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Tim e dynamic s o f  referentia l  processe s i n discours e 

T. Givon, Wendy Kellogg, Michael I. Posner, Penny Yee 
Depts .  o f  Linguistic s an d Psycholog y an d Cognitiv e Scienc e Progra m 

Universit y o f  Oregon ,  Eugen e 

Thoughts exhibit continuity over time. It is the ability to integrate 
separat e element s int o a  coheren t  them e tha t  i s a n essentia l  aspec t  o f 
cognition .  Ye t  i t  ha s prove n difficul t  t o fin d experimenta l  method s t o 
investigat e th e processe s providin g th e basi s o f  suc h continuity .  On e o f 
th e attractiv e part s o f  th e stud y o f  discours e i s tha t  discours e i s define d 
i n term s o f  th e existenc e o f  a  coheren t  them e tha t  allow s u s t o relat e 
varie d elements .  I n orde r  t o continu e a  them e ove r  tim e i t  i s  importan t 
t o refe r  t o concept s tha t  hav e bee n mentione d previousl y bu t  ar e no t  no w 
present .  Languag e provide s a  numbe r  o f  specifi c  device s fo r  referrin g th e 
listene r  o r  reade r  bac k i n tim e t o th e concept s tha t  ar e relevan t  t o th e 
curren t  information .  Pronouns ,  repetition s o f  a  nou n phras e use d previously , 
or  closel y relate d nou n phrase s tha t  serv e t o reinstat e th e previou s concep t 
ar e al l  device s tha t  ca n b e use d t o reestablis h i n th e reader' s min d a 
previou s topic . 

Givo n ha s propose d tha t  language s us e differin g syntacti c device s t o 
signa l  th e reade r  o r  listene r  ho w fa r  bac k th e informatio n whic h i s bein g 
reference d occurs .  I f  a  topi c ha s bee n absen t  fo r  som e time ,  a  nou n phras e 
wil l  b e use d t o refe r  t o it .  Sinc e reader s o r  listener s neve r  kno w ho w 
lon g th e discours e wil l  be ,  i t  appear s likel y tha t  the y retriev e th e topi c 
on-lin e whil e the y continu e t o liste n t o o r  rea d ne w information .  I t  woul d 
be usefu l  t o b e abl e t o observ e th e tim e dynamic s o f  th e processe s whic h 
ar e use d t o reinstat e suc h topics . 

The presen t  studie s employe d chronometri c method s t o examin e th e tim e 
dynamic s o f  th e processe s use d t o reinstat e concept s centra l  t o th e discours e 
topic .  Subject s presse d a  ba r  t o receiv e eac h successiv e wor d o f  discours e 
whil e monitorin g th e CRT scree n fo r  a  visua l  probe ,  t o whic h a  speede d 
detectio n respons e wa s required .  Dependen t  measure s wer e th e tim e t o 
respon d t o th e prob e an d th e bar-pres s tim e o n a  referrin g devic e an d it s 
surroundin g words .  Thes e measure s wer e examine d i n tw o experiment s a s a 
functio n o f  th e degre e o f  continuit y o f  th e discours e an d th e typ e o f 
referrin g devic e (nou n phras e o r  pronoun) . 

Result s showe d difference s i n maxima l  interferenc e fo r  nou n phrase s 
vs .  pronouns .  Pronoun s sho w a n earlie r  interferenc e effec t  tha n nou n phrases . 
A carefu l  examinatio n o f  th e tim e ocurs e dat a fro m Experiment s I  an d I I  als o 
reveal s som e evidenc e i n favo r  o f  prolonge d processin g i n case s wher e th e 
syntacti c devic e i s no t  appropriate .  When a  pronou n i s use d t o reinstat e 
a topi c whic h ha s bee n absen t  fo r  severa l  clauses ,  interferenc e i s prolonge d 
relativ e t o th e cas e wher e a  pronou n refer s t o a  continuousl y presen t  topic . 
I n contrast ,  interferenc e fo r  nou n phrase s doe s no t  diffe r  a s a  functio n o f 
th e referentia l  distance .  Th e result s sho w tha t  on-lin e psychologica l 
method s ar e sensitiv e t o difference s i n referenc e betwee n nou n phrase s an d 
pronouns ,  an d ma y provid e dat a usefu l  fo r  evaluatin g linguisti c theorie s o f 

reference . 
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