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FiPTY THOUSAND YEARS AGo, more or less, during the Upper Paleolithic

Age, our ancestors began the most
spectacular

advance in human history. Before

that age, human beings were a negligible group of large mammals. After, the hu-

man mind was able to take over the world.What happened?

The archeological record suggests that during the Upper Paleolithic, humans
developed an unprecedented abilitry to innovate. They acquireda modern

hu-

man imagination,which gavethem the ability to
inventnew concepts

and to as-

semble new and dynamic mental patterns. The results of
this change were awe

some: Human beings developed art, science, religion, culture, sophisticated

tools, and language. How could we
have invented

these
things?

Inthis book, we focuson conceptual blending, a great mental capacity that, in
its most advanced "double-scope"form, gave our ancestors superiority and,

for
better and forworse,made us what we are today. We investigate the principles

of conceptual blending, its fascinating dynamics, and its crucial role in how we
think and live.

Conceptual blending operates largely behind the scenes. We are not con-

sciously aware of its hidden complexities, any more than we are consciously

aware of the complexities of perception involved in, forexample, seeinga blue

cup. Almost invisibly to consciousness, conceprualblending choreographs vast

networks of conceptualmeaning. yielding cognitive products that, at the con-

scious level,appear simple.The way wethinkis not the way wethinkwe think.

Everyday thought seems straighttorward,
but even our simplest thinking is as-

tonishingly complex.

The products of conceptualblending are ubiquitous. Students of rhetoric,

literature, painting,
and scientific invention have noticed many specific prod-

ucts ofblending,each one of which, in isolation, seemed remarkable at the

time, in its strange and arresting way.These scholars, rangingrom Aristotle
to

Freud,took these specific instances to be exceptional, marginal eruptionsof

meaning, curious and
suggestive.

But none of them focusedon the
general

mental capaciry ofblendingor, as far
as
we can

tell,
even

recognized that there
is

such a mental capacity.
Attentive to the

specific attraction thepainting. the
poem, thedream, thescientific insight-they

did not
look forwhat

all these bits

and
pieces

have in common. The spectacular
trees masked the forest.



Preface

Our own work started with just such
curiousand suggestive examples.But

by making precise their underlying principles, we began
to get glimpsesof an

entire forest behind the trees. We
discovered that the same cognitiveopera-

tion-conceprual blending-plays a decisive
role in human thought and action

and yields a boundlessdiversity ofvisible
manifestations

This was an exciting but also shocking discovery,
running as it does

against

much conventionalwisdom. We had
certainly not set our

to
prove anythingof

the sort. Rather, like Aristotle and Freud,and others less illustrious
in

this tradi-

tion, we began by looking at
striking and,

we
thought,exoticexamples

of
cre-

ativity,
such as analogical

counterfactuals,
poetic metaphors, and chimeraslike

talking donkeys. By 1993,we had amassed overwhelming evidence
frommany

more fields-grammar, mathematics,
inferencing computer intertaces, action,

and design. This launched a general research program into the
natureof

con-

ceptual blending as a basic mental operation, its structural and dynamic princi

ples, and theconstraints that govern it.

Coming from a different angleand with very different kinds
of

data, several

"creativity theorists" were speculating
on the

existence ofa general mental ca-

pacity-called"cognitive fuidity" by Stephen Mithen-that brings togetherel
ements of different domains. Mithen and others linked the

availability ofthis

capacity to the explosion of creativity in tool-making.painting. and religious

practice, dated by archaeologists to roughly50,000 years ago.
In this book, we argue that conceptualblending underlies and makes possi-

ble all these diverse human accomplishments,that it is responsible for
theori-

ginsof language, art, religion, science, and othersingular human feats,and thar
it is as indispensable for basic everydaythought as it is for

artistic
and

scientihc

abilities.Above all, it is our goal to do what has not been done before: to explain

the principles and mechanisms ofconceptualblending.
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