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(Bound) Pronouns in Competition: Evidence from Romanian Comprehension

OVERVIEW: In sentences like (1) and (2), Romanian pronouns el / ea ‘him / her’ are ambiguous between
a reflexive reading (bound by Andrei or every boy) and a disjoint reading (referring to Mihai or grandpa
Radu). Given that el/ea are not subject to strict binding constraints (like Conditions A and B), Romanian
provides an opportunity to test higher-level hypotheses regarding intrasentential pronominal reference. We
investigate the interpretation of el/ea in syntactic contexts like (1) and (2) by means of two comprehension
experiments with pronouns targeting both referential (Experiment 1, e.g. Andrei) and quantified (Experiment
2, e.g. every boy) antecedents. THEORETICAL IMPORT: We test critical theoretical assumptions of several
Binding Theories and provide evidence that: (i) binding is not preferred to other reference relations (contra
Reinhart, 1983; Reuland, 2011, a.m.o); (ii) disjoint reference interpretations of simple pronouns are not
preferred in ambiguous contexts (contra Levinson 1987, a.o.); (iii) complex reflexives like el ı̂nsuşi do
compete with simplex pronominal forms ea/el (contra Safir, 2004, a.o.), and this competition affects the
interpretation of pronouns el/ea ‘him/her’ in contexts in which they are ambiguous.
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‘At Mihai’s house, Andrei talked about him(self) / himself / this one’.
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‘At Mihai’s house, Andrei talked about him(self) / himself / this one’.
BINDING THEORETIC HYPOTHESES. Our experiments test three main Binding Theory hypotheses.
(i) Binding is Easy. Bound variable relations, as syntactic-semantic dependencies, are more economical
than (local) coreference, which is computed at the level of discourse (Reinhart, 1983, 2006; Roelofsen, 2010;
Reuland, 2001, 2011). Hypothesis: bound variable relations are easier to construct than other reference
relations. There is experimental evidence against the Binding is Easy hypothesis (Frazier & Clifton, 2006;
Cunnings et al, 2014), as well as experimental evidence in its favor (Koornneef, 2008; Wagers et al., 2018).
For instance, Wagers et al. (2018) argue that Chamorro comprehenders adopt a bound variable interpretation
(i.e. a reflexive reading as opposed to a disjoint reading) of an ambiguous pronoun “virtually by default”.
Prediction: Under this hypothesis, we might expect the reflexive/non-reflexive ambiguity in cases like (1)
and (2) to be resolved as a reflexive interpretation, since comprehenders would achieve this reading by giving
the string a bound variable parse, without referring to the discourse context.
(ii) Pragmatic Listeners. Some accounts of pronominal reference (Dowty 1980; Levinson, 1987, 2000)
argue that the choice between reflexive and regular pronouns is guided by pragmatic constraints. Under
the assumption that speakers attempt to be maximally informative (Grice, 1975), the hearer’s strategy is
to reject a reflexive interpretation of a non-reflexive pronoun. Hypothesis: if an unambiguously reflexive
form is available, listeners reject reflexive interpretations of ambiguous pronouns. Prediction: Given the
availability of the unambiguously reflexive el ı̂nsuşi in the case of (1) and (2), comprehenders will show an
overwhelming preference for interpreting el/ea as disjoint in reference from the local subject.
(iii) Competing Forms: el vs. el ı̂nsuşi. Some accounts derive Condition B effects by means of the competi-
tion between pronouns and reflexives. Safir (2004) and Rooryck and vanden Wyngaerd (2011), for instance,
assume that (a) English himself is a simplex reflexive (though see Ahn & Kalin (2018) for arguments that
himself is complex), and (b) simplex reflexives are more economical than pronouns like him. Crucially,
both Safir (2004) and Rooryck & vanden Wyngaerd (2011) stipulate that complex reflexives (like Romanian
el ı̂nsuşi) do not compete with simplex pronouns (like el). Hypothesis: Contra Safir (2004) and Rooryck
& vanden Wyngaerd (2011), we hypothesize that el and el ı̂nsuşi do compete. Whether this competition is
modulated by economy constraints (Safir, 2004, Reuland, 2011) , by pragmatic constraints (a weaker version
of hypothesis (ii)), or both, the following prediction is made. Prediction: additional activation of el ı̂nsuşi
will lead to a lower rate of reflexive interpretation of regular pronouns el/ea in ambiguous contexts.
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DESIGN: We gave participants in each experiment a picture-matching task with the within-subjects factor
AMBIGUITY (Ambiguous/Reflexive/Disjoint). Participants chose one of two pictures to match their interpre-
tation of a heard target sentence. A sample item from Experiment 1 is given in the figure below. We manipu-
lated the availability of unambiguous reflexive forms in the experiment in a between-subjects GROUP factor.
The Gender group of subjects only heard sentences with regular pronouns el/ea. As illustrated in the left
panel below (Gender Unambiguous), pronoun gender cues disambiguated the sentence (Reflexive/Disjoint).
The other group of subjects, Form, heard sentences with unambiguous reflexives and demonstratives. As
illustrated in the right panel below (Form Unambiguous), participants could only rely on the referring ex-
pression form to disambiguate the sentence (Reflexive/Disjoint). In both groups, the critical Ambiguous
stimuli were identical (center panel below). Experiment 1 only used referential antecedents (2 characters
per context), while Experiment 2 used quantified subjects (4 characters per context). Participants: 68
native speakers of Romanian per experiment. Materials: 15 items and 20 fillers per experiment.

GENDER UNAMBIGUOUS

Acasă la Irina, Andrei a vorbit despre ea / el.
‘At Irina’s house, Andrei talked about her/ him’

GENDER & FORM AMBIGUOUS

Acasă la Mihai, Andrei a vorbit despre el.
‘At Mihai’s house, Andrei talked about him’

FORM UNAMBIGUOUS

Acasă la Mihai, Andrei a vorbit despre acesta / el ı̂nsuşi.
‘At Mihai’s house, Andrei talked about this one / himself’

RESULTS: The rate of reflexive interpretation by condition is given in Tables 1 and 2. Logistic mixed-
effects regression revealed the rate of reflexive interpretation in the Ambiguous condition was significantly
different from the rate of reflexive interpretation in the Reflexive (Exp 1: z = 5.98, p<0.001, Exp 2: z=5.16,
p<0.001) and the Disjoint (Exp 1: z = -8.18, p<0.001, Exp 2: z = -6.07, p<0.001) conditions. Nested mixed-
effects regression models revealed no significant effect of GROUP on the rate of reflexive interpretation in
the Ambiguous condition in Exp. 1 (z = -1.72, p=0.08), but a significant effect in Exp. 2 (z = -1.98, p<0.05).
Table 1. Exp. 1: Referential DPs (2 antecedents). Table 2. Exp. 2: Quantified DPs (4 antecedents).

FORM GENDER

%Refl. Pronoun %Refl. Pronoun
AMBIGUOUS 52.2% el / ea 62.1% el / ea
REFLEXIVE 95.7% el ı̂nsuşi /ea ı̂nsaşi 96.5% el / ea
DISJOINT 15.9% acesta / aceasta 3.5% el / ea

FORM GENDER

%Refl. Pronoun %Refl. Pronoun
AMBIGUOUS 42% el / ea 59.5% el / ea
REFLEXIVE 100% el ı̂nsuşi /ea ı̂nsaşi 99.3% el / ea
DISJOINT 14.6% acesta / aceasta 0.6% el / ea

DISCUSSION. The overall rate of reflexive interpretation in the Ambiguous condition across the two partic-
ipant groups was 57.15% in Experiment 1, and 50.75% in Experiment 2. Given that speakers did not show
a clear preference in interpretation, these results are not expected under the (i) Binding is Easy hypothe-
ses, which predicted a strong preference for reflexive readings (as in Wagers et al, 2018), or under the (ii)
Pragmatic Listeners hypothesis, which predicted a strong preference for disjoint readings. With respect to
hypothesis (iii) Competing Forms: el vs. el ı̂nsuşi, our results indicate that listeners interpreted ambiguous
el as reflexive less often when speakers regularly used el ı̂nsuşi. Across both experiments, participants in
the Form group chose a reflexive interpretation for ambiguous pronouns less often than those in the Gender
group (9.9% difference in Exp 1, 17.5% difference in Exp 2). This effect only achieves significance in Exp 2,
but a higher powered Exp 1 would also likely observe a significant effect. Further support for the hypothesis
that complex reflexives and regular pronouns compete comes from the reaction time data in the Ambiguous
condition, which observes a significant effect of GROUP in both experiments.
CONCLUSIONS: We provide evidence that there is no clear overall preference in the interpretation of Ro-
manian pronouns el/ea: we did not find a bound variable preference (against Hypothesis (i)) or a strong
disjoint interpretation preference (against Hypothesis (ii)). Our results also show that the interpretation of
pronominal forms is dependent on available competing alternatives: we observed an increase in the rate of
disjoint interpretation for regular pronouns when complex reflexives were an active alternative (the Form
group). We conjecture that the interpretation data jointly reflects economy and pragmatic pressures.


