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DISCCURSE REFERZNTS

Consider an interoretive device that in some manner keeps track
of individuals that have been mentioned irn a discourse and what has
beern said about them. Ore feature any such device must have 1s to te
a®le to reccgnize when a novel individual avvears in sore sentence.
Por exarple, in processing sentence (1), 1t rust recognize that the
KNP a_car refers to some yet uvnmentioned object, which in the following
sen%g?ce may be referred to agaln by any of tre alternative ways
in .

(a) It is black.
(1) I have a car. (2)
{b) ,Tre car is black,

Yowever, the same noun phrase does not refer to any car in (3),
Consequently, none of the alternatives in (#) is acceptatle as s
continuation of (3).

(a) *It is Ylack.
(3) I don't have & _car. (&)
(b) *The car is tlack,

The above examples show that soretimes the occurrence of an
indefinite XP in the discourse establisres a 'discourse referent'
- somethinz that may "bhe referred back to bty a pronoun or a defilnite
noun phrase ~ and sometimes 1t does not., There are of course many
other factors involved besldes negation. For example, (5) is ambiguous
between two Interpretations and only in orne sense would 1t be accept-
able to continue the discourse with (6).

(5) Mary wants to marry a_Swede., (6) BHe is tall,

Several linguists (e.g. LeRoy Baker, Janet Dean) have recently
studied these constraints on coreferentlality. They have generally
investigated the problem in the framework of Xoam Chomsky's Aspects
of the Theory of Syntax. It has bteen assumed that noun phrases are
assoclated with ‘refgrential indices' and marked with respect to the
feature L!speciflc],*%hat is relevant especially in the case of (5).

In this papver I will argue that Chorsky's indices and the rotion
of srpecificity are not adequate for handling the problem of discourse
referents and that we must adopt the more abstract analysis of noun
prrases first put forth by Emmon Bach and James D, ¥cCawley. That is,
noun prrases mpust be considered as havinz an underlying varlable which
1s bound ty a aquantifier similar to those in ordinary predicate
calculus. In this frarework, it 1s a relatively sinmple matter to
descrite tre clrcumstances under which an indefinite NF establishes
a discourse referent. - This hraovpens in case the sentence bound by
tne quantifier 1s asserted or presupposed to te true by the speaker.
Fowever, there are some speclal cases that have to be recognized.
Trese involve at least the following: (1) counterfactual conditional,
(11) rodals, and (111) gquantifier-like adverbs, such as always,

8 _Ways
often, etc.



