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Abstract

Coercion effects, including aspectual ones, appear to indicate a modular grammatical architecture,
in which the process of composition may add meanings absent in the syntax in order to ensure
that certain functors, e.g., the progressive operator, receive suitable arguments (Herweg 1991,
Jackendoff 1997, De Swart 1998). In this paper, coercion effects are instead taken as evidence for
the existence of symbolic rules of morphosyntactic combination, which can, in cases of semantic
conflict, shift the designations of lexical items with which they combine. On this account,
enriched composition is a by-product of the ordinary referring behavior of constructions. Thus,
for example, the constraint which requires semantic concord between the syntactic sisters in the
string a bottle is also what underlies the coerced interpretation found in a beer. If this concord
constraint is stated for a rule of morphosyntactic combination, we capture an important
generalization: one combinatory mechanism underlies both coercion and instantiation. Since both
type-selecting constructions (e.g., the French imperfective) and type-shifting constructions (e.g.,
the English progressive) require semantic concord between sisters, we account for the fact that
constructions of both types perform coercion. Differences in the functional ranges of tense
constructions in English and French are attributed to differences in coercion potential rather than
differences in constructional semantics per se. Coercion effects are taken as evidence that
aspectual sensitivity defines not only the French past tense, as described by De Swart (1998),
but also tenses in general, including the English past and present tenses.
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 1. Introduction

Theories of sentence meaning describe the relationship between the meaning of a sentence and the
meanings of the words of that sentence. These theories have long focused on the connection
between the semantic requirements of a lexical head and the type denoted by syntactic
projections of that head. Models of this connection are based upon an assumption which I will
call LEXICAL LICENSING. Lexical licensing holds that content words constrain potential sisterhood
relations by listing the types of complements, adjuncts and specifiers which they either require
or welcome. Rules of syntactic combination assemble heads and their dependent elements into
phrases. These rules do not add conceptual content to that contributed by the words. They do
not denote anything, and therefore they do not alter the combinatory potential of words.

The principle of lexical licensing has proven difficult to reconcile with cases in which
linguistic interpretation requires the interpolation of ÔextraÕ meaningÑwhat Jackendoff (1997a)
refers to as ENRICHED COMPOSITION.  The effects in question are the products of a mechanism
which is commonly called COERCION. Coercion, according to De Swart (1998:360) is
Òsyntactically and morphologically invisible: it is governed by implicit contextual reinterpretation
mechanisms triggered by the need to resolve [semantic] conflictsÓ. Coercion effects have been
identified in nominal syntax (Talmy 1988), verbal aspect (Pustejovsky 1991, Verkuyl 1993, De
Swart 1998), verbal argument structure (Goldberg 1995), and pragmatically specialized sentence
types (Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996).

Coercion effects are of essentially two types. The first type, which I will refer to as
ENDOCENTRIC, involves the resolution of conflict created by an apparent violation of selectional
restrictions imposed by a lexical head, e.g., a verb. A simple example is that in which a semantic
feature of an argument is overridden by the verb semantics, as in the sentence I bent the rock.
Here, the rock is necessarily construed as a nonrigid object, as required by verbal semantics.
More complex examples of this type are those in which nominal arguments receive metonymic
construals in conjunction with certain verbs, as in examples like I began the book, where the book
is construed as an activity prototypically associated with books (Pustejovsky & Bouillon 1995).
The second type, which I will refer to as EXOCENTRIC, is that in which a nonhead, say a
determiner, does something that usually only a head doesÑsemantically restrict the elements
which are candidates for sisterhood (Zwicky 1985, Croft 1996). For example, a mass noun like
beer receives a count construal when it is paired with the indefinite article, as in a beer.1  These
two classes of coercion effects have often been treated together, since both are problems of
functional application, but they have distinct implications for the syntax-semantics interface. The
endocentric cases are in essence merely extended cases of lexical licensing: the relevant semantic
effects on arguments can be attributed to the imposition of semantic requirements by the lexical
head. Exocentric coercion cannot be modeled as lexical licensing. Therefore, it presents a
significant challenge to theories of sentence semantics based upon the projection properties of
lexical words.

The relevant phenomena find a natural account in models based on representational
modularity, e.g., Jackendoff 1997, since in such theories constraints on argument-functor
combinations do not reference syntactic categories like head. There is, however, a broader
construal of exocentric licensing in which the label applies to cases in which no functor-argument
relation can be identified in the syntax. A simple example of this type involves the interpretation
of adjectives in pre- and post-nominal position in Romance languages, including French and
Italian. When not subject to idiomatic readings, prenominal modifiers are nonrestrictive;



4

postnominal modifiers are necessarily nonrestrictive, requiring that the cardinality of the set
denoted by the head noun be greater than one. In French, for example, prenominal placement of
the adjective vieux (ÔoldÕ) in the NP mon vieux papa (Ômy old dadÕ) yields the appropriate
nonrestrictive reading, whereas postnominal placement yields an anomalous restrictive reading, in
which my old father is being contrasted with my other fathers. There is nothing here, other than a
syntactic pattern, which can be held responsible for the effects at issue.2

While aspectual coercion effects, both endocentric and exocentric, uniformly involve
functor-argument combinations, any model which extends to ÔtemplaticÕ or functor-free coercion
will a fortiori provide a mechanism for representing those (syntactic) sisterhood relations which
map to (semantic) functor-argument relations. The model of aspectual meaning which I will
propose here is based upon templates of varying degrees of specificity, in the sense that these
templates may invoke (a) particular grammatical or lexical words or (b) grammatical categories or
(c) both words and grammatical categories. In this model, rules of morphosyntactic combination
can shift the designations of words and alter their combinatory potential.

This model is based upon CONSTRUCTION GRAMMAR  (CG) (Fillmore et al. to appear,
Kay & Fillmore 1999, Zwicky 1994, Goldberg 1995, Michaelis & Lambrecht 1996, Michaelis
1998, Koenig 1999). CG is a sign-based theory of grammar, in which syntactic structures are
directly associated with meanings. Semantic and pragmatic information is provided in the formal
representations of constructions (as typed feature matrices). Syntactic constructions mean what
they mean in the same way that words mean what they mean: they denote. Since word and
construction may denote different types, the meaning of a syntactic construction may conflict
with that of a lexical item with which that construction is combined. In a symbolic model of
syntax, coercion is not merely the resolution of semantic conflict, but is instead the resolution of
conflict between constructional and lexical requirements.3

A compelling treatment of exocentric coercion within a construction-based framework is
GoldbergÕs (1995) study of verbal argument-structure constructions, which focuses on
predications like that in the last sentence of (1):

(1) When a visitor passes through the village, young lamas stop picking up trash to
mug for the camera. A gruff Ôpolice monkÕ barks them back to work. (Newsweek
10/13/97)

This example instantiates a trivalent linking pattern which Goldberg refers to as the Caused
Motion construction. This construction denotes a schematic event in which an agent acts upon a
theme, moving it to a new location. Goldberg argues that examples like (1) undermine the
prevalent assumption that argument structure is projected into syntactic representation from the
lexical verb. The verb bark, unlike, e.g., the verbs put and push, subcategorizes for neither a theme
argument nor a goal argument. Instead, it is a single-argument verb of Ôsound emissionÕ.4 In the
context of the Caused Motion pattern, however, the verb bark receives a construal compatible
with the event type denoted by the construction: barking (or, rather, a single bark) is construed as
the MEANS by which the workers are (metaphorically) propelled from one location (or state) to
another. This construal is compositionally derived, since it involves relating the respective event
types denoted by verb and construction through an INTEGRATION RELATION which belongs to a
constrained (and universal) set. One such relation is the INSTANCE relation. This relation holds
when the verb denotes an instance of the event type denoted by the construction, as when the
verbÕs argument structure is identical to that of the linking construction with which it is
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combined. The verbs put and push bear an instance relation to the Caused Motion construction.
As mentioned, another possibility exists: the verb and construction together may denote a single
complex event type, as when the verb bears a means relation to the event type denoted by the
construction. A necessary condition upon the means relation is proper inclusion of the verbÕs
valence set by the constructionÕs valence set, as when monovalent bark is combined with the
trivalent Caused Motion construction.

GoldbergÕs framework appears to provide a more parsimonious account of examples like
(1) than do those based on lexicalization (conflation) patterns, as proposed by Talmy (1985) and
assumed by Pinker (1989). Rather than analyzing bark in 1 as a coinageÑa new causative
verbÑor assuming a generative (and therefore infinitely expansible) lexicon, the constructional
account assumes only a single verb bark, whose projection properties remain constant across
syntactic contexts. This style of account is possible only insofar as rules of combination are
viewed as meaningful: the event structure denoted by the syntactic pattern is what augments the
repertoire of roles associated with the verb.

The domain of aspect, like that of argument structure, provides examples which are
troublesome to models based on lexical-head licensing and which create difficulty when theorists
attempt to provide semantic definitions for aspectual operators like durational adverbials or the
progressive. Coercion effects in the domain of aspect involve the two major categories EVENT and
STATE (or, equivalently, PERFECTIVE and IMPERFECTIVE). These effects arise from
combinations which are unpredicted by the Aktionsart (inherent lexical aspect) of the lexical verb
or its projection.5 Examples are given in (2-4):

(2) I was outside twice today.
(3) They were bored in ten minutes.
(4) I am living on Pearl Street. 

In each of these examples, we find a stative predication (I be- outside, They be- bored, I live-on
Pearl Street) combining with an operator that is logically compatible only with an eventive
predication. In accordance with HerwegÕs (1991: 976) analysis of frequency adverbials, we can
describe the conflict in (2) as involving applications of a characterizing predicate to an interval.
As per the model, we interpret stative predications as properties of the intervals for which they
are asserted to obtain: P (t). Since I be- outside is a SUBINTERVAL predication (in the sense of
Bennett & Partee 1973), the predicate can apply infinitely to the interval which is its argument,
since all subintervals of the argument interval have subparts as well. Therefore, the application of
the predicate to the interval is infinite and cannot be enumerated, as by a frequency adverb.

The conflict in (3) involves a clash between the semantics of state predications and the
semantics of time-span adverbs. Time-span adverbs are interpreted according to the logic of
containment; the containment schema licenses upward entailment and downward compatibility.
If, for example, I finished a particular task within ten minutes, I also finished it within 20
minutes. And if in fact I finished the task within five minutes, I could still truthfully assert that I
had finished it in ten minutes. This pattern of reasoning is inverted in the case of assertions
involving intervals of states, which are downward entailing and upward compatible. It is upward
compatibility which is crucial here. Owing to the subinterval property, any interval at which a
state holds can also be a subinterval of a larger interval at which that same state holds. For
example, the sentence He was in London yesterday can always be interpreted in such a way that
the state of his being in London is not circumscribed by (and in fact contains) the temporal
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boundaries denoted by yesterday. The in-phrase of duration entailsÑby the logic of
containmentÑthat the situation denoted is circumscribed by the expressed interval. Since state
predications can always overflow the boundaries of an interval, they cannot be ÔcontainedÕ. They
are therefore logically incompatible with in-phrases of duration.

Sentence (4) exemplifies a classic problem in the analysis of the progressive. It is
generally accepted that the progressive is a stativizer; stativity tests like those offered by Vlach
(1981) substantiate this view. For example, a progressively reported situation in a past-tense
main clause is necessarily viewed as having obtained prior to a past action reported in a when-
clause. This is shown in (5), which can be compared with both (6) and (7):

(5) We were playing cards when she came in.
(6) We were asleep when she came in.
(7) We got up when she came in.

The progressive main clause in (5) entails that card playing was going on prior to her arrival. This
entailment is analogous to that of the stative main clause in (6): sleeping was going on prior to her
arrival. Sentence (7) contains a perfective main clause. Accordingly, it does not denote a situation
which began prior to the past reference time: the getting-up event FOLLOWS her arrival. Hence,
progressive sentences can be modeled as imperfective sentences. As a phase-denoting aspect in
the sense of Coseriu 1976, the progressive picks out a proper subpart of an event. In accordance
with Mittwoch (1988), I assume that this subpart is a portion of a PROCESS. This process may
be an activity (like playing cards), in which case it is denoted by the gerundial VP complement, or
it may be the process which leads up to a change of state, in which case it is entailed by the
semantics of the event denoted by the VP complement. In either case, the proper subpart of the
process which the progressive predication denotes counts as a state, since it is construed at a
level of granularity which secures its internal homogeneity (see Langacker 1991 for a visual
analogy). All times at which this state holds are times at which the process goes on.6 Since
processes are event-type predicates, the analysis that I have just given is compatible with the
generally accepted model of the function of the progressive: it maps an event predication into a
state predication which represents a subpart of that event. On this understanding, a stative
predication like I live- on Pearl Street does not provide the proper input for the progressive
operator.

The problem, of course, is that the examples in (2-4) are well-formed sentences of
English. These examples appear to invalidate the idea that aspectual operators like frequency
adverbials have a unitary function. If frequency adverbials number applications of an event-type
predicate, they require event predications as arguments. How can we prove that they are so
constrained in the face of examples like (2)? There are four crucial observations to be made about
the examples in (2-4).

First, the application of a given aspectual operator is not contingent upon the presence of
an appropriate situation-type argument, since the argument can adapt to the requirements of the
functor. This fact makes it difficult for us to understand the functor-argument relationship in
terms of ÔfitÕ, since it forces us to discard certain otherwise appropriate analogiesÑkeys, for
example, cannot in general alter the shapes of locks. The context-creating effect of aspectual
operators is a special case of coercion which Herweg (1991) describes as IMPLICIT QUANTIZING.
Implicit quantizing is a type of enriched composition in which the particular aspectual operator
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takes as input a pragmatically enriched representation (see also Bickel 1997). Herweg contrasts
implicit and explicit quantizing as follows:

There are two means of quantizing a state: either by explicitly assigning a duration to the
state or by implicitly taking a maximum period at which the state continuously holds. I
call such a maximum period of a state a ÔphaseÕ of a state. Explicit quantizing is done with
the help of durational adverbials. [...] It is part of the semantics of durational adverbials
that they map state predicates into event-type predicates. [...] In contrast, the latter,
implicit, way of quantizing is noncompositional in nature. It is in general forced by the
presence of expressions semantically restricted to event-type expressions as arguments,
such as count adverbials [...], and serves to adjust the interpretation of a state expression
to the context in which it is embedded. (p. 976)

Implicit quantizing allows us to preserve restrictive input conditions on the three
aspectual operators, but the cost appears to be circularity, since a given aspectual operator must
not only operate on the output of an inference rule, but also trigger the very inference rule which
is responsible for its ability to apply. BickelÕs account of aspectual coercion effects appears to
eliminate this circularity by providing an independently motivated characterization of the
associated inference patternsÑas Gricean informativeness or quality implicatures (1997:
118)Ñand yet implicit quantizing as exemplified in (2-4) is not plausibly analyzed as originating
in a generalized implicature: as an implication it is neither detachable nor obviously defeasible.

Second, coercion cases involving temporal adjuncts (frame and frequency adjuncts), as in
(2-3), suggest that lexical-head licensing is too restrictive as an account of the aspectual data, and
that a reverse direction of licensing is required as well.  In the case of (2), for example, it would
make no sense to claim that the stative lexical head be (or any of its syntactic projections)
licenses the frequency adjunct twice, because the Aktionsart of be conflicts with the aspectual
requirements of the adjunct. Instead, it appears that the adjunct selects for a particular Aktionsart
class, and modulates the aspectual construal of the verb accordingly. 

Third, the examples in (2-4) show that aspectual coercion effects are both exocentric (as
in the case of the temporal adjuncts) and endocentric, as in the case of the progressive. In the case
of the progressive, the auxiliary head be selects for a gerundial VP complement of the appropriate
aspectual class, forcing a perfective (activity) reading in cases like (4). The conclusion we can
draw from this is that aspectual operators do not have a uniform syntactic characterization: the
semantic head of a construction may be the syntactic head, as in (4), or it may not be, as in (2-3).

Fourth, the examples in (2-4) show that coercion effects arise from two distinct types of
aspectual operators. The first class of operators, which De Swart views as type selectors
analogous to determiners (pp. 368-369), do not change the aspectual class of the verb or its
projection, but merely requires an argument of a given situation type. This type is exemplified by
the two temporal adjuncts in (2-3). The second type belongs to the system of operators
described by Herweg (1991: 969) as mapping Òstate types onto event types and vice versaÓ.
This type is exemplified by the progressive. What is important for our purposes is that both
aspect-shifting operators and aspect-selecting operators can modulate the aspectual properties of
the situation radicals with which they are combined.

It is my contention here that the constructional model captures each of these facts in a
general and revealing way. It does so by bringing syntax and semantics together. First, the
constructional framework provides an integrated (nonmodular) account of the mechanism through
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which aspectual operators create interpretive contexts: implicit quantizing is the result of
reconciling the meaning of a morphosyntactic construction with the meaning of the verb which
combines with that construction. Both the verb and the construction denote situation types, and
the verb shifts its designation as the construction requires. As a result, the constructional account
of coercion is highly parsimonious: rather than representing a special form of composition (as per
Jackendoff 1997a), coercion effects are by-products of the ordinary significations of
constructions.

Second, the constructional account avoids the need for the kinds of semantico-pragmatic
ÔpatchesÕ required by the lexical-licensing model, since it is the construction, rather than a lexical
head, which determines combinatory possibilities for a given open-class element. Thus, for
example, the template which licenses frequency adverbs combines with a perfective verb. While
the frequency-adverb construction ÔcountsÕ as a verbal projection (and has a verbal head), the
verbal head merely determines (external) syntactic category, not (internal) subcategorization. In
place of (unilateral) subcategorization, there is (bilateral) semantic concord. In the frequency-
adverb construction, the adverbial adjunct calls for a perfective sister, just as the verb licenses a
frequency adverbial within its valence set. The formal mechanism which represents this mutual
Ôcalling forÕ or invocation function is unification. In the particular case of the frequency-adverb
construction, unification indices connect the lexical verb with an event variable in the semantic
representation of the adverb, ensuring semantic concord between the verb and its adverbial sister.

Third, the constructional model captures the two types of coercion effects, exocentric and
endocentric. As stated above, there is no necessary relationship between being a syntactic head
and being a semantic functor, and licensing behavior is not taken as a priori evidence of syntactic
head status. What counts is the aspectual restriction placed by the construction on the verb with
which it combines. Since combination in unification grammar has nothing per se to do with phrase
building, the syntactic head is not privileged in the sense of being a ÔcoreÕ constituent.

Fourth, the fact that there are two sources of coercion effects is a highly motivated fact,
when we consider the properties which are shared by type-selecting constructions (like Indefinite
Determination) and type-shifting constructions (like the Progressive). Both kinds of
constructions denote types, whether entities or events, and place constraints upon the lexically
expressed types with which they combine. These constraints give rise to type shifts when
conflict resolution is required: word meanings accommodate to the meanings of constructions
with which they are combined.

In order to more fully motivate the constructional account of aspectual coercion, I will
contrast it to a compelling modular model of aspectual coercion effects which involves the
interpolation of coercion operators in semantic representation. I will focus upon accounts of this
nature offered by Jackendoff (1997a) and De Swart (1998). In section 2, I will argue that although
such accounts avoid the pitfalls of lexical-licensing approaches, they do not provide a constrained
model of coercion, since they are not anchored in morphosyntax. In section 3, I will describe the
alternative, construction-based model and its unification-based implementation, choosing as
illustrations both constructions which build phrases, e.g., noun phrases, and those which merely
determine lexical valence, e.g., argument-structure constructions. Many such constructions are
templatic, in the sense that they lack all lexical content, and therefore cannot be said to express
any functor-argument relation. For this reason, I will argue, coercion by construction is not
merely the syntactic analog of coercion by operator interpolation. However, as we will see, the
combination of a construction and a lexical item is analogous to application of a functor to an
argument in a more general sense: in cases of semantic conflict, the latter accommodates to the
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former, rather than vice versa. This fundamental asymmetry is captured by an interpretive
constraint which I will formulate as the Override Principle. In section 4, I will model a
representative set of aspectual constructions, focusing not only on aspectual adjuncts (e.g.,
frequency adverbials) and periphrastic aspects (e.g., the Progressive and Perfect constructions),
but also inflectionally expressed aspectual categories like the French Imparfait, as described by
De Swart (1998) and Michaelis (1998). Following De Swart, I will treat these inflectional
categories as aspectually sensitive tenses. However, I will reject the viewÑimplicit in De SwartÕs
modelÑthat aspectual sensitivity is a property of certain tense operators in certain languages.
Instead, I will argue, aspectual selection is what tense constructionsÑincluding, for example, the
English past tenseÑintrinsically do. In section 5, I will conclude with observations about the
relevance of the constructional model to semantic theory, and in particular to the question of
whether coercion effects are or are not compositional.

2. Coercion as Operator Insertion

Jackendoff (1997a: 49) proposes that syntactically transparent composition, as represented by
the lexical-licensing approach, is a default within a wider array of options, which he refers to as
ENRICHED COMPOSITION. The aspect of enriched composition which pertains to the modeling of
coercion effects is described as follows:

The conceptual structure of a sentence may contain, in addition to the conceptual content
of its LCSs [lexical-conceptual structures], other material that is not expressed lexically,
but that must be present in conceptual structure [...] in order to achieve well-formedness
in the composition of the LCSs into conceptual structure. (ibid)

This model provides an elegant way of talking about coercion cases like that involving the
indefinite article, e.g., a beer. When an entity in conceptual structure is not a suitable argument
for a functor, F

The process of composition interpolates a Òcoercing functionÓ G to create instead the
structure F(G(X)), where X is a suitable argument for G, and G(X) is a suitable argument
for F. (p. 53)

In the case at hand, the coercing function would have the effect of deriving a count type from a
mass type, making beer a suitable argument for the operator represented by the indefinite article.
The interpolated-function model successfully extricates the two head properties mentioned
aboveÑthat of being a syntactic head, i.e., determining the distributional properties of the
phrasal projection, and that of being a semantic head, i.e., calling for an argument of a particular
type (Zwicky 1985, Croft 1996). In other words, the indefinite article, while it does not
determine the syntactic distribution of its phrasal projection, can nevertheless be said to Ôask forÕ
a nominal sister denoting a bounded entity. The interpolated function would have the effect of
providing the required type of argument for the indefinite article. Thus, for example, the
determiner some, which requires an unbounded entity as its argument, can trigger the
interpolation of an operator whose effect is to derive an unbounded type from a bounded one, as
in some fish. (De SwartÕs 1998 model of coercion effects is relevantly similar.)
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In representing the semantic constraints imposed by nonheads, enriched composition
makes it possible to describe a wider array of interpretive phenomena than does strict
composition alone. However, on JackendoffÕs account, there no obvious relationship between
strict and enriched composition. The two models of interpretation are different in kind, since
enriched representations do not appear to owe anything to the syntactic configurations in which
the particular functor appears. Jackendoff makes clear that enriched composition is an operation
which occurs at conceptual structureÑone which he admits considerably complicates the
interface between syntactic structure and conceptual structure (p. 50). The enriched-composition
model therefore appears to violate a criterion on semantic theory that Jackendoff himself has
advocated: the GRAMMATICAL CONSTRAINT. This constraint holds that syntactic structure
encodes semantic structure efficiently, and that therefore the two levels should be represented
isomorphically (Jackendoff 1983: 14).

If we abide by the grammatical constraint, we must assume that enriched composition,
like strict composition, is a direct product of the interpretive instructions provided by syntax.
That is, we would assume that the constraint which requires semantic concord between the
syntactic sisters in the string a bottle is also what underlies the coerced interpretation found in a
beer. If this concord constraint is stated for a rule of morphosyntactic combination, we capture
an important generalization: one combinatory mechanism underlies both coercion and
instantiation. Under the proposal that enriched composition is syntactic, the operation of
coercion effects is constrained in a way that it is not otherwise. Jackendoff recognizes the
constraint problem. He observes that there is a need to delimit the class of coercion operators and
constrain their operation. In particular, he observes:

In designing a logical language, it would be bizarre to sprinkle it so liberally with special
purpose devices. What is it about the design of natural language that allows us to leave so
many idiosyncratic bits of structure unexpressed, using, as it were, conventionalized
abbreviations? (p. 67).

He also raises the possibility that rules of enriched composition might Òinsert arbitrary material
into arbitrary arrangementsÓ (ibid). De Swart (1998:361) seeks to avoid such overgeneration by
assuming that a coercion operator is introduced only when there is a trigger for it. This strategy
leads one to question what the triggers are. De Swart does not identify them, but throughout her
exposition the triggers are specific linguistic expressions, e.g., durational adverbials like for eight
hours, which when combined with a perfective predication like John play- the sonata trigger the
insertion of an imperfectivizing operator, whose natural interpretation in this context involves
iteration. Another trigger assumed by De Swart is progressive morphology. Progressivized
statives, like Susan is liking this play, require the interpolation of a coercion operator, Csd, which
converts the state radical Susan like- this play into a dynamic one. The dynamic variable obtained
by coercion is appropriate input for the progressive operator, while a state variable would not be
(p. 363). 

The operator-based model of coercion provides an explicit model of the relevant effects
using type-shifting operators of a motivated nature. As De Swart observes (p. 360),  linguists
generally refer to mappings between the two ÒsupercategoriesÓ of event and state when
describing the functions of aspectual expressions like the progressive and perfect periphrases and
durational adverbials (see also Herweg 1991). The operator-based model also allows for a
compositional semantics of coercion, although not one based on strict lexical licensing, in which
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elements within a phrase are licensed only by a syntactic head, as a perfective verb licenses a
frequency adverbial like twice. The primary problem with operator-based models of coercion is
the extremely powerful indexing mechanism which they seem to require. By enabling a given
(linguistically expressed) operator to invoke a given coercion operator on an Ôas neededÕ basis we
do not thereby ensure that that this coercion operator will appear only where needed. What, for
example, is to prevent an imperfectivizing operator from applying to an event radical where it
should not? What is to prevent us from proposing, for example, that it has applied in the
interpretation of a sentence like John played the sonata last night, yielding a (highly implausible)
iterative reading? Coercion effects may be morphosyntactically invisible, but if their
representation owes nothing to morphosyntax it is not obvious how one can constrain the
application of the operators used to model the effects.

An additional aspect of the indexing problem involves GAPS in the system of coercion
operators. The modular approach to coercion cannot obviously account for the failure of a given
language to employ a given aspectual coercion operator. De Swart points out (p. 363, fn. 12) that
English lacks an ÔimperfectivizingÕ coercion operator Cds, and attributes this gap to the fact that
English lacks grammatically expressed aspectual operators that require nondynamic eventualities
as input. If an approach is truly modular, however, the existence of an element of semantic
representation should not depend upon facts about the grammatical inventory. Modularity
further prevents us from using morphosyntactic facts as a basis for distinguishing among
elements of semantic representation. While De Swart draws several principled distinctions
between morphosyntactically expressed eventuality-type shifters (e.g., the progressive) and
coercion operators (p. 360), in semantic representation the two types of functors are per force
identical, whatever ad hoc notational conventions one might use to distinguish them. In light of
the foregoing considerations, it seems reasonable to abandon approaches in which coercion takes
place in a Ôsemantics moduleÕ. Since construction-based models of syntax have already been
shown to provide concrete models of exocentric licensing phenomena, including those involving
argument structure, it is a short intuitive leap to the conclusion that aspectual coercion effects
arise from the interpretive instructions provided by symbolic syntactic patterns.

3. Coercion via Construction: Concord and Shift Constructions

My central claim in this paper is that coercion effects, including aspectual ones, come from the
modulation of lexical meaning by constructions with which those lexical items combine. The
mechanism used to model the combination of constructions with lexical items is UNIFICATION, as
described by Fillmore et al. to appear, and Kay & Fillmore 1999. Unification of constructions can
grossly be described in terms of a metaphor involving the superimposition of slides. A lexical
entry can be superimposed upon a construction (or vice versa) as long as the semantic and
syntactic specifications on each slide Òshow throughÓÑthat is, provided there is no conflict
among the specifications on the slides in the stack. The specifications take the form of attribute-
value matrices: a list of syntactic (syn) and semantic (sem) attributes (both relational and
intrinsic) with exactly one value assigned to each (including the value [ ], or unspecified).7 Among
the values of the sem attribute are the attributes INDEX and FRAME. The value of the index
attribute is the referential index of the expression. The value of the frame attribute is the set of
relations and participant roles which jointly define the type of the expression. The constructions
themselves are represented as box diagrams. Each box corresponds to a node in a tree-structure
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representation, and contains an attribute-value matrix. In a branching construction, a lexical entry
unifies with a single daughter box within the construction. The topmost attribute-value matrix of
the construction represents the external syntax and semantics of the constructionÑthat is, what
instances of this construction Òcount asÓ. The traditional conception of a lexical headÑas the
determinant of the syntactic category and semantic type of its projectionÑplays a limited role in
this model, as a default.8 Accordingly, lexical licensing is replaced by constructional licensing;
constructions, rather than lexical items, are the determinants of valency.

Unification is used to represent a semantic dependency between two or more types
which figure in the statement of a construction. When there is a concord requirement within a
branching construction, the two daughter boxes will contain identical atomic values for the
relevant attributes. When a range of values is possible, a concord requirement will be indicated by
a unification variable, a numbered pound sign # preceding the empty brackets, e.g., #1. For
example, each of the two daughter constituents in the Determination construction (the article and
the nominal head) carries the attribute-value pair plural #[ ]  (Fillmore et al. to appear: ch. 3). This
concord requirement rules out such tokens as * these person and * this persons. Functor-argument
relations are represented by the VALENCE attribute. The value of the valence attribute is the set
of arguments which a lexical daughter (or its projection) requires, with intrinsic and relational
information given for each member of the valence set. An argument of a functor (e.g., a verb) is
represented as the daughter which unifies semantically with a member of the valence set of its
sister, the functor. In the case of functors which are expressed by nonprojectable syntactic
categories, e.g., affixes and determiners, the valence set will have a cardinality of one. While some
implementations of unification-based Construction Grammar, e.g., Kay & Fillmore 1999 (as
described in fn. 3), equate any failure of unification with ill formedness, I assume a coercion
mechanism whereby constructional requirements (e.g., semantic constraints upon the head
daughter) Ôwin outÕ over lexical features when the lexical item and construction have different
values for a given attribute. This accommodation mechanism will be described as the Override
Principle below.

As mentioned in section 1 above, we distinguish between two major types of
constructions: those which SELECT for a particular lexical category and those which SHIFT the
designation of a particular lexical category. I will refer to constructions of the former type as
CONCORD CONSTRUCTIONS, and constructions of the latter type as SHIFT CONSTRUCTIONS.
This distinction is based on TalmyÕs seminal 1988 paper, ÒThe Relation of Grammar to
CognitionÓ. In that paper, Talmy focuses on universal differences in the inventory of concepts
expressed by open- versus closed-class elements, and in particular on the nature of the semantic
interaction between grammatical and lexical elements. Three major claims of that paper are
relevant here. First, grammatical (closed-class) forms (e.g., determiners, inflectional markers) are
meaning-bearing elements. Second, their meanings are distinct from those of open-class (lexical)
elements. And third, their meanings may CONFLICT with those of open-class elements with
which they are combined. Examples of conflict involving determination are given in boldface in
(8-9):

(8) She had a beer.
(9) Give me some blanket!

In each of these examples, a functor takes an inappropriate argument, e.g., a count term in (9), but
the result is coherent. Since we presumably do not wish to admit unrestrained lexical polysemy,
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we avoid positing special ad hoc noun senses in such cases, e.g., a mass term blanket in the case
of (9). Talmy, and many others, have proposed a general principle which I will describe here as
the OVERRIDE  PRINCIPLE. This is given in (10):

 (10) The Override Principle. If a lexical item is semantically incompatible with its
syntactic context, the meaning of the lexical item conforms to the meaning of the
structure in which it is embedded.

Principle (10) underlies the interpretive phenomenon which Talmy refers to as IMPLICIT
CONVERSION. Implicit conversion is a SIDE EFFECT of the ordinary semiotic function of
grammatical markers like the indefinite article. On this understanding, implicit conversion is
identical to the coercion effects described by Jackendoff, De Swart and others. However,
principle (10) targets a broader array of phenomena than does TalmyÕs model or those models
which are based on the interpolation of coercion operators. Notice that principle (10) refers to
semantic incompatibility between a lexical item and its syntactic context, rather than merely to
the lack of conformity between a particular lexical item and a given grammatical formative, e.g.,
the indefinite article. If, as in construction-based semantics, grammatical formatives like the
indefinite article are seen as the semantic heads of (partially lexically filled) constructions (see
Figure 1 below), then grammatical formatives are also grammatical constructions, and the
Override Principle subsumes the classic cases of coercion (implicit conversion). However, the
principle in (10) is also intended to apply to cases of coercion which cannot plausibly be
analyzed in terms of functor-argument relations. One such case is given in (11):

(11) You have apple on your shirt.

In (11), the word apple denotes a mass type which it would not ordinarily denote. What is the
source of that coerced interpretation? There is no determiner or modifier which calls for it. The
verbal sister of the nominal, have, cannot be said to coerce the mass interpretation either, since
this verb does not select for a mass type. Instead, the coerced interpretation arises from the fact
that a grammatical-function role assigned by the verb is filled by a bare nominal. The licensing
relationship between a given verb and a nominal which expresses an internal argument of that
verb is represented by the VP construction, described by Fillmore et al. to appear: ch. 5. The VP
construction licenses combinations containing a lexical head verb and one or more phrasal
complements, whether these are arguments or adjuncts. The VP label is taken literally: an
intransitive verb like disappear, would, in the absence of adjuncts, simply unify directly with the
Subject-Predicate construction (The problem disappeared) rather than representing both a lexical
verb and a verb phrase, as required by traditional XÕ-based models. The VP construction captures
lexical projection by providing that the valence set of the lexical verb is a subset (potentially a
proper subset) of the valence value of the VP construction. The VP construction requires that all
sisters of the head verb represent MAXIMAL  categories.9 Maximal nouns are those which refer, in
the sense of introducing existentially quantified or anaphorically linked variables into semantic
representation. Since maximality is a lexical feature, a noun will be marked for one of three
maximality values in the lexicon, depending upon lexical class. If a lexical noun is to unify directly
with the VP construction, it must either bear the lexical feature [+maximal] (as does a pronoun) or
have no value for the maximality feature. The only lexical nouns which are unmarked for
maximality are those which denote mass types (Fillmore et al. to appear: ch. 3). Via feature co-
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occurrence restrictions, a negative value for the feature BOUNDED entails an UNSPECIFIED value
for maximality. This type of underspecification is used to capture the fact that a mass noun may
serve either as a grammatical function via direct unification with one of several instantiation
constructions, e.g., the VP construction, or as a sister in one of several determination
constructions, e.g., Definite Determination. What this means is that a noun can combine the VP
construction only if this noun designate an unbounded (mass) type. Since the noun apple
designates a bounded type, it must shift its designation in order to unify with the VP
construction, as in (11). Thus, the mass interpretation in (11) involves the resolution of conflict
between the meaning of a word and the meaning of a syntactic pattern. This conflict is resolved in
favor of the meaning of the syntactic pattern, as per the Override Principle. It is the construction,
rather than the semantic valency of a particular functor, which instructs the interpreter to
construct a mass interpretation of apple in (11).

Another type of licensing relationship which is mediated by a construction within the CG
framework is the relationship between a verb and the thematic roles which that verb assigns. The
relevant constructions are the argument-structure constructions, as described by Goldberg (1995)
and discussed in section 1 above. These constructions are the source of mismatches between the
event type denoted by the head verb and the event type denoted by the sentence. An example of
such a mismatch is given in (12):

(12) It worked, sir! We bored them right out of the game. (Marcie, Peanuts 10/97)

In (12), the verb bore, which is otherwise a bivalent verb licensing stimulus and experiencer roles,
assigns an agent, a theme, and a goal. Accordingly, the sentence has a construal in which boring
people is the means by which their motion is effected. Under GoldbergÕs model, this meaning
results from the combination of the verb bore with an argument-structure construction which
denotes causation of a change of state. The valence set licensed by this construction properly
includes the valence set licensed by the verb. The combination of verb and construction results in
augmentation of the verbal valence, and reconstrual of the verbÕs arguments according to the
Semantic Coherence Principle: compatible thematic roles are fused. The nonfused thematic roles
are those contributed exclusively by the construction (Goldberg 1995: 50-51). It is only once we
accept the idea that a syntactic pattern may denote an event type that we can speak of such a
pattern as assigning thematic roles above and beyond those contributed by the verb.

While we have focused on mismatches like (12) in motivating GoldbergÕs theory,
INSTANCES play a crucial role as well. Instances are predications in which the projection
properties of the verb and of the construction are identical. Instances constitute no challenge to
lexical-head licensing. In the case of the causative construction exemplified in (12), predications
whose head verb is the causative verb put are instances, as in, e.g., She put them outside. The
argument structure of put is identical to that of the construction. The very fact that instances
exist suggests that mismatches are appropriately treated as cases of coercion. This in turn
suggests the appropriateness of an analogy between argument-structure constructions and
functors like the indefinite articleÑan analogy which Goldberg exploits when she identifies
constructions with closed-class expressions (pp. 39-43). For our purposes, the fact that
argument-structure patterns create coerced interpretations provides further evidence that the
Override Principle is best stated in terms of word-construction interactions, rather than functor-
argument relations alone. There is no particular functor involved in coercion cases like (12).
Instead, the modulation of meaning is the result of the verbÕs conformity to a linking pattern.
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Formally, these linking patterns are verb-level constructions which are ÔsuperimposedÕ
upon the lexical entries of verbs. This unification has the effect of augmenting what Fillmore et al.
(to appear) refer to as the MINIMAL VALENCE of the verb (the repertoire of semantic roles
licensed by the verb). When a verbÕs lexical entry unifies with one or more linking constructions
the result is a FULLY SPECIFIED verbal valence, in which each semantic role of the verb is assigned
a grammatical function. Crucially, as we have seen, the theta frame licensed by the construction
may properly include that licensed by the verb. Figure 1 combines compatible proposals of
Fillmore et al. (to appear: ch. 8) and Goldberg (1995: ch. 7):
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Figure 1. The Caused-Motion construction

As shown in Figure 1, the Caused-Motion construction specifies only one argument linking: the
thematic role of goal is linked to an oblique grammatical function. The linking of the remaining
arguments depends upon whether this construction unifies with the Passive constuction or the
Active construction. These two linking constructions are mutually incompatible. The Passive
construction requires that the highest-ranking thematic role be linked to an oblique grammatical
function. The Active construction requires that a nondistinguished argument (i.e., non highest-
ranking argument) be linked to the Object grammatical function. In either case, the highest-ranking
unlinked role will receive the Subject grammatical function, which must be assigned to one
argument, as per the Subject Principle (Fillmore et al. to appear: ch. 8). What is relevant for our
purposes here is the attribute integrate, whose value is the set of verb-construction integration
relations licensed by the construction. As described by Goldberg (1995: ch. 7), the Caused-
Motion construction permits both instance and means relations. The particular relation selected
is determined by the verb itself. As mentioned, verbs which are instances of the constructional
semantics, e.g., make, license a theta frame identical to that of the construction. Verbs which have
a means relation to the construction license a valence set which is properly included by the
constructionÕs valence set. This is the case in (12). We view (12) as a case of coercion simply
because the Caused-Motion construction, like the indefinite article, can and typically does merely
exhibit semantic concord with the open-class element which combines with it. In (12), concord is
ÔforcedÕ, via the Override Principle, as is the count reading of the noun pudding in the nominal
construct a pudding. Concord, or the achievement of concord, involves valence matching in the
argument-structure case. This means that we must recognize concord requirements as facts about
grammatical patterns, not merely functors. Accordingly, we will view coercion effects through
the lens of the constructional framework, while understanding that many such effects can also be
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seen as involving the resolution of conflict between the requirements of a given functor and the
particular element with which that functor is paired.

Whether framed in terms of constructions or functor-argument relations, a theory of
coercion must capture the difference between implicit and explicit type shifting, the latter of
which is referred to by Talmy as EXPLICIT CONVERSION. Explicit conversion is not a side effect
but a function that the grammatical construction is designed to perform. Explicit conversion is
described in (13):

(13) Explicit conversion. A shift in the designation of a lexical item (or its projection)
by a grammatical construction with which that lexical expression is conventionally
combined.

Examples of explicit conversion are given in (14-15):

(14) She took a piece of bread.
(15) They bought pencils.

In (14), the Partitive construction is used to express a count type which constitutes a portion of
a mass type.10 In (15), the Plural construction is used to denote an unbounded plexity whose
subunits are of the type denoted by the syntactic head. In construction-based syntax, TalmyÕs
meaning-bearing grammatical units like the plural suffix are seen as the semantic heads of
PARTIALLY LEXICALLY FILLED CONSTRUCTIONS.

Again, as in the case of implicit conversion, we have reason to describe explicit conversion
with respect to constructions rather than merely with respect to functor-argument relations. The
reason again involves argument-structure constructions. The Way-construction, described in detail
by Levin & Rapoport (1988), Jackendoff (1990), Goldberg (1995) and Israel (1996), among
others, provides an example of explicit conversion involving the augmentation of verbal valency.
Examples of this construction are given in (16-17):

(16) She talked her way into the shareholdersÕ meeting.

(17) [A ]nyone who has ever had the occasion to observe the average American family
as they snack their way toward the departure gate[...] (Fran Lebowitz, Vanity Fair
10/97)

The meaning of the Way-construction, as described by the aforementioned authors, involves the
motion of an agent creating a path by means of some activity or in a particular mannerÑin the
case of (16-17), talking and snacking, respectively. The verbal head, an intransitive, denotes an
activity which does not involve directed motion (e.g., neither talking nor snacking involve directed
motion). The event denoted by the construction is an act of motion along a path. There is no verb
which licenses a theta frame identical to that of the Way-construction. In fact, verbs which do
denote directed motion inherently are not welcomed by the construction, as shown in (18-19):

(18) ??He walked his way into the meeting.
(19) ??She ran her way along the shore.
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What this means is that the Way-construction is inherently a type-shifting device, since the event
type denoted by the construction is always distinct from that denoted by the verb with which
the construction combines. In Figure 2, I give a representation of the Way-construction which
reflects its role as a type-shifting device: the set of verb-construction integration relations does
not include the instance relation:
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Figure 2. The Way-construction

We will have cause to observe that constructions which perform explicit conversion
typically perform this function in a quasi-iconic fashion. These constructions are generally
phrasal, and the phrase contains a head and a complement of distinct types. The head determines
the type denoted by the construction. The Partitive and Progressive constructions, as we will
see, conform to this description. However, our brief examination of the Way-construction has
shown that explicit conversion via construction does not require the existence of a sisterhood
relation. Explicit conversion entails only that the construction denotes a type distinct from that
denoted by the lexical (open-class) expression with which the construction combines.

Keeping in mind the broader picture of type shifting which we have developed in our
examination of two argument-structure constructions, we can now turn to those (branching)
constructions which most closely resemble aspectual constructions, nominal constructions. I will
briefly discuss three representative constructions: INDEFINITE DETERMINATION, PLURAL and
PARTITIVE . These formulations are based on those in Fillmore et al. (to appear: ch. 3).
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Figure 3. The Indefinite Determination construction

The Indefinite Determination construction is shown in Figure 3. The article has a valence
requirement calling for a noun which carries certain values for the attributes boundedness,
configuration and number. These values must match those of the nominal sister. The nominal
sister is the syntactic head, but the article restricts the semantic type of its nominal sister. How
do we represent a NP like a bottle? We say that this string instantiates the construction: the input
lexical item shares semantic feature values with the construction. How do we model a coercion
effect like the NP a beer? This is a case in which the concord requirement holding between the
daughters is violated. In accordance with the Override Principle, the relevant feature values of the
input noun will change to those required by the construction. The means that a nominal like beer
will receive a [count+] value in combination with the Indefinite Determination construction.
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Figure 4. The Plural construction
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The Plural construction is shown in Figure 4.11 The plural suffix, like the indefinite article,
has a valence requirement which calls for a nominal having particular values for the attributes
boundedness, configuration and number. The nominal sister shows these same values. Here, the
functorÕs requirements are captured through unification of the semantic features of functor and
argument. However, there is no case in which the input lexical item and the construction itself
will share all values for the relevant sem features. (By relevant here I mean the set of sem features
which excludes the referential index.) This construction shifts the BOUNDEDNESS value of the
input noun to [bounded-], producing forms like bottles. However, this construction has
something crucial in common with constructions like Indefinite Determination: it requires
semantic concord between its two daughters with regard to the boundedness, configuration, and
number attributes. When the input noun does not match the semantic feature values requested by
the plural suffix, we have coercion, as in beers. As per the Override Principle, conflict is resolved
in favor of grammatical meaning. A similar point can be made with regard to the Partitive
construction, whose representation is given in Figure 5:
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Figure 5. The Partitive construction

This construction denotes a count type which is a portion of a mass type. The mass type
is expressed by an undetermined nominal which is a prepositional object. Thus, for example, the
NP a cup of tea expresses a unit of what would otherwise be a mass type. This is explicit
conversion. This construction also performs implicit conversion, as a predictable side effect of
semantic unification requirements. Implicit conversion (or, equivalently, coercion) is illustrated
by constructs like a shred of blanket. The noun blanket, ordinarily a count noun, is implicitly
reconstrued as a mass type in the context of the Partitive construction. This is so because the
partitive preposition of  has a valence requirement calling for a nominal type which is [bounded-].
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Concord between the ÔinputÕ nominal and the valence requirement of the preposition of, which is
mandated by the Partitive construction, requires an override of the [bounded+] value of the input
nominal. This results in the mass construal, as per the Override Principle.12

Constructions that inherently perform type shifts differ from those which do not
inherently do so. We capture this difference by assuming the aforementioned distinction between
concord constructions and shift constructions. These two categories are defined in (20-21):

(20) Concord construction. A construction which denotes the same kind of entity or
event as the lexical expression with which it is combined. In the case of branching
constructions, the construction and its lexical daughter have the same values for
the relevant semantic features. EXAMPLES : The Caused-Motion construction,
Indefinite Determination, some-determination.13

(21) Shift construction. A construction which denotes a different kind of entity or
event from the lexical expression with which it is combined. In the case of
branching constructions, the construction and its lexical daughter have different
values for the relevant semantic features. EXAMPLES : The Way construction,
Partitive, Plural.

Table 1 compares the two types of constructions. It shows that the two types overlap in
function, since both types perform implicit conversion. Why should this overlap exist? In the
case of functor-argument relations, as represented in the construction-based framework by
sisterhood, the basis of this overlap is easy to see. Both concord and shift constructions have
unification requirements which involve semantic agreement between daughters.14 Since the
Override Principle, as a constraint on conflict resolution, is potentially operative wherever a
construction cross-lists semantic requirements, the principle necessarily applies to shift
constructions as well.15

CONSTRUCTION TYPE Implicit conversion Explicit conversion
Concord constructions yes (via (10)) no
Shift constructions yes (via (10)) yes

Table 1. Comparison of the two types of constructions

The nominal constructions discussed in this section involve fundamental properties of an
entityÕs distribution over space. Given the fundamental analogy between space and time
(Jackendoff 1983, Talmy 1988), aspectologists have been inclined to exploit the parallels
between entities, which occupy space, and situations, which obtain or occur over time. The
proposal that there are parallels between mass entities and states, on the one hand, and count
entities and events, on the other, has been fundamental to aspectual theory (Mourelatos 1978,
Langacker 1987, 1991). And since nominal syntax is used to perform both implicit and explicit
conversion, it is plausible to propose that aspectual syntax functions in this way as well. In the
next section, we will explore the constructional model of those coercion effects which involve the
event-state distinction.
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3. The Aspectual Data

The construction-based model of syntax which was outlined in the previous section provides a
unified and straightforward account of aspectual coercions produced by both shift and concord
constructions. As we have seen, both shift and concord constructions contain concord
requirements. The bilateral nature of concord entails that both syntactic heads and nonheads are
licensors. Accordingly, all coercion effects, whether endocentric or exocentric, have a single
source in semantic representation: a constructional concord requirement. Further, both coercion
and instantiation are subsumed under a single model of semantic composition, since both strict
and enriched modes of composition are represented as concord requirements in constructions.
Finally, since shift and concord constructions behave identically with respect to the Override
Principle (10), we predict overlaps in function which in fact occur. That is, when a concord
construction and a shift construction denote the same semantic type, the two constructions can
be used to perform the same type shift. In the domain of nominal syntax, both the Partitive
construction and Indefinite Determination can be used to denote portions, as in a cup of coffee
versus a coffee. In the domain of aspectual syntax, there are analogous functional overlaps. These
can be identified not only within the grammar of a given language but also typologically. As I will
argue, the shift-concord distinction provides a revealing model of partial overlap between
exponents of imperfectivity in English and Romance.

Let us now turn to the treatment of aspectual coercion effects in the constructional model.
This discussion will presuppose the general characterization given in the introduction to the
coercion cases exemplified in (2-4). These examples are repeated here as (22-24):

(22) I was outside twice today.
(23) They were bored in ten minutes.
(24) I am living on Pearl Street. 

I will now add a fourth example to this data set, involving an aspectual operatorÑthe English
perfectÑwhich has not generally been viewed as performing implicit conversion. This example is
given in (25):

(25) IÕve been rich  and IÕve been poor. 

The English perfect, as described by Herweg (1991), De Swart (1998), Michaelis (1998) and
others, performs explicit type shifting. In the terms developed here, it is a shift construction.
There is general accord in the literature concerning the type shift performed by the perfect
aspect, which can be formulated as follows: perfect predications denote that state which follows
the culmination of the event denoted by the participial VP, as in, e.g., The Eagle has landed.
Various stativity diagnostics, including the when-clause interpretation test exemplified in (5-7)
above, confirm the stativity of perfect predications. The examples in (26-28) show contrasts
yielded by the when-test:

(26) We had finished our discussion when she came in.
(27) We were asleep when she came in.
(28) We finished our discussion when she came in.
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The past-perfect main clause in (26) entails that discussion was going on prior to her arrival. This
same type of entailment is associated with the stative main clause in (27): sleeping was going on
prior to her arrival. By contrast, the perfective main clause in (28) could not describe a situation
which began prior to the past reference time: the finishing event is subsequent to the arrival.
What this shows is that perfect sentences, like progressive sentences, are imperfective sentences.

The perfect, however, presents certain analytic complexities which go beyond its role as a
stativizing device. The first such complexity is the apparently noncompositional interaction of
tense (as expressed by the auxiliary) and anterior aspect (as expressed by the past-participial VP)
in the case of the ÔresultativeÕ present perfect, as reflected in constraints involving adverbial time-
specification, temporal discourse, and focus-presupposition constructions (see Comrie 1976,
Klein 1992, Michaelis 1998: ch. 5, inter alia). For example, present-perfect predications are
incompatible with adverbial specification of event time, as in *He has been born in 1973,
although nothing in the semantics would seem to bar this.16 The present perfect is not a true
relative tense, since it expresses anteriority with respect to the present, a deictically fixed
interval. If the present perfect, on its resultative reading, cannot be distinguished from the simple
past on truth-functional grounds, their divergent behaviors require a discourse-pragmatic
explanation (Heny 1982: 154).17 One such explanation involves a privative opposition between
the present perfect and simple past. For example, Michaelis (1998: ch. 5) proposes that the
present perfect requires existential rather than anaphoric binding of the relevant event variable,
while the past tense allows either form of binding.

The second analytic problem presented by the perfect involves the appropriate
characterization of the Ôcurrent relevanceÕ implication commonly associated with the perfect-
form predications. Although some authors, including De Swart (1998: 354), identify this
implication with a resultant-state entailment, two widely recognized usages of the perfect, the
existential and continuative uses, lack this entailment. These two usages, along with the
resultative usage, are exemplified for the present perfect in (29-31). For each usage, an example
sentence is given in (a), a prose description of the usage is given in (b), and a semi-formal
semantic representation, based upon McCawley (1971, 1981), is given in (c):

(29) Resultative

a. The persons responsible have been terminated.
b. ÔA result of a unique past event obtains now.Õ
c. _!e: Event (e) _!t: t<now [Culminate-at (e, t) & ÔeÕs result state holds

nowÕ]

(30) Existential

a. WeÕve have this argument before.
b. ÔOne or more events of a given type culminated within a time span whose

upper boundary is the present.Õ
c. _e: Event (e) _t: t<now [Culminate-at (e,t)] & Ôe is repeatable at

presentÕ]18

(31) Continuative
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a. WeÕve been sitting in traffic for an hour.
b. ÔA state obtained throughout an interval whose upper boundary is the

present.Õ
c. _!e: State-phase (e) _!t [Culminate-at (e,t) & Ôt immediately precedes the

presentÕ]19

The common denominator of Ôcurrent relevanceÕ is here seen as a semantico-pragmatic variable
whose values are distinct conventional implicata involving the present. These implicata are
represented by the conjuncts in single quotes in (c). In accordance with McCawley (1971), I
assume that the perfect construction can be characterized as ambiguous with respect to these
meanings. A given instance of the construction may be ambiguous, e.g., with regard to
continuative and existential readings, as in the Groucho Marx line IÕve had a wonderful evening,
but this wasnÕt it. The potential for such ambiguities strongly suggests (pace Brinton 1988 and
Klein 1992) that the distinct perfect uses in (29-31) are not merely inferences from context, e.g.,
particular combinations of adverbial meaning and Aktionsart.20 While adverbs like before and
twice are hallmarks of existential meaning, the presence of a frame or frequency adverb is not a
necessary condition upon the existential interpretation, since, for example, the existential
sentence IÕve met the Governor lacks any adverbial. By the same token, while the continuative
meaning entails imperfective aspect, imperfective aspect is not sufficient to induce the
continuative reading, since a sentence like IÕve had the German measles, in which the VP
complement denotes a state, has a resultative reading (e.g., the speaker now has immunity) a
continuative reading (the illness lasted at least until now) and an existential reading (e.g., the
speaker is listing events which qualify as tokens of the Ôillness episodeÕ type).21

Given the foregoing analysis of the perfect, we can resolve a paradox which arises from
De SwartÕs treatment of the perfect form (1998: 354). In that discussion, she makes two claims
which are each apparently valid but which also appear to be mutually incompatible. First, she
refers to the perfect as Òan extensional operator, which asserts the existence of both the event e
and its consequent state sÓ. Second, she asserts that Òthe Perfect operates on eventualities of any
aspectual typeÓ. The second claim is certainly correct, since, as we have seen, existential perfect
predications may have either imperfective or perfective VP complements. But in what sense can
a stative eventuality like being rich or being poor in (25) also be an event with a period of
aftermath, as required by the first assertion? The answer involves implicit conversion.

Let us assume, in accordance with Michaelis (1998: ch. 5), that the three perfect meanings
described in (29-31) represent three distinct aspectual constructions.22 The semantics of these
constructions will be roughly as given in (29c), (30c), and (31c). These constructions share those
aspects of the syntax-semantics mapping which correlate with the function of explicit
conversion: the situation type denoted by the construction is a state, and the situation type
denoted by the VP complement is an event. The three readings are not predictable from the
existence of a perfect construction; the continuative reading, for example, is a relatively recent
innovation, which accompanied a narrowing in the function of the simple present. These readings
do, however, jointly contribute to post hoc generalizations about the pattern upon which they are
based, and they are therefore candidates for inclusion in an associative network, in which shared
properties are captured by relations of family resemblance to an abstract constructional schema
(to be described in Figure 9 below).23

The perfect construction on its existential reading is used to assert the existence of one or
more events of a given type within a time span whose upper boundary is identified with




