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1 Introduetion 

In this paper we will examine to what extent the use of demonstratives in 
Dutch differs from that in English. In both languages demonstratives can 
be used to refer to: (A) entities which are present in the physical context, 
and (B) discourse referents which are included in the linguistic context of a 
communicative situation. Whereas the former use of demonstratives is taken 
to be the paradigmatic case, the latter use seems to be more common. 1 In 
this paper both type (A) and (B) use of demonstratives will be discussed. 

Our main concern is another line along which the use of demonstratives 
can be classified. In both English and Dutch two different demonstratives are 
available to the language user: distal and proximate demonstratives (e.g. En
glish 'that' vs. 'this', and Dutch 'dat'/ 'die' vs. 'dit'fdeze'). In the literature the 

•The research reported in this paper was financially supported by the Co-operation 
Unit of Brabant Universities (SOBU) and the lnstitute for Perception Research (IPO). 
We would like to thank Tanya Reinhart for some helpful comments. The paper was 
originally written by the first named author for a course on Discourse Theory by Tanya 
Reinhart. 

1See Ariel (1990}, p.54 
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distri bution of proximate and distal demonstratives in English 2 and Dutch 3 

was found to be correlated with the so-called accessibility of the intended ref
erent. Accessibility stands for the relative ease with which the addressee can 
identify the referent of a referring expression, and can be increased by factors 
like topic-bood and salience. 

In the next two sections we will discuss the data (as reported in the liter
ature) on Englishand Dutch. We will also introduce the different theoretica} 
frameworks which were devised to obtain and interpret the data. The data 
are mainly on the anaphoric use of demonstratives. 

The central part of this paper consists of the presentation and discussion 
of new experimental results which we obtained on the distribution of Dutch 
deictic proximate and distal demonstratives (for short proximates and dis
tals). The results are evaluated in the light of the findings in the literature 
on anaphoric demonstratives. This opens a new perspective on the existing 
theoretica! frameworks. 

2 Demonstratives in English 

2.1 Accessibility theory 

Accessibility theory 4 starts from the idea that referring expressions contain 
a diverse collection of instructions which help the addressee to identify the 
intended referent. Take for example the following expression: 

That red pyramid on top of the yellow block 

This expression consists of a demonstrative determiner ('that'), a noun 
('pyramid') and two modifiers ('red' and 'on top of the yellow block'). The 
noun and the two modifiers describe an object, i.e. its shape, colour and 
position. It is clear that these are properties which can help an addressee in 
identifying the object. It is less obvious how the demonstrative determiner 
'that' could have a similar function. One possibility is that the determiner 
indicates the context in which the addressee should search for the entity. 
The paradigmatic use of referring expressions containing a demonstrative is 
to refer to entities in the physical context. Therefore it seems reasonable to 
put forward the following hypothesis: Demonstratives signal that the entity 

2 Ariel (1990) and Gundel, Redberg & Zacharski (1993) 
3 Kirsner (1979) 
4 see Ariel (1990) 
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which the speaker refers to is located in the physical context. Similarly it has 
been proposed that definite descriptions are associated with the encyclopaedic 
knowledge and pronouns signal a linguistic antecedent. 

These hypotheses were developed as an etaboration on the Praguian notion 
of Old 5 . This notion was translated into the following givenness scale on con
text types 6 : encyclopaedic knowledge- physical context- linguistic context. 
The scale ranges from a low to a high degree of givenness (from left to right). 
This givenness scale on context types is corroborated by the fact that there is a 
correspondence between a higher degree of givenness and the use ofless infor
mative linguistic expressions (e.g. the combination pronounllinguistic context 
vs. definite description/encyclopaedic knowledge). Entities with a higher de
gree of givenness should be easier to identify by the addressee. This allows 
the speaker to load his referring expression with less information. 

Mira Ariel 7 noted that the givenness scale is only appropriate in case an 
expression is used for the initial identification ofan entity. It does not describe 
the anaphoric use of demonstratives and definite descriptions. Here are some 
typical examples from Ariel (1990: 7-8) of referring expressions which do not 
refer to entities belonging to the context type associated with the expression: 

Definite Description: 
Linguistic Context: The labour convention meeting today may prove extremely 
important. The party is scheduled to announce its _nuclear policy this after
noon. 

Demonstralive Expression: 
Linguistic Context: John has been singing operas all afternoon. This stupid 
neighbour is getting on my nerves! 

Pronoun: 
Physical Context (drinks have been poured out): Sherlock Holmes to Watson: 
The butler did it (the pouring of the drinks). 

Ariel thinks that the givenness of a referent should be characterized in terms 
of the accessibility of the referent (for the addressee). In other words, the ease 

5 see Reinhart ( 1994) 
6 see for example Clark & Marshall (1981) 
7 Ariel (1988) & Ariel (1990) 

3 



) 

with which the addressee can retrieve the referent from memory. Referential 
expressions can then be thought of as containing markers (e.g. determin
ers), which indicate the accessibility of the referent, and thereby guide the 
addressee in her search for the referent. Ariel draws attention to four factors 
which influence the accessibility of a referent: 

(A) Distance: The distance between the antecedent and the anaphor 

(B) Competition: The more suitable referents there are, the harder it will be 
for the addressee to piek out one particular referent. This suppresses 
the accessibility of all referents involved. 

(C) Salience: Some referents stand out more than others, because they are 
for example the discourse topic. 

(D) Unity: Antecedents which are within the same frame I world I point of 
view I segment or paragraph as the anaphor are easier to access than 
those that are not. 

2.2 Demonstratives as Intermediate Accessibility Markers 

Ariel devised the following accessibility scale for English referring expressions 
(It is based on findingsin the literature and ranges from expressions which 
refer to highly accessible entities to expressions which signallow accessibility): 

Extremely High Accessibility Markers (gaps, including pro, PRO 
and wh traces, reflexives, and Agreement) 
Unstressed pronoun Cliticized pronoun 
Stressed pronoun + gesture 
Stressed pronoun 
Proximate demonstrative (+NP) 
Distal demonstrative (+NP) 
Proximate demonstrative + modifier 
Distal demonstrative + modifier 
First name 
Last name 
Short definite description 
Long definite description 
Full ('namy') name 
Full name 
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We can see that demonstratives stand somewhere in between high and 
low accessibility markers. For that reason Ariel calls them intermediate ac
cessibility markers. 

Let us now have a look at the positions that distal and proximate demon
stratives occupy on this scale. The scale tells us that proximate demonstra
tives mark higher accessibility than distal ones. This is true although a prox
imate demonstrative + modifier is scaled lower than a distal demonstrative ( + 
NP). The explanation for this is that the ordering is affected by the amount of 
information which has been put into the a referring expression by other means 
(in this case by attaching a modifier). 8 Extra information signals relatively 
lower accessibility. If we compare expressions with distals and proximates 
which are otherwise equal in the amount of information they carry, then we 
do see that the scale tells us that distals signal relatively lower accessibility. 

Ariel supports her claims concerning distal and proximate demonstratives 
with evidence from Fillmore (1975). 9 On page 71 of Fillmore (1975) we find 
the following pair of sentences: 

a. This/ ?that has been an interesting course. 

b. ?This I that was a brilliant lecture. 

These examples show that the present perfect (which implies closeness to 
'now') combines with the proximate 'this', whereas the distal 'that' is used in 
combination with the past tense (which standsfora larger temporal distance 
to the 'now'). This can be seen as evidence for the claim that distals signal 
lower accessibility than proximates. The suggestion is that things closer to 
'now' will be easier to access for people than things that happened long ago. 

To obtain further support for her hypothesis Ariel brings up the use of 
'this' as a cataphor. She contends that cataphors are used in situations where 
the speaker is rather egocentric and therefore refers to entities upmost on her 
own mind. 10 Ariel goes on to say that this is in accordance with the use of 
the high accessibility marker 'this' in such a situation. In fact, such a use of 
'this' can best be considered as an abuse of the proximate determiner. After 

8 See Cremers & Beun (in preparation) for a detailed account of the conversational 
principles underlying the choice among different descriptive contents by speakers. This 
account is basedon the dialogues which arealso examined in this paper. 

9 She also points out that the historica! facts back up her claims. It has been established 
that it was the English distal demonstrative 'that' which developed into the definite article. 
Ariel (1990: 53) 

10 Also here Ariel is basically using ideas presented in Fillmore (1975). 
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all, according to accessihility theory the accessihility markers are meant to 
signal the accessihility of a referent for the addressee, not the speaker. 

Finally we want to point at yet another ohservation in Fillmore (1975) 
which Ariel does not discuss in detail. Fillmore points out that 'this' is typ
ically used to refer to things which are only known to the speaker. 'that' on 
the other hand, can only he used felicitously if hoth speaker and addressee 
know what is heing talked ahout. Compare for example 11 

a. I met a friend ofyours last night. Weil, this guy told mesome interesting 
things ahout you. 

b. Rememher the man whosoldus those foothall tickets? Weil, that guy told 
me ... 

In this case accessihility theory cannot explain the use of 'this' in a. as 
opposed to the use of 'that' in b. Both antecedents are equally accessihle 
according to Ariel's criteria. If we do want to relate these example sentences 
to accessihility theory, then things seem to he not quite as Ariel predicts. In 
a. the proximate demonstrative 'this' seems to signal that the referent is not 
at all accessihle to the hearer, i.e. the ultimate low accessihility. 'that' in b. 
doeshowever signal accessihility for the hearer. Note that the antecedent in a 
contains an indefinite whereas in bit encloses a definite. This seems linguistic 
evidence for the fact that the antecedent in a. has a lower accessihility. 

Furthermore, in a normal conversational setting the hearer is supposed 
to he ahle to identify the referent of 'that guy' in b. In case he cannot make 
the identification, she wiil prohahly say something like 'who do you exactly 
mean?' On the other hand, a hearer that processes the first sentence of a. 
does not need to identify a partienlar referent. 

We conclude that the roles of 'this' and 'that' seem to he reverse to the 
positions they occupy on Ariel's accessihility scale. Since the linguistic an
tecedents are equally accessihle according to Ariel's criteria, she wiil however 
never find this type offalsification ofher hypothesis (on the ordering of prox
imate and distal demonstratives) in her data. In our own examination of 
new data on Dutch we have tried to take this into consideration (see section 
5), hy examining deictic demonstratives. The physical presence of the enti
ties (to which the participants refer) makes it possihle to devise new ways of 
measuring accessihility (i.e. physical salience/distance). 

11 Both sentences can be found on page 71 of Fillmore (1975) 
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2.3 The Hierarchy of Cognitive Statuses 

Gundel, Redberg and Zacharski (1993) (from now on GH&Z) propose the fol
lowing hierarchy of cognitive statuses, each associated with particular linguis
tic expressions: 

focus: {it} 
activated: { that, this, this N} 
familiar: { that N} 
uniquely identifiable: { the N} 
referential: {indefinite this N} 
type identifiable: {a N} 

The approach in GH&Z differs in two respects from that of Ariel. Firstly, 
Ariel does not commit herself to the existence of discrete cognitive statuses 
which differ in the accessibility of their referents. For her accessibility has to 
do with the level of (neural) activation of a referent in the brain. Secondly, the 
hierarchy in GH&Z is presented as an implicational hierarchy: if a referent 
is in a particular status, then it is also in all the lower statuses. 12 

In the hierarchy of GH&Z there are two statuses which are relevant for 
the use of demonstratives: familiar and activated. An entity is familiar in 
case the addressee can uniquely identify it, by using a representation of the 
entity in memory. Familiarity is a sufficient condition for the use of 'that N'. 

Activated referents are referents in the current short-term memory. Acti
vation is a sufficient condition for the use of 'this', 'that' and 'this N'. A typical 
situation in which 'That is really unbelievable' can be uttered is when both 
speaker and addressee watch a magician produce a rabbit out of an 'empty' 
hat. GH&Z follows Fillmore (1975) in pointing out that 'this (N)' requires 
the referent to be not only activated, but speaker-activated. This way the 
infelicity of the use of 'this' in the following conversation is explained: 13 

A: Have you seen the neighbour's dog? 

B: Yes, and ??this dog/ that dog kept me awake last night. 

GH&Z collected data in order to check the validity of their hierarchy. 14 

We will only present their findings on demonstratives. These findingscan be 
12This enables the application of Grice's Maxim of Quantity, see GH&Z, pp.295-303 
13From GH&Z, p.279 
14The data contained written and spoken sourees encompassing various types of dis

course (novels, magazine articles, casual conversations, etc.). 
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I in focus I activated I familiar I 
this - 15 -
that 1 17 -
this N 1 11 -
thatN - 10 7 

Table 1: Findings from GH&Z on Demonstratives 

found in table 1. 15 

The data support the hierarchy. Only the frequent use of 'that N' to refer 
to activated entities is not predicted by the hierarchy. Unfortunately GH&Z 
do not address this particular issue. Probably they would try to give an ex
planation in terros of (Q2) of Grice's quantity maxim. 16 

(Q2) Do notmake your contribution more informative than is required. 

They do use (Q2) to explain the use of 'the N' for familiar (instead of 
uniquely identifiable entities). They point out that uniquely identifiable enti
ties are usually also familiar. Therefore it is sufticient to use the weaker 'the 
N' instead of 'that N'. 

Ifwe use the same reasoning pattem in order to explain the distribution of 
'that N' we get: familiar entities are often also activated, therefore it suffices 
to use the weaker 'that N' instead of 'this N'. In other words, 'that N' already 
suggests that the intended referent is activated and therefore the use of 'this 
N' would be more informative than strictly necessary. The weakness of this 
argument lies in the unsupported assumption that familiar entities are often 
also activated. 

The main drawback of GH&Z is not that it does not present a solution 
to the aforementioned problem. The most serious problem with GH&Z is the 
absence of a complete list of the criteria which they used to determine the 
cognitive status of referents. This makes it impossible to check the results 
presented in GH&Z on the basis of new data. 

15From GH&Z, p.291 In focus is defined as follows: the referent that is the current 
centre of attention. 

16Grice (1975) 
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3 Demonstratives in Dutch 

In this section we will discuss the findings of Robert S. Kirsner 17 on Dutch 
demonstratives. Before we present his data, we will first sketch the theoretica! 
framework which forms the basis of his investigations. 

3.1 Deixis 

Following Garcia (1975), Kirsner makes use of the notion deixis. Deixis is 
defined as the force with which the hearer is instructed to find the refer
ent. 18 Kirsner assumes that referring expressions can be marked for high or 
low deixis. He suggests that there are basically three strategies for choosing 
between marking for high or low deixis: 19 

(I) N OTEWORTHINESS: The speaker will direct attention strongest to entities 
that he, the speaker, is most interested in talking about. 

(ll) GIVENNESS: The speaker will direct the hearer's attention strongest to 
entities that are not given "in the hearer's consciousness". 

(lil) FOREGROUNDING: The speaker will use more than one means of draw
ing the appropriate amount of attention to the noun's referent, so that 
strong urging of the hearer to find it will be coupled with devices for 
foregrounding the noun in question and weak urging will be coupled 
with devices for backgrounding. 

Strategy (Il) is linked to the idea that if the speaker strongly urges to find 
the referent, this implies that hearer's task is more difficult. In this respect 
the theory of deixis shows a strong similarity with accessibility theory. 20 

3.2 The Data on Dutch 

Let us first present the types of demonstratives which are available in Dutch. 
Dutch demonstratives can be classified with respect to gender, number and 

17Kirsner (1979) 
18Garda (1975), p.65 
19Kirsner (1979), p.360 
2°Kirsner makes some interesting remarks on the definite artiele 'the' in this context. He 

tries to show that 'the' signals lower deixis (higher accessibility) than 'this' on the basis 
of the following two sentences: (1) The industrious student shall succeed vs. (2) This 
industrious student shall succeed. Only (1) allows a generic interpretation. According to 
Kirsner this is due to the fact that 'the' signals a lower urge to find a particular referent 
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the distinction proximate/distal. Such a classification yields the following cat
egories of Dutch demonstratives (where common gender stands for the merge 
of masculine and feminine gender ): 

Proximate: 

• common gender/singular and common or neuter gender/plural : deze 
(this/these) 

• neuter gender/singular: dit (this) 

Distal: 

• common gender/singular and common or neuter gender/plural die 
( that/those) 

• neuter gender/singular: dat (that) 

Kirsner did notlook at all the referring expression which feature a demon
strative. He restricted his investigation to the adjective use of demonstratives 
(like in 'dit huis' 21 . In other words, the pattem 'demonstrative N'). His hy
pothesis was that the proximate demonstratives 'deze' and 'dit' signal high 
deixis, whereas the distal demonstratives 'die' and 'dat' mark low deixis. In 
order to ohtain quantitative evidence for this hypothesis he derived a set of 
textual features from the strategies I-111. Each textual feature prediets the 
use of a high deixis marker. Kirsner used two Dutch terts for his counts: an 
essay 'unravelling the human drama that motivated the construction, in the 
sixteenth century, of a strange sculpture garden at Bomarzo, ltaly' 22 and the 
fust two chapters of a survey of British analytic philosophy. 23 

(I) NOTEWORTHINESS Kirsner distinguished four markers ofnoteworthi
ness: (a) He assumed that since human heings are usually taken to he more 
noteworthy than nonpeople, there should he a preferenee for marking high 
deixis in case a NP denotes a human heing. He did indeed find a (statisti
cally significant) preferenee for proximate demonstratives in case of human 

21 English: 'this house' 
22 Kirsner (1979), p.361 
23 The texts are: Heila Haasse: De Tuinen van Bomarzo, Querido, Amsterdam, 1972 

and G. Nuchelmans: Overzicht van de Analytische Wijsbegeerte, Spectrum, Utrecht 
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NPs. 24 (b) Similarly he conjectured that single things are more noteworthy 
than sets. Again the hypothesis was confirmed: the proximate demonstrative 
'deze' is preferred above the distal 'die' in order to refer to single things. 25 (c) 
The fact that a referent is named plays a role as well. The proximate demon
strative is preferred when it comes to referring to referents which have been 
named. (d) Kirsner's fourth marker ofnoteworthiness is whether the referring 
expression occurs as the subject of the sentence. Kirsner claims that the fact 
that the referring expression is a subject and the use of a proximate demon
strative are correlated: 'Deze occurs nearly twice as frequently in subject NPs 
than in nonsubject NPs, a skewing significant at the .05 level.' 26 Kirsner's 
claim is however in contradiction with the table he presents: in that table 
only 34.9% of the 'deze's occur in subject NPs. On the other hand, the table 
also tells us that 'die' is used evenlessin subject NPs (22.6%). 

(II) GIVENNESS The givenness strategy is strongly related to accessibil
ity theory. Kirsner used two criteria to measure the givenness of a referent. 
The first one has no direct correlate in Ariel's theory. Kirsner proposed to 
compare referring expressions with a new noun and those with a repeated 
noun. He found that the proximate demonstrative occurs much more in refer
ring expressions with a new noun than in expressions with a repeated noun. 
The distal demonstrative is distributed rather evenly over new and repeated 
nouns. 27 

The intuition is that if a nounis used for the first time to refer to an entity, 
then the entity will not yet have entered the hearer's consciousness (= lower 
accessibility). Therefore marking higher deixis, i.e. the use of a proximate 
demonstrative, is appropriate. 

Kirsner's second measure is identical to Ariel's notion of distance. Kirsner 
examined whether a referent was introduced in the same sentence, one sen
tenee back or earlier. He found that the more distant prior mention in dis
course of a referent, the more likely was the use of a proximate demonstra
tive. 28 

24 Kirsner (1979), p.362, table 2 
25Ibid, p.362, table 3 
26 Ibid, pp.363-364, tables 4 and 5 
27Ibid, p.364, table 6 
28Ibid, p.365, table 7 
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(III) FOREGROUNDING Kirsner discerned three methods to 'foreground' 
a referent: putting its referring expression (A) in a main clause instead of a 
subordinate clause; (B) at or near the beginning of a sentence; (C) in the first 
sentence of a paragraph. Kirsner predicted that the speaker usually combines 
different strategies to signa! high deixis to the addressee. Therefore he ex
pected that the methods (A), (B) and (C) will occur more frequently together 
with a proximate demonstrative, than with a distal demonstrative. Also this 
prediction was confirmed by his quantitative analysis of the data 29 . 

Kirsner's findings support the condusion that the Dutch proximate demon
strative signals high deixis, and the distal demonstrative signals lower deixis. 
Translating the results obtained with respect Givenness to Accessibility the
ory, yields the following conclusion: the proximate demonstrative signals 
lower accessibility than the distal demonstrative. The results obtained for 
noteworthiness can however be given the opposite interpretation in accessi
bility theory: the fact that a referential expression occurs in subject position 
(subject positions are often occupied by the discourse topics) or refers to a 
named referent indicates relatively higher accessibility of the referent. For 
now we willleave Kirsner's notion of foregrounding aside. We will however 
discuss it later on. 

4 Summary of the Findings in the Literature 

The data which we have discussed up till now show, at a first glance, a sig
nificant difference between Dutch and English demonstratives. English prox
imate demonstratives are according to both Ariel and GH&Z relatively high 
accessibility markers (compared to distal demonstratives). Kirsner's findings 
on Dutch with respect to givenness suggest however that in Dutch the prox
imate demonstrative is used in particular for non-given (i.e. relatively low 
accessible) entities. 

The overall picture becomes more complicated if we take into account 
Kirsner's notion of noteworthiness. If we translate the data on Dutch with 
respect to noteworthiness into the framework of accessibility theory, then we 
obtain results for Dutch which are in accordance with the results found by 
Ariel and GH&Z for English (although we must note that the translation of 
the results into accessibility theory is in this case not completely indisputable). 

29 Ibid, pp.366-367, tables 8, 9 and 10 
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Table Foundation 
Plate 

Blocks ® CD Example 
Building 

Figure i. Experimental configuration. top view 

(B = Builder; I= lnstructor) 

Figure 1: The Experimental Set-up 

Furthermore we pointed out in section 2.2 (which starts on page 4) that 
Ariel's interpretation of Fillmore's findings on 'this' ( used for speaker known 
entities) and 'that' (used for mutually known entities) can be criticized. We 
found that here the data can also be interpreted in such a way that the proxi
mate demonstrative signals lower accessibility than the distal demonstrative. 
For the moment we suspend this discussion. We will however return to it 
later on. 

In the next section we will present new data on Dutch which may shed 
some light on these issues. In order to analyse these data we do however 
need a working hypothesis. We want to frame this hypothesis in terros of 
accessibility theory. Kirsner's data on givenness are most closely linked to 
accessibility theory. Therefore we will base our hypothesis on these data. 
The hypothesis is: The Dutch proximate demonstrative marks relatively low 
accessibility when compared to the Dutch distal demonstrative. In the next 
section we will show how this hypothesis can be tested. 

5 The Data 

5.1 The Experiment 

The data from which we will try to draw our own conclusions consist of a set 
of dialogues. These dialogues were collected in an experimental setting. 30 In 
tigure 1 the set up of the experiment has been depicted schematically. 

30The transcriptions of the dialogues can be found in Cremers (1992). A 'richer' tran
scription will appear in Piwek & Cremers (in preparation) 
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We see two (Dutch) participants: I, the so-called Instructor and B, the 
Builder. They were told to rearrange a given block building (whlch both could 
observe) into an exact copy of an example building. The dialogues arose be
cause the Builder could not see the example building, and the Instructor was 
not allowed to manipulate the blocks. Both participants could observe the 
shared workspace (i.e. the Foundation Plate). Inthls workspace they could 
make gestures with their hands, and of course B could move the blocks with 
hls hands. Furthermore B could also take blocks from a collection of blocks 
on hls left and add them to the workspace. The blocks came in different 
colours (blue, green, red and yellow), shapes (cube, bar, convex, concave) and 
sizes (small, medium and large). The dialogues whlch arose were composed 
of three basic types of moves: (I) speech acts (II) gestures (lil) blocks being 
moved around by B. 

10 dialogues were gathered and examined. We looked at those referential 
acts that were used for the initia/ identification of single objects. 

5.2 The Hypothesis 

In order to test the hypothesis ( The Dutch proximate demonstrative marks 
relatively low accessibility when compared to the Dutch distal demonstrative) 
we needed to find the factors which determine the accessibility of an entity 
in a physical domain (i.e. the particular block world whlch we described in 
the previous subsection). Since we are dealing with deictic demonstratives 
used for initia! identification we cannot use Ariel's criteria (like discourse 
topic, distance, etc.) whlch were devised in the context of textual anaphora. 
We came up with the following three factors, whlch have been formulated as 
criteria for determining accessibility: 

(I) The object in question has an exceptional shape. The convex and con
cave blocks fulfilled this criterion. They clearly stood out between the 
majority of blocks with right angles. In other words, objects with an 
exceptional shape are more salient and therefore easier to access. 

(II) The object lies in an area to whlch the speaker explicitly directed the 
attention of the addressee. This is marked by what we will call focus
ing expressions like in 'Wat nou helemaal naar voren zit, daar zit die 
rode dwars' ( What now entirely to the front is, there is that red one 
transverse). This type of construction did only occur three times in our 
data. 
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I referring device +ace -ace I 
demo distal N' + modirel + pointing 1 1 
demo distal N' + modirel 17 3 
demo distal N' + pointing 18 5 
demo distal N' 24 3 
demo distal + pointing 2 0 
demo prox N' + pointing 8 11 
demo prox + pointing 5 5 
definite artiele N' 8 1 
indefinite artiele N' 5 5 
diverse 4 1 
total 92 35 
percentage 72% 28% 

Table 2: An Overview of the Experimental Results 

(III) The object is adjacent to an object which was manipulated or talked 
about immediately before the referring act took place. 

We used these criteria to make a very coarse distinction in accessibility 
between entities: 

We judged an entity + accessible (+ace) if it fulfilled one of the three cri
teria. An object was elassified as - accessible (-ace) if it met none of the three 
criteria. 

6 The Results 

A summary ofthe results can be found in table 2. 31 We will pointwise high
light those particular results which we think to be relevant for the discussion 
on proximate and distal demonstratives. 

(A) Let us first examine what the data can tell us about our hypothesis. This 
hypothesis was: The Dutch proximate demonstrative marks relatively 
low accessibility when compared to the Dutch distal demonstrative. We 
can test this hypothesis in two ways: (i) by comparing the distribution 

31 In the table 'mod' stands for modifier, 'rel' for relative clause and N' ranges over the 
following three constructions : ADJ N (rode blok; red block}, ADJ (rode, red one}, ADJ 
ADJ (lange rode, long red one}. The last construction doeshowever occur very few times. 
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of proximate (distal) demonstratives over +ace and -ace entities, and (ii) 

by checking whether there is a preferenee for either distal or proximate 
demonstratives when it comes to referring to +ace (-ace) entities. 

Firstly, let us apply procedure (i). The distribution ofproximate demon
stratives over +ace and -ace entities is 13 : 16 <x2 = 10.62, P < 0.01). 32 

Clearly these numbers confirm our hypothesis: proximates prefer -ace 
entities. The distribution of distal demonstratives over +ace and -ace 
entities is 62 : 12 <x2 = 5, 1, P < 0.05). 33 Again the data confirm our 
hypothesis: distals are used more frequently to refer to +ace entities. 

We will now turn to procedure (ü). Note that all comparisons have to 
be made between expressions with the same amount of descriptive con
tent. This restrietion is necessary because the amount of descriptive 
information on a referring expression affects its position on the accessi
bility scale. So, we can compare demo prox + pointing to demo distal + 
pointing, butnotdie N' + modfrel + pointing to demo prox + pointing. 
Let us compare the use of demo distal N' + pointing and demo prox N' + 
pointing with respect to +ace entities. We found the following ratio 18: 
8 (demo distal N' + pointing : demo prox N' + pointing) with x2 = 3.85, 
P < 0.05). 34 The result is statistically significant and confirms our hy
pothesis. For -ace entities the ratio is 5: 11. This ratio agrees with our 
hypothesis. It is, however, statistically notsignificant when compared 
to the distribution expected due to chance <x2 = 2.25). 35 This may 
be due to the small sample of expressions which we examined. We can 
furthermore examine demo prox + pointing to die + pointing. Unfortu
nately, here the numbers are to small to apply statistica! methods. All 
we can say is that in our data demo prox + pointing occurred 5 times 
as much as die + pointing. 

(B) When we examined the data there was something else which attracted 
our attention: proximate demonstratives are always used in combina
tion with a pointing act. On the other hand, distal demonstratives pre
fer the absence of a pointing act in case they are meant to refer to +ace 
entities. The ratio was 21 (with pointing) : 41 (without pointing) with 
x2 = 6.46, P < 0.01. 36 Distal demonstratives which are used to refer 

32see table 3 on p.21 
33see table 4 on p.21 
34 see table 5 on p.21 
35 see table 6 on p.22 
36 see table 7 on p.22 
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to -ace entities occur as many times with as without a pointing act (6 : 
6). 

(C) Yet another remarkable fact is that proximate demonstratives never oc
curred in combination with modifiers, relative clauses and/or focusing 
expressions. 

7 Discussion 

Let us first try to findan explanation for the findings reported in item (C) of 
the previous section. The fact that proximate demonstratives never occur in 
combination with modifiers, relative clauses and/or focusing expressions may 
be related to the findings reported in item (B), i.e. proximates are always 
used in combination with a pointing act. 

Let us put forward two hypotheses: (i) Modifiers, relative clauses and/or 
focusing expressions are used by the speaker in order to enable the addressee 
to uniquely identify the referent. (ii) A pointing act presents a unique object 
to the hearer. Given (i) and (ii) we may conclude that the use of a modifier, 
relative clause and/or focusing expression is superfluous in case the referent 
was pointed at. The pointing act presents a unique object and therefore no 
additional information is needed to identify the object. 

In our data we found only two occurrences of the combination poining + 
modifier, relative clauses and/or focusing expression. These two instances did 
not falsify our condusion because in one case the pointing was not directed 
at a particular object (but rather an area of objects) and in the other case the 
relative clause was informationally vacuous. The latter reference act was: 'A: 
... Uh=en dan heb je nog die rode die daar (point) ligt.' (A: Uh=and then you 
have yet that red one that there (point) lies.) This relative clause provides no 
extra information which helps the addressee to identify the object. 

Another interesting fact is that the three subjects that used modifiers, 
relative clauses and/or focusing expressions most frequently, never pointed at 
objects. 37 

We will now try to find out whether the new data, which we described in 
the previous section under (A) and (B) can shed some light on the findings in 
the literature on Dutch and English. We will focus on the place proximate 

37In total only 6 of the 20 subjects that participated in the experiment used modifiers, 
relative clauses and/or focusing expressions. The distribution of the use of these expres
sions over the six individuals was as follows: 8, 4, 3, 2, 1, 1. The individuals that used 
these expressions respectively 8, 4 and 3 times never pointed at an object. 
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demonstratives should take with respect to distal demonstratives on the ac
cessibility scale. 

GH&Z and Ariel claimed that proximates mark a higher level of accessi
bility than distals. I want to defend that for Dutch this claim is only partially 
true. As far as Kirsner's findings for Dutch are concerned, I want to claim 
that we can make a mapping from his findings onto our own results. 

Our results showed that proximates are preferredly used to refer to, what 
we called, -ace entities. This is in tune with Kirsner's findings. He discovered 
that the combination proximate/non-given entity is more frequent than the 
combination proximate/given entity (as opposed to distals which preferred the 
opposite combinations). 

On the other hand, we found that the utterance of proximates is always 
accompanied by a pointing act. Pointing is a technique which a speaker 
uses in order to highlight an entity. Now let us try to make a compari
son with Kirsner's findings. Kirsner found that proximates are usually fore
grounded. 38 . We can consider foregrounding to he a way of highlighting an 
expression, and thereby also its intended referent. Kirsner found that ex
pressions which featured a proximate tended to he foregrounded. Whereas 
highlighting is realized in a physical domain by a pointing act, in texts the 
device for highlighting is foregrounding. 

How does all this relate to the findings from the literature on English 
demonstratives? We will try to slowly work towards an answer to this ques
tion. But fust a disclaimer: the ideas that we will now present are more 
speculative than the results we presented up to this point. 

GH&Z found that proximates pref er (speaker-)activated referents, whereas 
distals can also he used to refer to referents which are only familiar. These 
findings do, at least in part, correspond with the aforementioned findings on 
Dutch. 

An entity which has been pointed to, or been foregrounded linguistically, 
can he said to he (speaker-)activated. So both in Dutch and English prox
imates are used to refer to activated entities. So we can make a mapping 
from the notions of foregrounding and pointing (From Kirsner and our own 
investigations) to GH&Z's cognitive status called activated. 

We will try to do something similar for the notion familiar. It is defined 

38We wil! not go into the details of the relation between accessibility theory and Kirsner's 
third strategy, i.e. Noteworthiness. But note that one of the devices for marking note
worthiness (i.e. placing a referring expression in subject position) could as well be seen 
as a way to draw the appropriate amount of attention to a referent (in other words, to 
'foreground' it) 
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as follows in GH&Z, p.278: 'The addressee is able to uniquely identify the 
intended referent because he already has a representation of it in memory 
... '. We propose to map our notion +ace to the notion familiar. 

Let us try to work with these interpretations of the notions familiar (+ace) 
and activated (+pointing/+foregrounded). We can,then easily see that plac
ing activated higher on the accessibilty (givenness) scale than familiar is (at 
least for Dutch) not quite as natura! as one might think. We will base our 
argument on the data from Dutch. Wethink that activation and familiarity 
are in some sense two mutually dependent properties of referents. By this 
we mean the following: if an entity is not familiar (-ace), the speaker has 
to make an extra effort to refer to the entity by for example activating it 
(pointing/foregrounding). The fact that the entity is activated then licenses 
the speaker to use a proximate (in other words, (speaker-)activation is a nec
essary condition for using a proximate). On the other hand, if an entity is 
already familiar, then it will do to use a distal (distals are most of the time 
not accompanied by a pointing act). Sometimes the distal contains a modifier 
or a relative clause (note that proximates never contain a modifier or rela
tive clause). These are typically used to single out one entity from the set of 
familiar entities (eg. the +ace entities)39 . 

So, whether a referent (entity) is familiar (+/- ace) determines, at least 
in part, the choice of the referring act. The referring act itself may have a 
part or aspect (eg. pointing or foregrounding) which activates the referent. 
Activating a referent is more appropriate when the referent was (before the 
referring act occurred) not familiar (-ace). This explains the fact that we (and 
also Kirsner) found proximates to refer to referents (entities) which are not 
familiar (-ace) and at the sametime activated (foregrounded/pointed at). 

The results for English demonstratives, i.e. the preferenee speakers have 
for the combination +activated/proximate, can he mapped onto the following 
correlation found in Dutch: foregrounded-pointed at/proximate. There are 
however no data on English which correspond to the findings on Dutch which 
teil us that proximates are preferred to refer to -ace (non given) entities. Fur
ther research on English demonstratives is needed to decide whether the uses 
of demonstratives in Dutch and English are also akin in this respect. 

39 Examples are: die gele die op de grond zit (that yellow one that on the floor sits), die 
gele die daar onder zit (that yellow one that there under sits), die blauwe die hier achter 
zit (that blue one that here behind sits). 
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9 Appendix 

+ace I -ace I 
Jo 13 16 

Je 20.88 8.12 

Uo- fe) 2 62.09 62.09 
{/o-feY 2.97 7.65 r. 

Table 3: proximate demonstratives x2 = 10.62 p < 0.01 

I +ace I -ace I 
Jo 62 12 

Je 53.28 20.72 
Uo- fe)"l. 76.04 76.04 
Uo-J.? 1.43 3.67 J. 

Table 4: distal demonstratives p < 0.05 

I demo distal N' + pointing I demo proximate N' + pointing I 
Jo 18 8 

Je 13 13 
Uo- fe)"l. 25 25 
Uo-f.)~ 1.923 1.923 fe_ 

Table 5: +ace entities x2 = 3.85 p < 0.05 

) 
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I demo distal N' + pointing I demo proximate N' + pointing I 
Jo 5 11 

Je 8 8 

(Jo- feY. 9 9 
Uo-fe)" 1.125 1.125 fe 

Table 6: -ace entities x2 = 2.25 

I with pointing I without pointing I 
Jo 21 41 

Je 31 31 
(Jo- fe)"L 100 100 
Uo- fe)" 3.23 3.23 fe 

Table 7: distal demonstratives & +ace x2 = 6, 46 p < 0.05 
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