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When conceptsclash ...1

Coercion, in a nutshell, is what we can find when two linguistic elements
which are actually incompatible are combined. This could either result in a
completely unacceptable combination (*I the read a book), or the combina"I
have had too
tion may somehow be acceptable and may make sense as in
"I had three coffees this morning". Much is a modifier
much book today" or
for uncountables, bookis countable, a combination of the two should not be
oK. still this sentence (I haaehad too much booktoday) can be parsed. And the
same applies to threecoffees.The numeral three suggests countability, cffie is
an uncountable noun, and a combination of the two should not be acceptable.
However, constructions like this are actually in use. Similar examples in"You have apple on your shirt". Apple is countable and
clude sentenceslike:
"you
should not be available here as a kind of substance, as iry for example,
have gravy on your shirt". And agairy while the sentence as such should
actually not be acceptable, occurrences like these are not uncommon. In fact,
there are many more examples that would probably not be found in a standard grammar book and that would yet be perfectly acceptable in everyday
spoken English. In many of these cases,speaker-hearers arrive at an interpretation of the utterance through coerciory i.e. through a reinterpretation that
one of the items or the construction as such forces onto the other.
ziegeler (992) defines coercion simply as the resolution of mismatch. Note
that coercion is actually invisible in the item itself and in the syntactic environment, i.e. it is rather unpredictable. Coercion usually takes place when
specific items are used in certain specific linguistic and/ot extra-linguistic
contexts. Three cofees is great, three teas is a little bit more awkward, but
probably still OK, three waters is, arguably, very strange and not really acceptable. All three, coffee,tea,water are regular, liquid uncountables, and they
are put into one and the same environment. I think it is quite clear that there
is hardly any predictable grammatical factor here (and I leave it up to the
reader to test other liquids, from beerlhrough milk to tequila).The situation is
even further complicated by the fact extralinguistic factors seem to influence
the acceptability of potentially coercive combinations. While three coffeesis
fine in almost any social context today, threewaters is only (or at least much
more) acceptable in restaurant scenes or in scenes where water is regularly
discussed or served. The point is that coercion in linguistics seems to be
closely connected to both linguistic (co-textual) and non-linguistic (contexThis paper is dedicated to my son Julius. who spent much of the time when it was written on my lap, and apparently provided excellent inspiration.
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tual) factors. Only in certain environments and situations do hearers have the
chance to see the interpretation intended by the speaker. So when these
'awkward' constructions are used they can trigger
,,the need to resolve semantic conflict in contexts which require particular reinterpretation mechanisms to be fully processed" (Ziegeler 992).
Many approachesto coercion distinguish between what has been called
implicit and explicit type-shifting. Type-shifting here simply means that ,,a
construction denotes a different kind of entity or event from the lexical expression with which it is combined" (Michaelis 2004: 29). Explicit typeshifting occurs when a lexical item (or its projection) is shifted in its designation by the grammatical construction with which it is usually combined. One
textbook example is the mismatch between uncountable mass nouns like
bread and partitive expressions llke a pieceof, which essentially refer to countable portions. Obviously the two can be combined successfully into a pieceof
bread.This is what is called explicit type-shifting, since the shift is directly
derivable from the combination of parts. It is predictable in some way.
Things are very different when we have a countable noun such as sheet.This
can also combine with a partitive construction, but here a new meaning is
"give
me a shred of sheet". Here,
contextually forced into the lexical item:
This has been called
substance.
like
an
uncountable
must
be
rather
seen
sheet
implicit type-shifting, since it is neither predictable nor derivable once we
know the parts that combine. And there is one more concept needed, the socalled override principle. The override principle basically says that the meaning of lexical items is adjusted to, or overridden by, the syntactic configurations in which they occur. In other words, syntactic patterns essentially determine meaning, not just single lexical items.
It is worth pointing out here that coercion may sound weird and rare and
awkward, but that many scholars see coercive phenomena even in everyday
"She
had a beer",
grammatical structures. There is nominal coercion as in
"I'm
loving it!", where
where beeris made countable, aspectualcoercion as in
"linguistics bores me",
to loae is made dynamic,complement coercion as in
where linguistics is made animate, and quite a few more. So it seems indeed
fair to say that coercion as such is part and parcel of everyday communication, that it is the rule rather than the exception.
The question now is, however: what does that have to do with the literary
mind?
First of all there is good reason to believe that coercion and its basic
mechanisms are not just some technical gimmick that linguists came up with
to make the data fit their theories. Rather, it can be assumed that coercion,
and the resolution of mismatch are very central, cognitively grounded and
well-motivated mechanisms which are independent of language as such. This
is reflected partly in the pragmatic slogan coined by the psychologist Bartlett
"
in 1,932: effort after meaning" (20, 44). Apparently, human beings invest a
remarkable amount of effort and energy to make sense of things they perceive, to find, or create meaning, even when the things they encounter super-
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thee
, hasthe naughty thumb
of scienceprodded
thy
beauty
(e.e.cummings272)
Again, this is a case of complement (or maybe modifier) coercion: earth can't
at least not in a straightforward way. Also, pinching
be sweetor spontaneou.s,
and poking is not what philosophers' (doting) fingers usually do and science
does not hive a thumb. In the first case, the modifying adjectives sweet and
spontaneousare usually not available for the head noun earth. ln the second
case, subject and predicate are incongruent. In the third case, we find a possessive oi partitive construction with elements that are incompatible: science
is an abstract noun and therefore does not allow for concrete parts to be attached to it.
Other literary genres also abound in coercive phenomena, even children's
books are full of semantico-grammatical mismatches. One example is
,,wolves stopped being dribbly" (David Melling, The Kiss That Missed).The
concept of dribblinessis usually not associatedwith wolves. So, in sum, it
seemsthat coercion on this level, since it is so much based on daily language
use, is also natural and wide-spread in literature. One might even take this
one step further and argue that on this general level, coercion and mismatch
ut" rr".y helpful tools for speakers to express their inbuilt linguistic creativity.
Keller, Haspelmath, Haiman, and many others have pointed out that speakers usually like to play around with their language, to be new, innovative,
expressive with what they say. Speakers simply like to bend the rules of their
language. On the level that has just been described this is not only quite easy
buialso a very effective and powerful expressive device in everyday lanand also in literature.
guage
But mismatches in literature do not just occur on the simple semantico"Anthem for Doomed
grammatical level. Looking at the well-known poem
Vouth" by Wilfred Owen, there is another interesting mismatch to be found
here:
for thesewho die ascattle?
What passing-bells
- only the monstrousangerof the guns.
Only the stutteringrifles' rapid rattle
Can patterout their hastyorisons.
No mockeriesnow for them;no Prayersnor bells;
Nor any voiceof mourning savethe choirs,The shrill, dementedchoirsof wailing shells;
And buglescalling for them from sadshires.
What candlesmay be held to speedthem all?
Not in the handsof boysbut in their eyes
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hand, seems to be an example of implicit type-shifting, since metaphors are
usually based on analogy (see Hopper and Traugott), but still unpredictable
u, ,,r""h. These two facts already account for quite a few simple, basic mismatch resolutions in literature.
It gets much more interesting when we turn to the larger structures. How
do pe*opleresolve con{licts between form and function on the level of genre
ana tfte hke? First, it needs to be pointed out of course that they need to perceive the mismatch as such. In contrast to linguistic structures, where explicit
type-shifting (like metonymy) might be something much more intuitive, here
we need active, intentionai participation. Only somebody who is familiar
with shakespearean sonnets will be able to see the dissonance and mismatch
in Owen,s ioetry. Somebody who does not know what a Shakespearean
sonnet is witt simply miss this point. N.B., this is not to say that readers
without this backgiound cannot understand the work as such. It means quite
simply that such readers will miss this particular point in their interpretation.
Their reading, however, might highlight a number of other fascinating and
equally interesting aspects. But even if you perceive the mismatch, the question certainly is: hlw do yo.t resolve it? we might find some lcind of override
principle here, namely tirat external form (which we usually perceive first'
before we look at content) usually determines our expectations and our interpretation. Danielewski's House of Leaaes,Sterne's Tristram Shandy,Joyce's
Fiinegan's Wake essentially count as novels and are treated as such. They
have ihe shape, size, and.pr1,zeof novels, are marketed as such and would be
sold as novels. Hence the potential readers would approach these works as
novels, i.e. as works of fiction, which essentially follow the rules that define
this particular genre for us today. what about mismatches in content, then?
\A/hai about thL postmodern novel, such as Rushdie's Midnight's Children'
satanic verses,or perhaps even Nick Hornby's High Fidelity? Do readers discard them as nonsensical? obviously they don't. Do they create a new category for them? They don't. Again, they count as novels with a narrative
it.rr.trrr". And readers try to find or create meaning on that basis' When
conventions are broken, people go out hunting for meaning' And this is also
the main reason why we have mismatches and coercion in the first place. we
are hominesludenses,and we like to play around with essentially everything
we find, including language, linguistic products' Playing around with langvage, being witty and innovative provides us with evolutionary advaniug".-r,si.,ce it keeps us and others entertained (seeKeller, Haspelmath), playin! around with iiterary form, from the very basic level up to most complex
qu-estionsof composition and genre helps authors to generate meaning. They
.an rely on the fict that, a cooperative principle of some sort and the effortafter-meaning-principle will prod to find meaning behind seemingly incongruous conskuctions. Readers can trust that authors actually tried to make
Jensesomehow, that there is something to find or create. This creation of and
search for meaning, and the use of mismatch and coercion are something
deeply engrained in our linguistic and literary minds'

When conceptsclash...

6/

Works Cited
Bartlett. Remembering.Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1932.
Cummings, E.E. "O Sweet". Englischeund Ameiknniche Dichtung 4. Ed. Eva Hesse and
Heinz lckstadt. Mtinchen: C.H. Beck,2000.
Donne, John. "Death be not proud". 1.633.TIrc Norton Anthology of English Literature.
8th ed. New York; London: Nortory 2006.1296.
Haimary John. Talk ls Cheap.sarcasm,alienation, and the eztolutionof language.oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1998.
Haspelmath, Martin. "Why is grammaticalization irreversibte?" Linguistics 32.6 (1999\:
1043-1068.
Hopper, Paul, and Elizabeth Traugott. Grammaticalization. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press,2006.
Jackendoff, Ray. The architectureof the lnnguagefaculty. Cambridge, MA: MIT press,
1997.
Keller, Rudi. sprachwandel: von der unsichtbaren Hand in der sprache. Tiibingen:
Francke, 1990.
Melling, David. The Kiss That Missed.London: Hodder Children's Books, 2003.
Michaelis, Laura. "Type Shifting in Construction Grammar: An Integrated Approach
to Aspectual Coercion". Cognitiae Linguistics 15.1 (2004.):I-67.
Owen, Wilfred. "Anthem for a Doomed Youth". 1917. The Norton Anthology of of Modern Poetry.2nd ed. New York; London: Norton, 1988.540f.
Watt, Ian. The Riseof the Nooel London: Chatto and Windus, 1952.
ziegeler, Debra. "A word of caution on coercion" . lournal of pragmatics 39.5 (2007): 9901.028.

Contents

Contributors

__--_-VIl

E d i t o r i aN
l ote________-_

- _ __ _ _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ _ _ l X

JunceNSculeeceR
Preface

- -_-_-_1

GssaSreoveru
Introduction: The Cognitive SciencesMeet Literature - And Vice Versa
MemTunNrn
The Mind is an Autocatalvtic Vortex

7

13

PerRrcrcColu HoceN
Before Stories: Anna Kareninaand the Emotional Structure of Lived Time 45
AlexaNorR BeRcs
W h e n c o n c e p t sc l a s h
jUncnNScHTAEGER
T h e M i m e s i sM y t h

__-_--_____________61

_

_____-_-_-_-69

RoNeloSuusrERMAN
Asthetics and the Literary Mind:
Some Thoughts from a Thought Experiment

VeleNrmn CuNNrNGHerr
Figuring
i t O u t_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

81

- _ -_ _ _ _ _ _ - _ _ _ 9 5

GnseSrsoueN
BrainPlots- Neuroscience
and theContemporary
Novel.__________-_-_-___---113
HenssRrGRAses
EncounteringPeopleThroughLiterature
LISA ZUNSHINE
\Alhy Jane Austen Was Different,
Science To See lt ________

___-_-""125

And Why We May Need Cognitive
141

ALAN PALMER

Small IntermentalUnits inLittle Dorrit

163

MaRCusHeRrNeR
Narrative Theory Meets Blending: Multiperspectivity Reconsidered.-_--_-181
RENATEBROSCH
The Secret Self: Reading Minds in the Modernist Short Story:
"The
Lady in the Looking Glass"
Virginia Woolf's

195

ANNI TurnveNN ANo ANurrrs KERN-STAHLER
Metaphor and (Dis)Embodiment: Inside the Autistic Mind

215

Wor-r'ceNc HALLET
The Multimodality of Cultural Experienceand Mental Model
Constructions of Textual Worlds

233

