourse, as they provide insights into how
individuals construct meaning through storytelling and communication (Coulson & Oakley,
2005).

Mental space theory offers a valuable framework for understanding how humans structure and
process meaning in their cognitive and linguistic processes. This theory highlights the dynamic
and flexible nature of mental spaces, and their role in organizing and conveying meaning in
language and communication. Further research on mental space theory promises to deepen our
understanding of human cognition, language, and communication, and their implications in
various fields of study

The Origin of Theory

The mental space theory, also known as conceptual framing or conceptual blending theory, was
originally proposed by Gilles Fauconnier and Mark Turner in the late 20th century. The seminal
work that laid the foundation for this theory is their book "Conceptual Integration and Formal
Expression™ published in 1998 (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). In this influential book,
Fauconnier and Turner introduced the concept of mental spaces as cognitive constructs that
humans use to organize and process meaning.

The idea of mental spaces has its roots in various disciplines, including linguistics, psychology,
philosophy, and cognitive science. Fauconnier drew on his background in linguistics and
philosophy, while Turner's expertise was in cognitive science and literary studies. They
combined their interdisciplinary knowledge and insights to develop the theory of mental
spaces, which has since gained significant attention and has been widely applied in diverse
fields.

Fauconnier's earlier work on conceptual integration, metaphor, and conceptual framing
provided the basis for the theory of mental spaces. He argued that humans use conceptual
blending, a cognitive process that involves blending different mental spaces to create new
meanings, in their everyday thinking and communication (Fauconnier, 1985; Fauconnier &
Turner, 1998). Turner's research on cognitive processes in literary studies, including the role
of metaphor and narrative, also contributed to the development of the theory (Turner, 1991).
Fauconnier and Turner's work on mental spaces has been influential in various fields of study.
Their theory has been applied in linguistics, where it has been used to analyze metaphor,
grammar, and discourse (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002; Coulson & Oakley, 2005). It has also
been applied in psychology, where it has been used to study cognition, perception, and
creativity (Gibbs, 1994; Holyoak & Hummel, 2003). Furthermore, the theory has been used in
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philosophy to explore concepts such as meaning, reference, and truth (Margolis & Laurence,
2014).

The theory of mental spaces, originally proposed by Fauconnier and Turner, has its origins in
their interdisciplinary work that drew on linguistics, cognitive science, philosophy, and literary
studies. Their seminal book "Conceptual Integration and Formal Expression” published in 1998
laid the foundation for this influential theory, which has been widely applied in various fields
of study, offering valuable insights into human cognition, language, and communication.

Conceptual Foundations of Mental Space Theory

The conceptual foundations of mental space theory are grounded in cognitive linguistics, which
examines how humans use language to represent and process meaning. Mental space theory,
also known as conceptual framing or conceptual blending theory, proposes that humans create
mental spaces, which are cognitive constructs that allow them to structure and organize
complex concepts and experiences (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998).

At the core of mental space theory is the concept of conceptual integration, which involves
blending different mental spaces to create new meanings. Fauconnier and Turner (1998) argue
that humans engage in this cognitive process of blending when they encounter novel
information or need to make sense of complex situations. For example, when individuals
encounter a metaphor, they create a mental space that integrates the source domain (e.g., "time
is money") with the target domain (e.g., "time") to create a new meaning (Fauconnier & Turner,
2002). This process of conceptual integration allows individuals to make connections between
seemingly unrelated concepts and create new insights and understandings.

Another foundational concept in mental space theory is framing, which involves the use of
mental spaces to structure and categorize information based on cognitive and experiential
background. Fauconnier (1985) argues that framing is a fundamental cognitive process that
humans use to make sense of the world and communicate meaning. Frames are like "conceptual
pockets" or "cognitive containers” that help individuals organize and interpret information,
shaping their perceptions and interpretations of reality (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). Frames
influence how individuals perceive, interpret, and respond to information, and they play a
crucial role in language and communication.

The conceptual foundations of mental space theory are also influenced by related fields such
as philosophy, psychology, and cognitive science. For example, Fauconnier and Turner draw
on philosophical notions of meaning, reference, and truth to develop their theory (Fauconnier
& Turner, 1998). They also incorporate insights from cognitive psychology, including research
on memory, perception, and cognition, to explain how mental spaces operate in human
cognition (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002).

Cognitive Processes in Mental Space Theory

Cognitive processes play a central role in mental space theory, as they govern how individuals
create, manipulate, and use mental spaces to structure and process meaning. One key cognitive
process in mental space theory is the process of conceptual integration, which involves
blending different mental spaces to create new meanings (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). This
process allows individuals to creatively combine disparate concepts and generate novel insights
and understandings. For example, when individuals encounter a metaphor, they engage in the
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cognitive process of conceptual integration by blending the source and target domains to create
a new meaning (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). Another cognitive process in mental space theory
is framing, which involves the use of mental spaces to structure and categorize information
based on cognitive and experiential background (Fauconnier, 1985). Frames shape how
individuals perceive and interpret information, influencing their understanding of reality and
guiding their communication.

Cognitive processes in mental space theory are also influenced by other cognitive phenomena,
such as memory, perception, and attention. For example, research has shown that individuals
draw on their memory and past experiences to create mental spaces and make connections
between concepts (Gibbs, 1994). Perception also plays a role in mental space theory, as
individuals use their perceptual experiences to form mental spaces and construct meaning from
sensory input (Barsalou, 2003). Attention, another cognitive process, determines what
information individuals focus on and incorporate into their mental spaces (Fauconnier &
Turner, 1998).

In summary, cognitive processes are central to mental space theory, including conceptual
integration and framing, which are fundamental to how individuals create and use mental
spaces to structure and process meaning. These cognitive processes are influenced by other
cognitive phenomena such as memory, perception, and attention, providing valuable insights
into the cognitive mechanisms underlying mental space theory.

Key Concepts of Mental Space Theory

Mental space theory encompasses several key concepts that provide the foundation for
understanding how individuals structure and process meaning. These concepts include mental
spaces, conceptual integration, framing, and conceptual mapping.

1. Mental spaces: Mental spaces are cognitive constructs that represent conceptual
domains or mental representations of concepts (Fauconnier, 1985). These mental spaces
are flexible and dynamic, allowing individuals to create, manipulate, and blend them to
construct meaning from the information they encounter in their environment.

2. Conceptual integration: Conceptual integration is a cognitive process in mental space
theory that involves blending different mental spaces to create new meanings
(Fauconnier & Turner, 1998). This process enables individuals to creatively combine
disparate concepts and generate novel insights and understandings by integrating
multiple mental spaces into a single blended space.

3. Framing: Framing is the use of mental spaces to structure and categorize information
based on cognitive and experiential background (Fauconnier, 1985). Frames serve as
cognitive frameworks that shape how individuals perceive and interpret information,
influencing their understanding of reality and guiding their communication.

4. Conceptual mapping: Conceptual mapping involves the mental representation of
conceptual relationships or mappings between different mental spaces (Fauconnier &
Turner, 2002). This process allows individuals to create mental maps that capture the
connections and relationships between concepts, facilitating their cognitive processing
and understanding of complex information.

These key concepts of mental space theory provide a framework for understanding how
individuals construct meaning through the dynamic interplay of mental spaces, conceptual
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integration, framing, and conceptual mapping. Mental spaces serve as the building blocks of
meaning construction, while conceptual integration and framing processes enable the creative
blending and structuring of these mental spaces to generate new meanings. Conceptual
mapping further enhances the understanding of relationships between mental spaces and
facilitates cognitive processing.

Applications of Mental Space Theory

Mental space theory has found applications in various fields, including linguistics, psychology,
cognitive science, communication studies, and literature, among others. These applications
utilize the concepts of mental spaces, conceptual integration, framing, and conceptual mapping
to understand how meaning is constructed and communicated in different contexts.

In linguistics, mental space theory has been used to analyze language and discourse, including
metaphor, narrative, and discourse structure (Fauconnier & Turner, 1998; Gibbs, 1994). For
example, researchers have applied mental space theory to study how conceptual integration
occurs in metaphors, revealing how different mental spaces are blended to create new meanings
(Gibbs, 1994). In psychology and cognitive science, mental space theory has been used to study
cognitive processes, such as perception, memory, and attention, and how they interact with
mental spaces to influence cognition (Barsalou, 2003).

In communication studies, mental space theory has been applied to understand how framing
processes shape the perception and interpretation of messages in different communication
contexts (van Herten et al., 2015). Mental space theory has also been used in literary analysis
to explore how conceptual integration and framing processes shape the interpretation and
understanding of literary texts (Forceville, 2008).

Overall, the applications of mental space theory highlight its utility in understanding how
meaning is constructed and communicated in various domains, providing insights into
cognitive processes, language use, communication, and literature.

Critique and Future Directions

Critique: One critique of mental space theory is that it has been criticized for its lack of
empirical validation and for its abstract and complex nature, which may limit its practical
applicability (Bortolussi & Dixon, 2003). Some researchers argue that mental space theory
needs further empirical testing to establish its validity and reliability as a cognitive theory
(Forceville, 2014). Additionally, some critics highlight the challenge of operationalizing and
measuring mental spaces and conceptual integration in empirical research (Coulson, 2001).
Future Directions: Despite these critiques, mental space theory continues to inspire research in
various disciplines, and future directions for the theory could include empirical studies to
validate its concepts and further explore its applicability in different contexts. For instance,
more research can be conducted to investigate the neural mechanisms underlying mental spaces
and conceptual integration using neuroimaging techniques, such as fMRI and EEG (Coulson,
2001; Bortolussi & Dixon, 2003). Additionally, exploring the potential applications of mental
space theory in practical domains, such as education, decision-making, and problem-solving,
could be a promising future direction for the theory (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). Further
interdisciplinary collaborations and cross-cultural studies could also enhance our
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understanding of mental space theory and its relevance in diverse cultural and linguistic
contexts.

2. CONCLUSION

In conclusion, mental space theory is a cognitive framework that offers insights into how
humans construct and manipulate meaning in their minds. It provides a theoretical foundation
for understanding how mental spaces, conceptual integration, framing, and conceptual
mapping play a role in our cognitive processes, language use, communication, and literature
interpretation. Despite some critiques regarding its empirical validation and abstract nature,
mental space theory has continued to inspire research in various disciplines and has potential
applications in fields such as linguistics, psychology, communication studies, and literature
analysis.

As the theory continues to evolve, future directions could involve further empirical testing and
validation of its concepts, exploring its applicability in practical domains, such as education
and decision-making, investigating the neural mechanisms underlying mental spaces, and
promoting interdisciplinary collaborations and cross-cultural studies. By addressing these
areas, mental space theory can continue to advance our understanding of how humans construct
meaning, communicate, and interact with their cognitive processes. Overall, mental space
theory offers a valuable framework for studying human cognition and meaning-making, and
its continued development and application hold promise for further advancements in various
disciplines.
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