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2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 508A: Structure of the English Language (3 credits) 
 
Instructor: Barbara Dancygier 
Section: 001 
Term: 2 
 

Topic: How the Mind Uses Language to Produce a Text 

 
Course Description: 
Our understanding of language, in everyday communication as well as in various discourse genres 
(including literature), is governed by principles rooted in our cognition - in the way we conceptualize 
the world around us. In processing language we are not simply relying on the meanings of words and 
on the use of grammatical structure. More accurately, we are using language expressions at all levels 
of sentential and textual structure as prompts for mental construction of meanings. Meaning is thus 
rooted not only in language, but also in thought. 
 
In the course, we will study three theories which offer new ways of analyzing the construction of 
meaning: Conceptual Metaphor Theory, Frame Semantics, and Theory of Conceptual Integration (or 
Blending). These frameworks have been richly applied to language, but also to many other areas of 
creative and imaginative expression. Additionally, they also constitute a foundation on which new, 
cognitive approaches to literary analysis are developing. These approaches are now gaining momentum 
in all areas of study and are used to propose new ways of interpreting texts and to explain the 
specificity and originality of literary forms of expression. We will explore the theoretical foundations of 
all three approaches. We will then apply them to a variety of texts (journalistic prose, the language of 
science, and all literary genres). Our analyses will focus on two aspects of the texts: their reliance on 
cognitive concepts and the stylistic affordances these concepts create.  
 
Readings will include a range of scholarly papers explicating cognitive linguistic concepts and 
exemplifying the kinds of textual analyses which have gained recognition in their specific fields of 
study. Be prepared to be reading texts by linguists, philosophers, stylisticians, and literary scholars. 
This range of choices is important to give you a full picture of the potential of the theories to be 
studied, and to help you choose your own topic for a research paper. 
 
Course Requirements: 

1. Reading response and discussion (20%). We will discuss assigned texts in class, to clarify the 
deployment of theoretical concepts. You will be expected to give a short response to the article(s) 
assigned; at least once in the term you will be asked to lead the discussion of a given paper. 

2. Mid-term assignment (15%). A short-paper-sized assignment in which you will analyze a text of your 
choice in terms of the concepts learned. This assignment is meant to let you test your ease in building 
an analysis and can be used as an opportunity to prepare for the work on your final project. 
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3. In-class presentation of your projectÂ  (20%). 

4. Term paper (45%). A research paper on the text(s) of your choice. 

 


