Lecture 3 Causal Compressions in Language and Thought
Gilles Fauconnier

Compression of vital relations is a key component of conceptual integration. This lecture
focuses on the compression of causal chains and discusses the remarkable human
capacity to decompress elaborate causal chains when prompted by minimal linguistic
cues. The overall problem raised by causal compression phenomena is the following:
elaborate space configurations are set up and processed in the absence of explicit
grammatical markings for the frames, spaces, and connections needed. Language guides
us in certain directions and constrains the configurations, but it does not directly specify
the causal chains that need to be constructed in order for meaning to emerge. Types of
compression are discussed, along with the principles that govern them. Consequences for
grammar, design, and communication are discussed.

Compression of causal chains

(1) Martina is three points away from the airport.

Martina is 3 feet away from the precipice.

Martina is 3 points away from the end of
the match.

Martina is 3 points away from losing the
match.

Martina is 3 points away from being
eliminated.

Structure of the "tennis" ICM:

lose next three points --> lose second set >

lose match --> be eliminated from tournament




Structure of the competition ICM: much more
general than tennis:

win --> continue competition --> overall win ->

champion --> award, congratulations, adulation ...
OR

lose/be eliminated --> go home

provides the causal compression:

(2) Martina is 3 points away from going home

"go home" ICM

one scenario: travel by plane from here to
home

metonymic model
go to the airport / be at the airport

provides the conceptual metonymy:

Martina is at the airport -->
Martina is going home

Finally:
Martina is 3 points away from the airport.

Chaining of several ICM's and causal
connections

important: these successive mental
leaps are not coded in the output
signal

and yet they are fully retrieved by the
listener

(3) Svetlana is an inch away from the podium.



(4) The podium would mean a lot to Svetlana.

(5) *The airport would be a disaster for Martina.

Causal Compression in Blends

Bypass: cause-effect compressed into uniqueness

Baby and the Stairs:

There is a ritual in which a newborn baby is
carried up the stairs in a public social
ceremony. The baby's ascent to the top of
the stairs stands for his or her ascent in life.
This example involves compressions of
identity, space, time, change, and cause-
effect.



up the stairs

Inner Space

life



Buffalo Hunt:
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Politician vetoes foreign aid bill:

(6) “He’s snatching the food out of the mouths of starving children”

(7) “He’s killing innocent children”

One input has the actual vetoing of the foreign aid bill by the politician. Another
input has the human scale event of a grown man snatching food from a starving child. In
the "veto" input, pattern completion of a standard scenario operates to add an extensive
causal chain of the form:
veto --> no foreign aid --> no money to buy and transport food
-->no food transported to needy children --> the children have no food
--> the children starve.

A (third) counterfactual input is constructed in parallel:
bill passed --> foreign aid --> money to buy&transport food --> food transported
to needy children --> children eat the food --> children survive.

All three inputs are selectively projected to the blended space: the framing is the
human scale snatching of food. The food snatched is projected from the counterfactual
space (without the veto, the child would have this food), the elaborate causal chain in the
veto input, with the politician as initial causer and the child without food as ultimate
consequence is compressed to the single event causal chain of snatching the food from
the child (politician causes the "counterfactual" food to be "taken away" from the child).
Notice that the human scale input of literally snatching food also has a covert
counterfactual of its own: without the snatcher (cause), the child would keep the food and
eat it.

To be able to decompress (6), the listener must have contextual access to the veto
input, be able to extend it by means of an elaborate causal chain, build the relevant
counterfactual, and construct the integration network. This elaborate causal
decompression is automatic, produces no cognitive perplexity, and apparently no
cognitive effort. The complexity of the meaning construction cannot be measured by
assessing processing difficulty.



Riding with Hitler:

nyou ride ALONE
vy‘:: ri!le with Hitler !

Join a
%:r-Sharing Club

TODAY !

One input is the human scale scenario of helping someone by giving them a ride.

Another input has the elaborate causal chain:
riding alone --> use too much gas --> waste gas --> harm the community that needs
gas --> harm the country at war --> help the enemy --> help Hitler.

A third (counterfactual) input is set up without any explicit linguistic marks:
car-share —> save gas --> help country at war —> hurt the enemy --> hurt Hitler.
The blended space is framed by the human scale scenario of the "giving a ride" input.
Hitler is projected from the "riding alone" input into the role of person being helped.
Hitler takes on "ghost-like" features that help to prompt the decompression and block any
literal interpretation. A covert counterfactual for the human scale input is perhaps
transporting other people (car-sharing), countrymen that you help, and who occupy all the
seats in the car, preventing Hitler's ghost from sharing the ride.

Instant build-up of multiple spaces

(8) Would I kill my daughter so I could walk again?

“Among the parents was Steve Johnson, a paraplegic who, with his wife Kate, ad-
opted an embryo whom they named Zara — now a little girl in a pink, flowered
dress and blond curls playing near her father’s wheelchair. Johnson described the
years of pain, high medical costs, and limited mobility hed endured after a bike
accident 12 years before. ‘My soul aches for a cure for my paralysis, he said — but
not at the cost of a child’s life. “Would I kill my daughter so I could walk again? Of
course not. Then why do we think it is okay to kill someone else’s kid?” he asked.”



Blended Space

Actual Scenario



Counterfactual Scenario
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