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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 The Definition of Abstract Entity Anaphora

Abstract entities originally fall into a philosophical category,
yet they have linguistic aspects and are discussed by some linguists
such as Lyons (1977), Asher (1993), Vendler (1967), Smith
(2003 ) and Peterson (1997). But Lyons’ abstract entities
correspond only in part to the other linguists’. Lyons classifies
entities in the world into three kinds. First-order entities are
physical objects that are publicly observable, relatively constant as
to their perceptual properties and located in a three-dimensional
space. Second-order entities mean events, processes, state-of-
- affairs etc. that are said to occur or take place rather than to exist,
They are observable and have a temporal duration. Third-order
entities refer to such abstract entities as propositions which are
outside space and time. The abstract entities proposed by Asher et
al. cover not only third-order entities but also second-order
entities. According to Asher (1993), abstract entities refer to
propositions, concepts, facts and events, as can be seen in the
following underlined parts. _

(1. 1) John does not believe that [ Mary is treating him

fairly];. But Fred is certain of it. (proposition)
(Asher, 1993: 226)
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(1 2) [Every Swiss farmer who owns a donkey beats It] But
that,’s not true of an Austrian farmer and any donkey
he owns. (concept) (Asher, 1993: 249)
(1. 3) [No one heeded the government’s curfew orders]..
This, shows that the Junta can no longer control the
people. (fact) (Asher, 1993, 245)
(1.4) [The Ashers were predictably short of groceries the day

of the party. Nicholas Asher went out to get some,

got lost and arrived back only after the party had

ended];. Because of this;, the committee made sure
that the Ashers never gave party for the Society
again. (event) (Asher, 1993. 234)

Those abstract entities in the above examples, except events,
are pure abstract entities since they “have no spatio-temporal
location, usually no causal efficacy and not perceived by the senses”
(Asher, 1993: 1). Events, contrarily, have spatio-temporal
location as well as causal efficacy. Despite this, events are closely
related to abstract entities in that the sentences describing events
may express propositions and facts. For example, the antecedent of
(1. 4) expresses the proposition “Nicholas failed to supply enough
groceries for the party”. For that reason, Asher (1993) subsumes
events into the category of abstract entities. In the continuum of
abstract entities events have the lowest degree of abstractness while
propositions the highest degree.

The term “abstract entity anaphora” is initiated by Asher
(1993) in his book Reference to Abstract Objects in Discourse. It
refers to such anaphora whose antecedent is abstract entity,
According to Chu (1998), the term “anaphora” is generally used to
denote a device to refer back to what has been mentioned
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prev1ously Strlctly speaklng, the anaphors in most contexts do not
actually refer back to the previous expressions themselves, but
rather refer to the same entities or concepts that the previous
linguistic forms are used to refer to, So it is more accurate to treat
anaphors as coreferring with some previous expressions than as
referring back to those expressions. As for abstract entity
anaphora, the anaphors refer back to the propositions or concepts
expressed by the antecedents instead of the linguistic forms of the
antecedents (see the above examples). In this sense, abstract
entity anaphora is counted as one kind of anaphora. Asher (1993)
does not advocate making an accurate differentiation among the
types of abstract entity anaphora. He holds the view that abstract
entities as the products of the thought of human beings have
indefinite and vague limits between the different types. Apart from
that, different types of abstract entities such as propositions and
facts may be fused to constitute the antecedent, as shown in
example(l. 5). Moreover, it is hard to differentiate the sentences
directly expressing propositions from those conveying facts. For
instance in(1, 1), if we remove the main clause containing the verb
“believe” which typically expresses a proposition, the rest part
“Mary is treating him fairly” may either express a proposition or a
fact. For the above three reasons, Asher (1993) incorporates fact
anaphora into proposition anaphora, which makes up the major
type of abstract entity anaphora.

(1. 5) [The fact that Sam ran off with his secretary surprised
no one. Mary’s expectation that he would be unfaithful
is also a pretty grim commentary on his character ;. All
of it, makes plain the typical, sad state of modern
marriages. (Asher, 1993: 59)




