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ABSTRACT
In Chinese, the compound reflexive ta-ziji (“him/her-self”) has the gender marking pronoun ta,
hence presenting a good test case for interference effects from structurally illicit antecedents
predicted by cue-based retrieval models. Using reading eye-tracking, we manipulated the gender
of ta-ziji that (mis)matches that of matrix- and local-subject. Results showed no interference
whatsoever when ta-ziji matched local subjects. Only when ta-ziji mismatched local subjects did
we find an inhibitory interference on first fixation duration and gaze duration at the verb
immediately preceding ta-ziji, but a facilitatory interference on gaze duration at ta-ziji.
Furthermore, at ta-ziji, total reading times were longer for gender-mismatching local subjects
than for gender-matching ones. These findings are partially predicted by the standard cue-based
retrieval model, but are mostly consistent with the structure-favoring cue-based retrieval model,
suggesting that the structural cue plays a dominant role in the antecedent retrieval process, with
interference occurring only in highly constrained situations.
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1. Introduction

In parsing sentences, a reader needs to identify, construct
and complete non-local syntactic dependencies between
linguistic elements. One such dependency is the reflexive-
antecedent dependency, as in “John knows Tom believes
himself.” where upon encountering the reflexive himself,
the reader will trigger a search process for the appropriate
antecedent. A purely structure-based account, based on
Principle A of Chomsky’s (1981) Binding Theory (hence-
forth BT-A), would posit that the parser only considers
the noun within a local governing domain, which in this
case must be the local subject Tom. Note however, that
the matrix subject John, though outside the governing
domain of the reflexive, shares the gender feature with
the reflexive and the local subject. Then a question
immediately arises: Compared to the sentence “Mary
knows Tom believes himself” where the matrix subject
Mary does not share the gender feature, will the
gender-matching noun John be considered as an antece-
dent candidate, thereby interfering in the retrieval
process of the local noun Tom?

To address this question, various parsing models have
been proposed, and some might be subsumed under
one influential framework, namely cue-based memory

retrieval (Jäger et al., 2017; Lewis & Vasishth, 2005).
One essential claim is that upon encountering a
reflexive (or more generally, an anaphor), the parser
necessarily initiates a retrieval process from working
memory that is content-addressable, searching for its
appropriate antecedent (McElree et al., 2003; Van Dyke
& McElree, 2006). Memory representations with features
that match relevant properties of the reflexive (called
retrieval cues) can be directly accessed. As a result,
there can be more than one candidate antecedent,
among which the best one is selected depending on
the strength of activation. This cue-based retrieval frame-
work has obtained ample evidence from psycholinguistic
experiments and computational modelling on reflective-
antecedent dependency and other linguistic dependen-
cies as well (for a comprehensive review, see Jäger et al.,
2017).

While the structural cue (i.e. BT-A) is clearly important
in the antecedent retrieval process, it remains unclear
whether and how it interacts with other retrieval cues.
One variant of cue-based retrieval models, known as
the structure-favoring account (Dillon et al., 2013;
Frazier et al., 2015; Parker & Phillips, 2017), posit that
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replaced by Jane. In contrast, in a Bayesian meta-analysis
of 30 published studies (eye-tracking and self-paced
reading) on reflexive/reciprocal-antecedent dependency,
Jäger et al. (2017) found no interference when a perfectly
matched antecedent was available, but inhibitory
(instead of facilitatory) interference when the structurally
licit antecedent candidate mismatched the nonstructural
cue.

Despite a wealth of research on English reflexive pro-
cessing, few studies have focused on reflexive processing
in Chinese. Reflexives in Chinese can take either bare (ziji,
“self”) or compound (ta-ziji, “himself/herself”) forms, with
the latter requiring its antecedent to match the pronoun
ta in gender and number features (Huang et al., 2009).
While the bare reflexive ziji has long been known to
allow long-distance binding from antecedents in a
matrix clause, the compound reflexive ta-ziji is claimed
by theoretical linguists to strictly obey BT-A (Huang
et al., 2009). Previous work on reflexive processing in
Chinese has mainly focused on ziji, with converging
results verifying the theoretical claims that ziji can be
affected by nonstructural information and be bound by
a non-local antecedent. Specifically, using reading eye-
tracking, Jäger et al. (2015) found an inhibitory interfer-
ence from the structurally illicit antecedent (i) when ziji
mismatched the local antecedent in animacy (Exper-
iment 1), and (ii) when ziji matched the local antecedent
if an additional memory load was enforced on the partici-
pants (Experiment 2). In addition, specific referential
properties of local verbs, which may serve as nonstruc-
tural cues in processing, can also directly affect how
the bare reflexives ziji are interpreted (Jin, 2003; Li &
Zhou, 2010).

Given that ta-ziji resembles English reflexives more
closely than ziji (Huang et al., 2009), one might assume
that its online resolution process should be more likely
to follow BT-A. To our knowledge, only a few experimen-
tal studies have investigated real-time processing of ta-
ziji. Using self-paced reading, Dillon et al. (2016) com-
pared ziji with ta-ziji using complex sentences as in (2a-
b), where the animate feature of reflexives matched
with either the local/head noun (seamstress) or the
distant/embedded noun (Mrs. Zhang) of a prenominal
relative clause.

(2) Sample stimulus set from Dillon et al. (2016)
(a) 媒体报道的那个女裁缝上个星期把她自己（自

己）不小心弄 伤了。

Media/ report-on/ that/ seamstress/ last-week/
BA/ ta-ziji (ziji)/ carelessly/ harm.

The seamstress that the media reported on
carelessly harmed herself last week.

(b) 张太太经常光顾的那个时装店上个星期把她自

己（自己）不小心弄伤了。

Mrs. Zhang/ often/ visit/ that/ boutique/ last-
week/ BA/ ta-ziji (ziji)/ carelessly/ harm.

The boutique that Mrs. Zhang often visits care-
lessly harmed herself last week.

Dillon et al. (2016) found that reflexives were read
longer when their animacy features matched with the
distant/embedded noun (2b) than with the local/head
noun (2a), and the effect size (i.e. the difference in
reading times between the two types of sentences) was
larger for ziji than ta-ziji in the spillover region (不小心

“carelessly”). They took these findings as evidence for ta-
ziji being less subject to the locality constraint than ziji,
and attributed this difference in the parsing profile of
the two reflexives to the presence of an additional retrie-
val cue ta in ta-ziji that encoded human, number and
gender features. This suggests thatwhen the local antece-
dent does not match with the reflexives in animacy, ziji
will undergo a stronger inhibitory interference from the
distant animacy-matching antecedent than ta-ziji. Note,
however, in (2b) the distant noun phrase “Ms. Zhang” is
actually the only appropriate antecedent for both ziji
and ta-ziji, making its status as a “distractor” less clear in
the cue-based retrieval theories.

In a self-paced reading experiment, Qian and Wu
(2016) manipulated gender congruence of ta-ziji with
the local subject and the matrix subject in sentential
complement sentences as in (3). All proper nouns are
typical Chinese names for males (e.g. Lijun) or females
(e.g. the matrix subject Limei or the local subject
Huwei). The verbs in the subordinate clauses were
eq/T1_1 16ine0ses es. 8.999i
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