Concept as a basic unit of cognitive linguistics

In modern cognitive linguistics the notion “concept” turns out to be the central one. As a term it is used most of all by the scholars working within the problems of language representation of cognition. In the most general sense concept may be described on the one hand as a “clot of culture” in human consciousness; something with the help of which culture enters the mental world of a human. On the other hand, concept is something with the help of which a human himself enters the culture and, in some cases, influences it. In the Short Dictionary of Cognitive Term compiled by E.S. Kubryakova concept is presented as an “operating meaningful element of memory, mental lexicon, conceptual system of the brain’s language … the whole picture of the world reflected in human psychics”. S.G. Vorkachev defines concept as “operating unit of though” [6, 43], as “a unit of collective knowledge (referring to the higher spiritual entities) which has its language expression and is marked by national specificity”. A.P. Babushkin considers the concept as a discrete mental unit which reflects the object of real or imaginative world and is kept in the national memory of native speakers in the verbalized form.
We can generalize the definition of concept as following: concept is the discrete mental creation that is the basic unit of the intellectual code of the human. This code is characterized by the internal structure. It is a result of the cognitive activity of the human and society and brings the complex and encyclopedic information about the subject and phenomenon and the social attitude to this phenomenon.

The complexity of the concept is a two-way connection between language and mind. Mental categories are represented through linguistic categories, and at the same time are determined by them; in other words, the culture determines the concept (i.e. the concept is a mental projection of the elements of the culture).
Being an idealized mental image, the concept has a high degree of abstraction, which is, a priori, predetermined by its dual nature. The concept is a unit of cognitive level; therefore, it absorbs everything that comes from “the world of mind” and is reflected in the meaning. However, the concept is also a phenomenon of culture; it accumulates its heritage: the original form (etymology), axiological evaluation, associations, abstractions, mental isoglosses (1a) a line on a dialect map marking the boundary between areas where language features are different, 2a) differences in interpretations by different nations), etc. This dual nature of the concept points to the difficulty in reaching the consensus on the number of semantic parameters that can be worked out for its examination [27].

The word is the main means of access to conceptual knowledge. The word brings concept into our recognition, makes it active and causes the process of thought. 

Lexical meanings are closely related to concepts. They are sometimes identified with concepts. But concept is a purely logical category, whereas meaning is a linguistic one. In linguistics it is necessary to view meaning as the representation of a concept through one of its properties. Concept, as it is known, is versatile; it is characterized by a number of properties. Meaning takes one of these properties and makes it represent the concept as a whole. Therefore meaning in reference to concept becomes, as it were, a kind of metonymy.
The same concept can be represented in a number of linguistic manifestations (meanings) but, though it may sound paradox, each manifestation causes a slight (and sometimes considerable) modifica​tion of the concept, in other words, discloses latent or unknown properties of the concept [4, 13]. 
It is especially important to reveal the relation between the concept and the meaning of the word as it affects both the determination of the subject of cognitive linguistics and the development of methods for analyzing the semantics of the language. 

On the one hand, the concept and the meaning of the word share some similarities. Human mind, localized in the brain reflects the objective and subjective reality. Both the concept and the meaning are the reflection of reality (objective and subjective). They have cognitive nature and present the result of the reflection and cognition of reality by the human mind. In other words, the content of the concept reflects certain aspects of the phenomena of reality, and so does the meaning of the word, which has a cognitive nature.

On the other hand, they have certain differences. The meaning and the concept are the products of the different levels. We can oppose the concepts and the meanings as mental units, which belong to the cognitive and linguistic human consciousness respectively. The concept is a product of cognitive human consciousness, while the meaning is the product of linguistic consciousness [27].

The difference between the verbalized concept and the meaning can be illustrated with the help of different approaches towards the analysis of the content part of the language sign. In spite of the fact that semantic analysis of a separate word and its conceptual analysis come into contact, their final aims are different. Semantic analysis is aimed at the explication of the semantic structure of a word, at singling out the denotative, significative and connotative meanings of its realization. Conceptual analysis is a search for those general concepts that underlie one sign and presuppose the existence of the sign as a well-known cognitive structure [15, 85].

The meaning in relation to the concept appears as a part of its content, which is relevant to this linguo-cultural community. Many cognitive linguists agree that components of lexical meaning reflect only significant conceptual features, but not all of them. The structure of the concept is much more complicated and more varied than the lexical meaning of the words.

The meaning conveys certain cognitive features and components that make up the concept, but it is always only part of the semantic content of the concept. For the explication of the content of the concept numerous lexical items as well as experimental studies to complement the results of linguistic analysis are required. Thus, the meaning and the concept are correlated as communicatively relevant part and a mental whole [27].
The features of concept are the following:

1) concept is the minimum unit of the human experience in the ideal imagination that is verbalized with the assistance of the word;

2) concept is characterized by the field structure;

3) concept is the main unit of processing, keeping and transmission of knowledge;

4) concept has the mobile borders and concrete functions;

5) concept is social, its associative field causes its pragmatics;

6) concept is the main cell of culture [12, 45]. 
Concepts can be divided into group and individual, abstract and concrete. These classifications are topical for the linguistic-cognitive study because these types of concept need different methods of analysis and description. Some concepts are typical for limited quantity of people. They are group concepts. They are not applied by the nation in a whole. They also may be irrelevant in communicative aspect. 

Methods of conceptual analysis
The aim of the conceptual analysis is to find out the paradigm of culturally meaningful concepts and to describe their conceptual sphere, i.e. the components constituting its mental field.

linguistics does not have yet a unanimous understanding of this type of analysis. For example, S.E.Nikitina remarks that the very term “conceptual analysis” is ambiguous: it may denote the analysis itself as well as a certain way of research, namely the analysis with the help of concepts or the analysis where concepts are the maximum units contrary, for example, to the elementary semantic features in componential analysis [21, 117].
In spite of the fact that a number of theoretical questions and problems of cognitive study are rather disputable, linguists achieved serious results in the practice of conceptual analysis. The most wide-spread methods of concept research are the following: componential analysis of the semantics of the key-word – the name of the concept, the analysis of the synonyms and derivatives of the key-word, the analysis of the combinability of the key-word (both free and set word-combinations), analysis of the proverbs and sayings objectivizing this concept, psycholinguistic experiment (revealing of the associative field of the concept), the analysis of the texts belonging to different types of discourse.

Due to the fact that in the inner lexicon concepts are structured hierarchically in hypo-hyperonimic system, “conceptual analysis is the analysis of the concepts with the help of other concepts”. Therefore we can add the revealing of conceptual relations by means of the analysis of thesaurus dictionaries  to list of the methods of conceptual research mentioned above.

In general, conceptual analysis aims to reveal the content of the concept, to construct a model of conceptual structure, to disclose the specificity of its verbalization in language. Conceptual characteristics are revealed through the meaning of lexical items, their definition and contexts of use.

Structure of a concept
The structure of concept includes the basic structural components that create concept and are characterized by different nature. These structural components are the following: sensual image, informational content and interpretative field. The structure of concept is usually described as the total of the cognitive features that are related to each of these structural components of concept. 
Images may be individual, so here we can speak about the individual conceptual sphere of a separate person. But if the sensual image is a group one this image may be studied as the fact of the conceptual sphere of the definite group (ethnical, religious, cultural, etc.). The sensual image is created be the sense organs (the perceptive image) and by the image features formed with the assistance of the metaphorical interpretation of some object or phenomenon. This image is named metaphorical or cognitive. The perceptive image includes visual, tactual, gustatory and other images. The informational content includes the minimum of cognitive features that determine the main considerable features of the conceptual object or phenomenon. These features create the characteristics of the most considerable differential features, obligatory combinability and main function.The interpretative field includes the cognitive features that interpret the main informational content of concept. It also includes the features that have some derivative knowledge or estimate it. The interpretative field is not homogeneous. There are several zones in it. It is possible to define and estimate the encyclopedic zone. Besides, the encyclopedic features are divided into utilitarian, regulative, social-cultural and phraseological zones.

The nominative field of concept is the totality of all linguistic means that objectivize the concept during some period of social development. The nominative field is characterized by the complex structure and includes the lexico-semantic group, lexico-semantic field, lexico-phraseological field, synonymic line, associative field, etc. Some concepts are characterized by the wide nominative field which may be found easily. Other concepts are characterized by the limited nominative field which has no synonymic lines and does not possess hyper-hyponymic character. The nominative field includes the following components:

1) direct nominations of concept (the key-word and its synonyms);

2) derivative nominations;

3) one-root words, units of different parts of language connected with the main lexical means of the verbalization of concept;


4) set comparisons that include the key word;

5) contextual synonyms;

6) occasional individual nominations;

7) set word combinations that are synonyms of the key word;

8) phraseological units that include the name of concept;

9) proverbs, aphorisms, etc.;

10) metaphorical nominations;

11) free word combinations that include features for the characteristics of concept;

12) associative field as a result of the experiment on the word-stimulus that names concept;
13) subjective word definitions proposed for the interpretation of concept;


14) lexical interpretation of language units that objectivize concept;

15) articles of the encyclopedia or reference book (informational-explicative texts);

16) thematic texts that represent the content of concept;

17) sociopolitical texts and belles-lettres that represent the content of concept [14, 29].  

The description of the units of the nominative field gives possibility to picture the content of concept in the form in which it is reflected and fixed in the language.
One of the research methods used to analyze how verbal and mental units are connected is frame analysis. Frame is multiaspect cognitive phenomenon connected with the process of lingual categorization, keeping and representation of information, and producing speech and to organizing discourse.
Due to conceptual content of the frame they can be divided into two types: 1) static frame is a knowledge structure for certain posture of affairs; 2) dynamic (scenario / script) frame which is knowledge structure about sequence of events. According to the principle of knowledge representation: 1) static frame is cluster, “link” of schematized experience of a person; 2) dynamic frame represents categorized experience of a person in speech act as a carcass of the discursive activity [10, p. 22]. The basic frames are:
1) Notional Frame (quantitative, qualitative, locative, temporal and the
mode of existence parameters characteristics of the phenomenon): [STH is SUCH (quality)], e.g. God is inseparable from Human: You cannot separate yourself from the love of God – ever [3]; If there was no you, there would be no God [3].
[STH exists THERE/THEN (place, time)], e.g. God exist everywhere: Where is Spirit? It's everywhere [3], They seldom understand that God is with them all the time [3]; etc.; 
2) Actional Frame (contains schemas that include the doer of an action and the action itself, which in the schemas are usually represented by the schematic verbs acts / makes): 
[STH (agent) acts upon SB (patient)], e.g. You (HUMANS) were the ones who planned and executed one of the greatest of all tests and experiments, for your work has changed the future of the entire universe [5, 20],
[STH (agent) acts with STH (instrument)], [STH (agent) acts for SB (beneficiary)], 
[STH (causer) creates SB/STH (result)], e.g. How big is God? Big enough to have created multiple Universes [3], etc.;
3) Possessive Frame (includes the generalized roles “the possessor” and “the possessed” linked by the verb has. The structure [SB/STH-possessor has SB/STH possessed]) e.g. For the gifts and the jewels of Spirit that you need to move forward … are special indeed, [3].;
4) Identification/Taxonomic  Frame (includes two things joined by the link verb “is”, models the relation [SB/STH-identified is SB/STH-identifier] provided in the generalized identification schema), e.g. God is an all-knowing life partner, ready and willing to be at your side [3]; … the craftsman called God has made the tuning sonically perfect [3].;
5) Comparison Frame (is constituted by the comparison schemas of identity, similarity, and likeness where the link undergoes modifications: the identity schema [SB/STH-compared is
(as) SB/STH-correlate] is the conceptual foundation of metamorphosis, which means that the compared is viewed as belonging to two classes at a time, with one of them being primary, and the other – secondary), e.g. That metaphoric ocean is so big! Universes were built by that ocean [3], Every single one of you is an integral piece of divinity, and without you this beautiful tapestry called God wouldn't exist [3]; God is family, and this family is stable [3]. 
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