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Mismatch, coercion and procedural meaning:
insights from Construction Grammar and Relevance Theory

The aim of this paper is twofold. Combining insights from Construction Grammar
(Goldberg, 1995, 2006) and Relevance Theory (Sperber and Wilson, 1995; Carston, 2002;
Wilson and Sperber, 2012), the main goal is to understand more specifically what are the
semantic and pragmatic constraints that govern the resolution process in case of a mismatch
between a lexeme and its morpho-syntactic context. Then, on the basis of this discussion, I
will focus on the main properties (formal and semantic) of the grammatical units that seem to
trigger this process.

In Construction Grammar, the term coercion is often used to discuss those cases in which a
lexeme directly inherits parts of its interpretation from the morpho-syntactic context in which
it is used. (Lauwers and Willems, 2011: 1219) In the sentences in (1) and (2), for instance, the
lexemes behave and carrier pigeon are interpreted in accordance with the semantics of the
argument structure constructions in which they occur, i.e. respectively the WAY construction
(i.e. SUBJ V one's way OBL, cf. Israel, 1996: 218) and the DITRANSITIVE construction (i.e. SUBJ V
OBJ OBJ,, cf. Goldberg, 1992: 46).

(1) You can’t talk your way out of something you behaved your way into. You have to
behave your way out of it. (Twitter)
(2) They carrier pigeoned me an invite this morning. (Twitter)

One of the main challenges from this perspective is to understand exactly the extent to
which speakers are involved in the coercion process which enables to understand the lexemes.
Following Leclercq (2017), I want to argue that although constructions can act as coercion
triggers, the resolution process is primarily a pragmatic process. Bringing insights from
Relevance Theory, as well as taking into account experimental findings (e.g. Nieuwland and
van Berkum, 2006; Yoon, 2012), I will argue that hearers contextually reconstruct the
meaning of these lexemes in accordance with their expectations of relevance.

Although being primarily a pragmatic process, however, coercion is linguistically trigerred
(and, therefore, linguistically required) by the grammatical constructions with which the
coerced lexemes occur. In order to better understand the coercion process, the rest of this
paper therefore aims at identifying the formal and semantic properties shared by these
grammatical constructions. On the formal side, I will generally follow the perspective adopted
in Construction Grammar according to which units of the language that can trigger coercion
are (partially) schematic constructions. (cf. Michaelis, 2011: 1384) That is, from this
perspective, only constructions that need to be filled in with a specific lexical element can
have some coercive force over that lexeme. (Both the WAY construction and the DITRANSITIVE
construction identified above have this particular property.) Concerning the semantic pole of
these constructions, I will argue that they encode some kind of procedural meaning.
(Blakemore, 1990, 2002) This perspective has already been suggested in Relevance Theory by
Escandell-Vidal and Leonetti (2011: 88) when they argue that units which carry conceptual
meaning are coercible and only units that carry procedural meaning have a coercive force.
However, I will challenge the notion of procedural meaning as it is curently formulated in
Relevance Theory (and which is not always clearly defined, cf. Carston, 2016) and argue that
procedures might be better described in terms of meta-conceptual representations which
enable the use of concepts. The view adopted here—both at the formal and semantic levels—
therefore has strong implications concerning the acquisition and use of these constructions.



References

Blakemore, D. (1990). Constraints on interpretation. In Proceedings of the 16th Annual
Meeting of the Berkeley Linguistics Society, 363-70.

Blakemore, D. (2002). Relevance and linguistic meaning: The semantics and pragmatics of
discourse markers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Carston, R. (2002). Thoughts and utterances: The pragmatics of explicit communication.
Oxford: Blackwell.

Carston, R. (2016). The heterogeneity of procedural meaning. In Lingua 175: 154-66.

Escandell-Vidal, V. and M. Leonetti. (2011). The rigidity of procedural meaning. In V.
Escandell-Vidal, M. Leonetti and A. Ahern (Eds.), Procedural meaning: Problems and
perspectives, 81-102. Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing.

Goldberg, A. E. (1992). The inherent semantics of argument structure: The case of the English
ditransitive construction. In Cognitive Linguistics 3: 37-74.

Goldberg, A. E. (1995). Constructions: A construction grammar approach to argument
structure. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Goldberg, A. E. (2006). Constructions at work: The nature of generalization in language.
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Israel, M. (1996). The way constructions grow. In A. E. Goldberg (Ed.), Conceptual structure,
discourse and language, 217-30. Stanford, CA: CSLI Publications.

Lauwers, P. and D. Willems. (2011). Coercion: Definition and challenges, current approaches
and new trends. In Linguistics 49 (6): 1219-35.

Leclercq, B. (2017). Coercion: a case of saturation. Presentation at /Pr4 2017 (International
Pragmatics Association). Belfast, North Ireland. July, 18™.

Michaelis, L. A. (2011). Stative by construction. In Linguistics 49 (6): 1359-99.

Nieuwland, M. S. and J. J. A. van Berkum. (2006). When peanuts fall in love: N400 evidence
for the power of discourse. In Journal of cognitive neuroscience 18: 1098-111.

Sperber, D and D. Wilson. (1995). Relevance: Communication and cognition. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Wilson, D. and D. Sperber. (2012). Meaning and relevance. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Yoon, S. (2012). Constructions, semantic compatibility, and coercion: An empirical usage-
based approach. Ph.D. thesis. Rice University.





