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o 4 o Abstract

Abstract

The present study, based on quantified corpus analyses, investi-
gates the distributional and referential features of major referring expres-
sions in English and Chinese conversations by applying the basic tenets
of modern cognitive linguistics, especially the Cognitive Reference Point
Model and Accessibility Theory. It explores the extent to which the CRP
model can explain the referential behaviors of the referring expressions in
question, as well as the underlying cognitive and psychological factors
influencing the interpretation of anaphoric patterns as discerned in our
data.

For that purpose we have collected and analyzed altogether 1,628
cases of English and Chinese third-person referring expressions including
419 cases of lexical NPs, 63 cases of demonstrative expressions, 833 ca-
ses of prbnouns and 313 cases of zero pronouns in both English and Chi-
nese drama conversations.

Based on a detailed examination of the factors (such as Prominence
and Conceptual Connectivity) influencing the reference point/dominion
organization, we have discussed the identifying principles of a Chinese or
English topic/subject in relation to the establishment of a cognitive refer-
ence point. Due to the ubiquity of POV (Point of View) phenomenon in
conversation, the speaker or hearer POV, either explicit or implicit,
serves as the subjective background or local reference point for conceptu-
alizing the profiled or onstage material. The conversation topic is the
center of attention in the speaker or hearer’s mind serving as the global
reference point in the current discourse space (CDS).

Then we classified both English and Chinese referring expressions
into high, intermediate and low accessibility markers through data analy-
sis in terms of the discourse contexts in which they occur, i.e. , the ref-
erential distance (both linear and hierarchical), interference and syntac-

tic positions. Zero pronouns in both English and Chinese belong to the
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class of high accessibility markers and lexical pronouns used in subject/
topic positions and single demonstratives also belong to this class. Lexi-
cal pronouns used in positions other than the subject/topic position as
well as complex demonstratives belong to the class of intermediate acces-
sibility markers. The lexical NPs such as names and definite descriptions
in both English and Chinese are low accessibility markers. Due to the
dynamic nature of conversation, we find many more cases of high acces-
sibility markers in across turn environment than those that occur in
across paragraph environment in written data.

Based on the collected Chinese conversation data, we have first con-
sidered the syntactic and morphological means to mark or establish a cog-
nitive reference point. In Chinese conversation, morphological or lexical
means is the major device for reference point establishment, mainly in-
cluding low or intermediate accessibility markers such as definite or in-
definite lexical NPs and complex demonstratives. In situations where an
intended referent is physically present at the speech event, high accessi-
bility markers may also be used to activate a reference point. Then we
have surveyed the maintenance and shift of a cognitive reference point in
relation to different types of accessibility markers. The main device for
maintaining a reference point is high or intermediate accessibility markers
occurring in subject/topic positions. A typical reference point/dominion
organization in Chinese conversation is the conversational topic chain
which is usually headed by a low accessibility marker and followed by a
series of zero pronouns. The insertion of temporal, locative and other
adverbials may cause damage to their conceptual connectivity, triggering
the shift from a higher accessibility marker to a lower one, for example,
from a zero pronoun to a lexical pronoun. An anaphoric low accessibility
marker usually indicates major conceptual break and starts new domin-
ions under the same reference point. Return pop and anaphoric repair are
two occurrences unique to conversational discourse. A zero pronoun or a
lexical pronoun, that is, high or intermediate accessibility markers, is u-
sually used to return to a long displace topic in Chinese. In cases of ana-
phoric repair, an informationally rich low accessibility marker is usually

used to repair an attenuated high accessibility marker.
P



e 6 . Abstract

We also discussed the distributional patterns of English accessibility
markers in relation to the establishment, maintenance and shift of a cog-
nitive reference point. Like Chinese, the majority of the cases of refer-
ence point establishment are done by low accessibility markers such as
definite or indefinite lexical NPs in subject/topic or object positions.
High accessibility markers in subject/topic positions are predominant in
maintaining a reference point. The shift to a new reference point or to a
minor dominion of under the same reference point concurs with the use of
low accessibility markers. That is, a low accessibility marker indicates
conceptual shift. The typical reference point/dominion organization in
English conversation is the anaphoric chain headed by a low accessibility
marker. A return pop in English conversation is usually done with a pro-
noun. And a low accessibility marker is usually used to repair a high ac-
cessibility marker for purposes of clarity.

Our study suggests that to study anaphoric reference in conversation
from the perspective of modern cognitive linguistics may shed more light
on the mental nature of referring as well as on the dynamic flow of refer-
ential information in the mental representations of cognizing individuals.
Reference point/dominion organization in conversation is a matter of dy-
namic shift between the different subjectively chosen cognitive reference
points in the pursuit of optimal relevance.

The use and interpretation of anaphora in conversation is a very
complicated phenomenon. There is no hard and fast rule concerning the
use and interpretation of referring expressions. What we are aiming at is
to find the probabilistic tendency and relevant factors that may throw

some light on reference resolution in artificial intelligence.

Key Words: Accessibility; Subjectivity; CRP; Prominence; Conceptual Con-

nectivity
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