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Lecture 1 Mental Spaces         Gilles Fauconnier 
 
As we think and talk, rich arrays of mental spaces and connections between them 
are constructed unconsciously.  This lecture outlines the simple and general 
principles that govern mental space construction.  When combined and applied to 
rich pragmatic situations, the principles yield unlimited numbers of meanings and 
unlimited nesting.  Grammar is the link between invisible backstage cognition and 
the observable behavior of humans when they talk and think.  The cognitive theory 
of mental spaces explains a variety of logical phenomena, such as opacity, 
presupposition projection, and analogical counterfactuals.  It leads to the theory of 
conceptual integration which will be presented in the following lecture. 
 
_______________ 
 
Mental spaces are very partial assemblies constructed as we think and talk, for purposes of local 
understanding and action. They contain elements and are structured by frames and cognitive 
models. 
 
The mental space that includes you, Mount Rainier, the year 2001, and your climbing the 
mountain can be activated in many different ways and for many different purposes.  
 
(1)  In 2001, you climbed Mount Rainier. 
sets up the mental space in order to report a past event.  
 
(2)  If you had climbed Mount Rainier.  
sets up the same mental space in order to examine a counterfactual situation and its 
consequences.  
 
(3)  Max believes that you climbed Mount Rainier.  
sets it up again, but now for the purpose of stating what Max believes.  
 
(4)  In the picture, you are climbing Mount Rainier. 
evokes the same mental space in order to talk about the content of the picture.  
 
It is a general property of mental space configurations that identity connections link elements 
across spaces without implying that they have the same features or properties. When someone 
says,  
 
(5)  When I was six years old, I weighed fifty pounds. 
 
they prompt us to build an identity connector between them now and ‘them’ when they were 
five, despite the manifest and pervasive differences. 
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Access Principle: If two elements a and b are linked by a connector F (b = F(a)), then 
element b can be identified by naming, describing, or pointing to, its counterpart a. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
(6)  Achilles sees a tortoise. He chases it. He thinks that the tortoise is slow and that he will catch 
it. But it is fast. If the tortoise had been slow, Achilles would have caught it. Maybe the tortoise is 
really a hare.  
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Referential Opacity 
 
Suppose James Bond, the top British spy, has just been introduced to Ursula as Earl Grey, the 
wealthy tea importer, and that she finds him handsome. It is equally true that  
 
(7)  Ursula thinks the top British spy is handsome.  
 
and that  
 
(8)  Ursula thinks the wealthy tea importer is handsome.  
 
and both express the same belief. But in the first case, the man introduced to Ursula has been 
described from the point of view of the speaker, whereas in the second he is described from 
Ursula’s point of view. Although the first description is true and the second is false, Ursula 
would acquiesce to the wealthy tea importer is handsome, but not (necessarily) to the top British 
spy is handsome. Descriptions and names given from the speaker’s point of view are called 
referentially transparent, or de re. Descriptions and names given from the thinker’s point of 
view are called referentially opaque or de dicto. Verbs like think or hope or want, which allow 
such descriptions in their complements are said to create opaque contexts. 
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(9)  Ursula thinks Lord Lipton is handsome. 
 
(10) Bill said that Iris hoped that Max wanted Ursula to think that the wealthiest tea importer 
was handsome. 
 

 

 

Discourse Organization: Tense and Mood 

 
(11)  Max is 23. He has lived abroad. In 1990, he lived in Rome. In 1991 he would move to 
Venice. He would then have lived a year in Rome. 
 

 

 a. We start with a single space, which is the Base, and also the initial Viewpoint and Focus. 
We structure that space with the information that Max is 23 years old.  
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b. Keeping that space in Focus, we add the (present) information that Max has lived abroad. 

This information is presented via a past Event space (‘Max live abroad’). 
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c. In the next sentence, in 1990 is a space builder. It sets up a new Focus space, in which we 

build the content ‘Max live in Rome’. This is also the new Event space, since we are 
considering the event/state of Max living in Rome.  
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d. This Focus space now becomes a Viewpoint from which to consider Max’s next move. 
Intuitively, when we say, “In 1991, he would move ...,” we are presenting 1991 as a future 
with respect to 1990. The 1990 space (‘Max in Rome’) becomes a Viewpoint from which 
to set up the next Focus (and Event) space, 1991, with the content ‘Max move to Venice’. 
We could have said the ‘same’ thing differently by using the Base (present time) as a 
Viewpoint: In 1991, Max moved to Venice. 

 
 
e. The last sentence, He would then have lived a year in Rome, keeps 1990 as the Viewpoint, 

and 1991 as the Focus, while using an Event space (‘live a year in Rome’) which is past 
time relative to the Focus 1991. 

 
 

 
Base

Vpt

1990, live in Rome

1991, move Venice

Focus, Event

Vpt

1990, live in Rome

1991, move Venice

Focus

Event

live a year 

in Rome

Base

!

 
 
FIG 10 
 



 9 

In English: 
PAST is coded by the simple past (lived, went, brought), or by have + past participle if the 
verb is in infinitival position (will have forgotten, may have left, claims to have forgotten). 
Code: Verb+past or have + (Verb+ past participle) 
FUTURE is coded by will + Verb. 
 

 
Base space M --- PAST ---> Viewpoint Space N --- FUTURE ----> Focus Space K 
 
simple past + [ will + Verb move ]  
 
⇒      (past + will) + move 
 
⇒      would move 
 
 
 
 
 
Epistemic distance 
 
 
More generally, tenses are used not just to reflect local time relations between neighboring 
spaces, but also to reflect epistemic distance, i.e., whether a space is hypothetical or 
counterfactual with respect to its parent space. The coding system remains the same, and a 
particular tense sequence may reflect both time and epistemic distance.  
 
 
(12) a. If you have Triple-A, then if you go to a telephone, you can solve your problem. 
 b. If you had Triple-A, then if you went to a telephone, you could solve your problem. 
 c. If you had had Triple-A, then if you’d gone to a telephone, you could have solved your 

problem. 
 
We can interpret all three as referring to present time, but with different epistemic stances. The 
first is neutral as to the chances that you have Triple-A. The second suggests that maybe you do 
not have it. And the third is counterfactual: “you do not have Triple-A, but if you did ..." 
 
 
 
(13) a. Diogène cherche un homme qui est honnête. [Indicative] 
 b. Diogène cherche un homme qui soit honnête. [Subjunctive] 
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Split selves: 
 
Calvin: I got another letter from my past self. 
Hobbes: What's it say? 
Calvin (reading): "Dear Future Calvin, I wrote this several days before you will receive it.  You've done 
things I haven't done.  You've seen things I haven't seen.  You know things I don't know.  You Lucky 
Dog!  Your pal, Calvin." 
Calvin:  I feel so sorry for myself two days ago. 
Hobbes:  Poor him.  He wasn't you. 
 


