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Abstract

Since 1970s, anaphora resolution has been a very active research area in the
fields of linguistics, psycholinguistics, cognitive science and computational linguistics.
Anaphor resolution is a very complex cognitive process, subject to a number of
structural and non-structural constraints. Prior research concerning this topic has
mainly focused on theoretical discussions and offline empirical investigations. The
online processing of anaphors has been under-studied. Only in the last two decades
has it received growing attention, especially in the field of psycholinguistics.

Existing studies on the real-time processing of anaphora have been restricted to
Indo-European languages, and theories regarding the mechanism underlying this
process are mainly proposed based on the findings of these studies. It remains unclear
whether or not these theories are applicable to anaphors resolution in Chinese, an
isolating language that has little morphology. It is also noteworthy that previous
studies have focused on native processing of anaphors, with little attention to
non-native processing of anaphoric relations, particularly when the target language is
Chinese.

The present study aims to investigate the online resolution of two Chinese
anaphoric forms, specifically, reflexives and pronouns. Using four self-paced reading
experiments, together with several offline tasks including multiple-choice questions,
sentence completion and grammaticality judgment, we examined the native and
non-native processing of Chinese reflexives and pronouns.

Experiments 1 and 2 focused on the native processing of Chinese complex
reflexives ta-ziji and pronouns fa, investigating whether and when the online
resolution of these two anaphoric forms is affected by structural factors (Binding
Principles A and B respectively) and non-structural gender. Experiments 3 and 4

focused on non-native processing. Using the same experimental design as Exp. 1 but



with modified stimuli, Experiment 3 examined how high-level learners of Chinese
whose native language is English process Chinese complex reflexives ta-ziji. Exp. 4
explored native and non-native processing of long-distance binding and sub-command
binding in Chinese bare reflexive ziji and complex reflexives ta-ziji. Specifically, we
investigated native and non-native speakers’ sensitivity to syntactic rules during their
online resolution of reflexives, and the role of L1 transfer.

Our main findings are the following: 1) The native processing of Chinese
complex reflexives ta-ziji is initially constrained by structural rules (Binding Principle
A), and non-structural gender can only exert interference effects at a later stage; 2) in
the native processing of Chinese pronouns #a, both structural rules (Binding Principle
B) and non-structural gender can exert early influence; 3) in the non-native processing
of Chinese complex reflexives ta-ziji, both structural rules (Binding Principle A) and
non-structural gender can exert early influence; 4) unlike native speakers of Chinese,
L2 learners did not encounter difficulties in processing long-distance binding and
sub-command binding of the two forms of Chinese reflexives.

Our findings have several implications to processing models of anaphor
resolution:

First, the native processing patterns of Chinese complex reflexives are
consistent with the binding-as-defeasible-filter hypothesis, supporting syntax-first
serial processing.

Second, the native processing patterns of Chinese pronouns are consistent with
the interactive-parallel-constraint model.

Third, online resolution of anaphors is affected by anaphoric forms, with
different forms exhibiting asymmetrical sensitivities to the same type of factors. The
online processing of Chinese pronouns fa is more sensitive to non-structural gender
than that of complex reflexives ta-ziji.

Fourth, non-native processing of Chinese complex reflexives differs from native
processing, with the former relying more heavily on non-structural factors. The
findings partially support the Shallow Processing Hypothesis (Cunnings & Felser
2006).



Fifth, in the case of long-distance binding and sub-command binding of Chinese
reflexives, non-native processing differs from native processing, with the former
exhibiting less sensitivity to syntactic rules. This is consistent with the predictions of
the Shallow Processing Hypothesis. It also indicates that the non-native processing is
unaffected by L1 transfer, which could be explained by the subset-superset relations

between L2 learners’ native language and target language.
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