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Abstract 13 

German has two demonstrative pronoun series, the short form der, die, das, and the long form dieser, 14 
diese, dieses. Both forms can be used anaphorically and they contrast with the personal pronoun er, 15 
sie, es in that they refer to an antecedent that is less prominent at that point in the discourse when the 16 
discourse provides different potential antecedents. Demonstrative pronouns are typically used in the 17 
preverbal position in a German sentence, i.e. the topic position. Thus, they are assumed to be topic 18 
shifters (from a non-topical antecedent to the topical argument in the current sentence). However, der 19 
can be repeated yielding topic chains, thus referring back to a topical antecedent, while this is not the 20 
case for dieser. In this paper, we argue that der and dieser both contribute to topic management, but 21 
they do this in different ways: der is a marker of a sentence topic, while dieser is a marker of 22 
discourse topic shift. We present the results of two experiments that compare the use of personal 23 
pronouns with either demonstrative pronoun manipulating sentence topic and discourse topic. First, 24 
both experiments show that the personal pronoun is not sensitive to either type of topichood of its 25 
antecedent. Second, Experiment 1 shows that both demonstrative pronouns prefer a context where 26 
discourse topic and sentence topic are shifted. Third, experiment 2 shows that only dieser prefers a 27 
context with a shifted discourse topic, but der is not sensitive to discourse topichood only. We take 28 
the results as supporting our claim that the two demonstratives have different discourse functions: der 29 
marks a sentence topic, while dieser is a shifter (and marker) of the discourse topic. 30 

 31 

1 Introduction 32 

Referential management in discourse is primarily guided by the use of referential expressions, e.g. 33 
personal pronouns, definite noun phrases and proper names. Recent studies also focus on the 34 
anaphoric function of demonstrative pronouns, in particular in comparison to personal pronouns. 35 
Demonstrative expressions are primarily used as deictic expressions in order to refer to objects in the 36 
actual situation. Beyond their deictic function, they have various other functions, including a broad 37 
range of functions in discourse structuring (Himmelmann, 1996; Diessel, 1999; Doran & Ward, 38 
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2019). Current research compares the anaphoric behavior of demonstrative pronouns with that of 39 
personal pronouns. In contexts with two or more potential antecedents, demonstratives refer to the 40 
less prominent antecedent, i.e. the non-subject, the non-topical, the non-agent and often the most 41 
recent antecedent, while personal pronouns tend to refer to the subject, the topic and agent argument 42 
and the first mentioned antecedent (Kaiser, 2003; 2011; Kaiser and Trueswell, 2008; Hemforth et al., 43 
2010; Çokal et al., 2018).  44 

German has two demonstrative pronouns, the short (or unmarked) form der, die, das and the long (or 45 
specialized) form dieser, diese, dieses, both of which show a very similar behavior in their anaphoric 46 
use if compared to the personal pronoun er, sie, es in contexts with more than one antecedent. 47 
Demonstrative pronouns access the less prominent antecedent and make it more prominent, thus they 48 
function as topic shifters (Weinrich, 1993/2007; Kaiser, 2011; Schumacher et al., 2015; Bader and 49 
Portele, 2019). However, both demonstrative pronouns can also be used in contexts with only one 50 
appropriate antecedent, which they promote to a topic (Weinrich, 1993/2007; Abraham, 2002; 51 
Ahrenholz, 2007). It is not discussed whether they differ in how they do this. One interesting 52 
observation is that the demonstrative der, other than dieser, allows for topic chains consisting of 53 
repeated uses of der, while the demonstrative dieser does not allow for such chains. It is felicitously 54 
used only once in a referential chain (Abraham, 2002; Ahrenholz, 2007). We think that this behavior 55 
follows from the difference between the short demonstrative der and the long demonstrative dieser in 56 
their discourse function: der marks a sentence topic, which makes it compatible with a local topic 57 
shift. Dieser, on the other hand, is a discourse topic shifter, i.e. it signals that a new or familiar 58 
discourse referent becomes the new discourse topic. Since a discourse topic is understood as a topical 59 
element for a longer discourse span, a repetition of dieser in adjacent sentences is not felicitous. In 60 
order to test these hypotheses, we conducted two experiments: In both experiments we created small 61 
discourses with only one suitable 3rd person singular referent. In Experiment 1 we manipulated both 62 
discourse and sentence topic and tested the acceptability of the two demonstrative pronouns. In 63 
Experiment 2 we only manipulated the discourse topic and kept the sentence topic stable in order to 64 
test the discourse structural function of both demonstratives. 65 

In the following, we initially present more information on demonstrative pronouns in German and 66 
their anaphoric semantics as well as their discourse function. We then formulate our hypotheses on 67 
the different discourse functions of the two demonstratives based on empirical observations in the 68 
recent literature. This is followed by our two experiments, the discussion and our conclusion. 69 

 70 

1.1 Demonstratives in German 71 

German – like every other language – has demonstrative expressions, which generally have the 72 
function to direct attention to an object or raise the prominence of a discourse referent (Diessel 1999, 73 
Himmelmann 1999). We will focus on the two most important demonstratives in German, the 74 
unmarked form der, die, das and the long and specialized form dieser, diese, dieses. The unmarked 75 
form der is also the source for the definite article, the relative pronoun and the resumptive pronoun. 76 
The specialized form allows first mentioned uses, i.e. recognitional and indefinite uses of 77 
demonstrative noun phrases (Himmelmann 1999, Deichsel 2015). Both demonstratives can be used 78 
as determiners in demonstrative noun phrases or complex demonstratives (der Junge ‘that boy’,  79 
dieser Junge ‘this boy’) or as pronouns for animate or inanimate referents (unlike English this and 80 
that). The demonstrative noun phrase der Junge ‘that boy’ cannot be easily distinguished from the 81 
definite noun phrase der Junge ‘the boy’, as most forms in the gender-case-number paradigm of the 82 
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definite article and the unmarked demonstrative are identical. The unmarked demonstrative der does 83 
not express locational information and the demonstrative dieser signals proximity only in very well-84 
defined contexts. It is, however, generally used without locational information (Weinrich, 1993/2007; 85 
Weinert, 2007; Zifonun et al., 1997, Wöllstein et al., 2022). Demonstrative determiners in 86 
demonstrative noun phrases are assigned the following three functions. First, they select one element 87 
from a set of similar entities and thus express an anti-uniqueness condition, as evidenced by the 88 
infelicitous *this moon (Bisle-Müller, 1991; King, 2001; Wolter, 2006; Bosch & Umbach, 2007).  89 
Second, they are assumed to be topic shifters, i.e. they promote a non-topical referent in the 90 
antecedent sentence to a topical one in the current sentence (Weinrich, 1993/2007; Zifonun et al., 91 
1997; Diessel, 1999; Bosch & Umbach, 2007). Third, they signal topic continuity in the sense of 92 
Givón (1983), i.e. they signal that a topic is and will be continued along a larger span of discourse. 93 
This is best documented by the forward-looking function of indefinite demonstratives, as in Then I 94 
met this guy at the bar (Prince, 1981; Gernsbacher & Shroyer, 1989), which is also a function of the 95 
German specialized demonstrative dieser (Deichsel 2015). In this paper, we focus on pronominal 96 
demonstratives in their anaphoric use. We assume that some of their functions should intersect with 97 
the functions of the corresponding determiners.  98 

 99 

1.2 Anaphorically used demonstrative pronouns 100 

Demonstrative pronouns are typically investigated in comparison to personal pronouns. They differ 101 
from personal pronouns in their anaphoric use in that in ambiguous contexts, i.e. in contexts with 102 
more than one antecedent, they access the less prominent antecedent, while personal pronouns prefer 103 
the prominent antecedent. We understand prominence (or salience) as a structural property of the 104 
discourse that is composed of several sub-scales. A prominent unit is defined such that i) it stands out 105 
with respect to other units of the same type, ii) it attracts more operations than other elements and iii) 106 
it might change over time (Himmelmann & Primus, 2015, von Heusinger & Schumacher, 2019).  107 

The demonstrative der has been extensively investigated using offline as well as different online 108 
methods: Bosch et al. (2003) and Weinert (2007) provide corpus data. Schumacher et al. (2016) and 109 
Bader and Portele (2019) use acceptability judgment tasks, sentence completion experiments, or 110 
forced-choice tasks. Bosch and Umbach (2007) provide results from self-paced readings, and Ellert 111 
(2013) and Schumacher et al. (2017) from visual world paradigm studies. Schumacher et al. (2015) 112 
and Repp and Schumacher (2023) report on ERP studies. The general view from all these different 113 
studies is that der refers to less prominent antecedents, and er refers to more prominent antecedents. 114 
Personal pronouns tend to refer to the subject/the first/the topical and highly agentive antecedent, 115 
while demonstrative pronouns refer to the non-subject, the more recent, the non-topical and the less 116 
agentive antecedent. This preference is strong for demonstrative pronouns, while the personal 117 
pronouns are more flexible (Kaiser, 2011; Schumacher 2016; Bader & Portele, 2019) 118 

The demonstrative dieser has been less intensively studied, primarily using offline studies: Abraham 119 
(2002), Ahrenholz (2007), Weinert (2007) report on corpus studies, Fuchs & Schumacher (2020) 120 
from sentence completion tasks, Patil et al. (2020; 2023) and Patterson & Schumacher (2021) on 121 
forced-choice and acceptability judgement tasks. Summing up their findings, dieser behaves very 122 
similarly to der: in ambiguous contexts, i.e. in contexts with two or more antecedents, both 123 
demonstratives refer to the less prominent antecedent. Prominence parameters include grammatical 124 
role (Bosch et al., 2007), linear position of antecedents (Bosch & Hinterwimmer 2016), topichood 125 
(Bosch & Umbach 2007) and thematic role (Schumacher et al., 2016, Bader et al., 2022). Most 126 
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studies do not find significant differences between der and dieser. Fuchs and Schumacher (2021:207) 127 
report a numerical difference between der and dieser in contexts where they refer to less prominent 128 
antecedents: der establishes a slightly longer referential chain than dieser mirroring the assumption 129 
of Weinrich (1993/2007) that dieser functions as a marker for introducing a new discourse topic with 130 
a short discourse span. Bader et al. (2022: 415) do not find any structural or semantic differences 131 
between der and dieser, but speculate that der allows for an “evaluative” interpretation, which is not 132 
available for dieser. This is experimentally confirmed by Patil et al. (2023), who find that der is 133 
acceptable in an evaluative context even when its antecedent is highly prominent (topical), whereas 134 
dieser is not affected by evaluation and is always rated low with such an antecedent. Patil et al. 135 
(2023) use these findings to build upon a theory (cf. Hinterwimmer & Bosch, 2016, 2018, in turn 136 
developing an account by Bosch & Umbach, 2007) that der is sensitive to perspective-taking, and 137 
that it avoids the most prominent perspective taker. Hinterwimmer (2020) generalizes this account by 138 
assuming that perspective takers such as narrators in texts are also discourse referents, and that thus 139 
the behavior of der simply falls out from it avoiding the most prominent discourse referent. Dieser, 140 
Patil et al. (2023) argue, is not sensitive to perspective-taking, but also avoids the most prominent 141 
discourse referent, which then is the discourse topic. Patterson and Schumacher (2021) found in a 142 
forced-choice and acceptability judgement tasks of an ambiguous contexts with three antecedents no 143 
significant difference between the use of der and dieser, but both showed a certain preference for the 144 
last mentioned antecedent, supporting the claim of Zifonun et al. (1997) for dieser. Finally, Patil et 145 
al. (2020) found register differences between der and dieser, such that dieser tends towards more 146 
formal, and der towards more informal, language. 147 

 148 

1.3 Demonstrative pronouns and discourse structure 149 

Weinrich (1993/2007), Abraham (2002), Weinert (2007) and Ahrenholz (2007) focus on the 150 
discourse function of demonstrative pronouns. Weinrich (1993/2007) observes that personal 151 
pronouns are used in order to continue a topical (in his terminology a “thematic”) antecedent, often 152 
the subject of the previous sentence. Demonstrative pronouns, however, are typically linked to a non-153 
topical (or “rhematic”) antecedent, which is then promoted to a prominent, i.e. topical, referent. This 154 
is evidenced by the observation that demonstrative pronouns have a much stronger preference than 155 
personal pronouns to occur in an initial or preverbal position (cf. Weinert 2007: 8-9), the favorite 156 
topic position in a German sentence (but not the only possible position for a topic, see Frey, 2004). In 157 
the following example from Weinrich (1993/2007: 381) the lake Wannsee is introduced in the first 158 
sentence and then picked up by the direct object den in the preverbal position. 159 

(1) A: wenn Sie in Berlin gewohnt haben, kennen Sie natürlich auch den Wannsee. 160 

 B: ja, den kenn ich von den vielen Sonntagsauflügen. 161 

 A: If you've lived in Berlin, you'll of course know the Wannsee. 162 

 B: Yes, I know den from my many Sunday outings. 163 

The demonstrative den in the second sentence refers back to the only suitable referent den Wannsee, 164 
it promotes the referent to the topical one in the current sentence. Abraham (2002) couches this 165 
behavior of demonstrative pronouns in terms of Centering Theory (Grosz et al., 1995) and formulates 166 
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a modified pronoun rule for demonstratives, namely that they must not refer to a topical antecedent, 167 
while personal pronouns typically refer to such a topical antecedent. Abraham (2002: 461) illustrates 168 
this behavior in (2).  169 

(2)  a (S 1:) Hans1 traf Alfon2 • (S2:) Der2 trug einen Regenmantel. (S3:) Er2 war bleich im Gesicht.  170 

  Hans1 met Alfons2. Der2 wore a raincoat. He2 had a pale face. 171 

b  Hans1 traf Alfons2• Der2 trug einen Regenmantel. *Der2 fror trotzdem. 172 

Hans1 met Alfons2. Der2 wore a raincoat. *Der2 was freezing nonetheless.   173 

c  Hans1 traf Alfons2• Er1 trug einen Regenmantel. Er/*Der1/2 fror trotzdem.  174 

Hans1 met Alfons2. He1 wore a raincoat. He/Der1/2 was freezing nonetheless. 175 

The demonstrative der refers to the non-topical Alfons in the first sentence and promotes the referent 176 
to a topical status. The personal pronoun er in S3 can then refer to this topical antecedent, cf. (2a). 177 
The infelicitous use of der in S3 in (2b) illustrates that a demonstrative can only access a non-topical 178 
element, and the topical chain of Hans – er – er/*der in (2c) is intended to illustrate that the 179 
demonstrative cannot stand in a topical chain. Weinrich (1993/2007), Abraham (2002) and Weinert 180 
(2007) focused on the behavior of the unmarked demonstrative der, but assume that the specialized 181 
demonstrative dieser behaves similarly.  182 

Abraham (2002) concludes from the topic conditions that demonstrative pronouns always have to 183 
refer to a full noun phrase antecedent, but not to personal pronouns as they are part of topical 184 
referential chains. However, Weinrich (1993/2007: 382) already provided examples of der-topic 185 
chains from a short dialogue in a literary text, contradicting this claim (Alfred Döblin, Berlin 186 
Alexanderplatz, Third Book: 127): 187 

(3) “Kopp ist total ausgeschlossen. Der ist doch Athlet, Schwerarbeiter, der war erstklassiger 188 
Möbeltransportör, Klaviere und so, bei dem schlägt es nicht auf den Kopf…” 189 

“Kopp is totally out of the question. Der is an athlete, a hard worker, der was a first-class 190 
furniture transporter, pianos and all that, it doesn't hit dem on the head...” 191 

In (3), the referent Kopp is introduced in subject position in the first sentence as the only referent and 192 
then picked up with the demonstrative der in the second sentence, but also in the third and fourth 193 
sentence. While this example clearly illustrates that der-topic chains with repeated use of the 194 
demonstrative are possible, the alternative use of the demonstrative dieser in such a context is not 195 
possible. Repp and Schumacher (2023:05) provide a very similar example (4) from the coming-of-196 
age novel Tschick by Herrndorf (2010: 158), which tries to mimic informal language (our italics): 197 

(4)  “Wenn die uns nachläuft, ist megakacke”, sagte Tschick. […] 198 

“Das mit dem Stinken hättest du nicht sagen müssen.” 199 
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“Irgendwas musste ich ja sagen. Und Alter, hat die voll gestunken! Die wohnt garantiert auf 200 
der Müllkippe da. Assi.” 201 

“Aber schön gesungen hat sie”, sagte ich nach einer Weile. “Und logisch wohnt die nicht auf 202 
der Müllkippe.” 203 

„Warum fragt die dann nach Essen?“ 204 

“If die follows us, that‘s supercrap,” said Tschick. […] 205 

“You didn’t have to say the part about (her) stinking.” 206 

“I had to say something. And dude, die really stunk! I’m sure die lives at that garbage dump. 207 
Lowlife.” 208 

“But sie sang beautifully,” I said after a while. “And obviously die doesn’t live at the dump.” 209 

“Why did die then ask for food?”  210 

The feminine demonstrative die (‘she’) is used to establish a topical chain across the dialogue 211 
contributions referring to the girl the two boys are talking about. In their corpus of 1,559 referential 212 
terms, Repp & Schumacher (2023) found 827 personal pronouns and 43 instances of demonstrative 213 
der, of which many occur in a topical der-chain, but no demonstrative dieser pronoun. We can 214 
summarize that these observations and corpus studies show that demonstrative pronouns are 215 
felicitous in one-antecedent contexts, they do change the topical structure and der, other than dieser, 216 
can establish topic chains with repeated use of der. Additional evidence for the use of the 217 
demonstrative der linked to a topical referent is provided by (5). 218 

(5)  Die Vorstellung der deutschen Nationalmannschaft gegen Japan war desaströs. Beim 1:4 219 
zerfiel das Team zum Schluss in seine Einzelteile. Und Bundestrainer Hansi Flick? Der 220 
möchte weitermachen1.  221 

The German national team’s performance against Japan was desastrous. During the 1:4 222 
game the team fell apart towards the end. And national coach Hansi Flick? Der wants to 223 
continue. 224 

In (5), the question Und Bundestrainer Hansi Flick? ‘And national coach Hansi Flick?’ serves to turn 225 
the referent Bundestrainer Hansi Flick into the aboutness or sentence topic of the next sentence, in 226 
the sense of Reinhart (1981) (cf. Frey, 2004). In this next sentence, it is then referred to via the 227 
demonstrative pronoun der in initial subject position. Examples like (5) with der are relatively 228 
frequent in German newspaper prose, but nearly nonexistent with dieser. In order to test this 229 
intuition, we ran a small corpus search in the tagged newspaper archive of the German national 230 
reference corpus DeReKo (Institut für Deutsche Sprache 2019), looking for sentences like Und der 231 

 
1 https://www.spiegel.de/sport/fussball/fussball-deutschland-zeigte-bei-der-niederlage-gegen-japan-einen-
offenbarungseid-a-571d78f9-02a0-49a1-a4a9-89e81346b8a9 (10.09.2023) 
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Bundestrainer?, i.e. instances of Und followed by an article, a noun, and the question mark2. Of the 232 
2.462 total hits, we analyzed the first 110 that really were instances of our target sentence type, 55 233 
from the Swiss newspaper St. Galler Tagblatt and 55 from the German newspaper Braunschweiger 234 
Nachrichten. We looked at the sentence directly following the target sentence and analyzed whether 235 
it contained a referential expression whose antecedent is the referent asked about in the target 236 
sentence, and the form of this referential expression. The topical referent from the target sentence 237 
was anaphorically taken up again in the subsequent sentence in 61% of all cases. In 45% of all cases 238 
(50 out of 110) this was done via a pronoun, including zero pronouns. Of those, 19 instances were 239 
with a personal pronoun, 15 with zero, 14 with a der-demonstrative pronoun, but only 2 with a 240 
dieser-demonstrative pronoun. This seems to confirm our intuitions that der is quite compatible with 241 
a topical referent, while dieser clearly seeks to avoid it. Note that the frequent occurrence of zero 242 
pronouns here confirms that the referent is indeed topical, since German allows topic drop in 243 
restricted contexts, but not the omission of pronouns in general (cf. Trutkowski, 2016; Schäfer, 244 
2021). 245 

We have now gathered some evidence that the German demonstratives differ in how sensitive they 246 
are to the topichood of their antecedent. Before we formulate the hypotheses that our experiments are 247 
designed to test, we will first discuss the notion of topic itself in some more detail and lay out the 248 
idea that it concerns at least a more local and a more global strand of referential management. 249 

1.4 Topics  250 

Topic is one of the central concepts of information structure in linguistics. There are at least two 251 
different notions of topic in the literature, sentence topic and discourse topic. Following Reinhart 252 
(1981), a sentence topic or aboutness topic is defined as the referent that a sentence is about. 253 
Recognizing that essentially the same propositional content can be realized via a number of sentences 254 
with different topics, Reinhart defines the aboutness relation such that a sentence topic provides an 255 
instruction which discourse referent the proposition denoted by a sentence should be stored under in 256 
the discourse representation. The constituents denoting topic referents underlie certain restrictions. In 257 
line with the aboutness definition requiring a well-defined header, i.e. a discourse referent, under 258 
which a proposition is stored, many languages, including English and German (cf. Frey 2005), only 259 
allow definites or specific indefinites as topics. Under many accounts, sentence topic referents also 260 
have to be given or at least weakly familiar (Roberts 2011). Correspondingly, there are also topicless, 261 
or thetic (Kuroda 1972), sentences, that are not about any one referent. The notion of aboutness is 262 
pragmatic, i.e. a sentence can only be said to have a certain topic within a given context (Reinhart 263 
1981). However, many linguistic devices have been identified crosslinguistically that correlate with 264 
sentence topichood or that have been called topicalizing constructions, even though they do not 265 
categorically mark topical constituents in accordance with the context-dependent nature of aboutness. 266 
Topicalizing constructions have been shown to have differing, language-specific, felicity conditions 267 
(cf. Frey, 2005; Roberts, 2011). The most persistent crosslinguistic tendency seems to be to place 268 
topical constituents sentence- or utterance-initially (Roberts, 2011). Syntactically, subjects are often 269 
sentence topics, and semantically, agents often are (Givón ,1983). Since topics are often given, they 270 
are also often expressed via (zero) pronouns (Givón, 1983; Poesio et al., 2004). Specifically for 271 
German, Frey (2005) shows that a constituent in the prefield, i.e. placed before the finite verb in a 272 
main clause, is very compatible with a topical interpretation. We therefore assume that German 273 
sentences in which an initial constituent (in the prefield) is a subject and an agent and that can 274 

 
2 We used the search term '"Und" /+w1 MORPH(ART) /+w1 MORPH(N nn) /+w1 \?' in the TAGGED-T archive of 
DeReKo.  
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plausibly be interpreted as being about the referent denoted by that constituent in a given context, 275 
will normally be interpreted as having this referent as their sentence topic. Conversely, we assume 276 
that referents expressed via non-initial, non-subject constituents will be less likely to be interpreted as 277 
sentence topics.  278 

The other relevant notion of topic is that of the discourse topic. As the name indicates, the discourse 279 
topic has a broader, more global scope than the sentence topic, which is local to the sentence and its 280 
immediate context. The discourse topic plays a role in establishing coherence between larger chunks 281 
of discourse; it is what an entire segment of (i.e. a paragraph) a discourse is about. Roberts (2011) 282 
equates the discourse topic with the question under discussion (QUD, Roberts 1996/2012), i.e. the 283 
structuring of discourse along hierarchically ordered implicit questions. The discourse topic aids in 284 
maintaining a sense of thematic continuity (Givón, 1983) across several sentences. Unlike sentence 285 
topics, discourse topics do not need to correspond to a single constituent in any given sentence and 286 
can be more abstract (Reinhart 1981). A sequence of sentences can have changing sentence topics but 287 
maintain a single discourse topic throughout. However, if in such a discourse sequence each 288 
individual sentence or utterance has the same sentence topic throughout, it makes sense to take this 289 
topical referent as the discourse topic as well (van Dijk 1977). We operationalize discourse topic in 290 
our experiments in two senses. For the continuing condition (see below), we operationalize it in the 291 
sequential sense: we assume that participants will interpret short discourses consisting of several 292 
sentences as being about a certain discourse topic referent if that referent is consistently realized as 293 
sentence topic in these sentences. For the shifting condition, we operationalize it in the more abstract 294 
way, so that we initially introduce an event that the paragraph is about, and then subsequently adduce 295 
further information about it.   296 

1.5 Hypotheses 297 

With our experiments, we aim to contribute to the discussion about the topichood sensitivity of 298 
German demonstrative pronouns specifically in two points. We want to differentiate between more 299 
global and more local topichood effects by comparing the sensitivity to discourse topics vs sentence 300 
topics and compare this to the discourse function of personal pronouns. We formulate the following 301 
three hypotheses that we aim to test: Firstly, for personal pronouns, we hypothesize that personal 302 
pronouns are the default anaphoric expressions in unambiguous contexts, where they are not sensitive 303 
to discourse or sentence topichood (H1). Secondly, for dieser we hypothesize that dieser is a 304 
discourse topic shifter. It has a strong preference for contexts where its antecedent is not a discourse 305 
topic but where dieser itself refers to a discourse topic in the current sentence (H2). Finally, for der 306 
we hypothesize that its discourse management function is to mark its referent as a sentence topic for 307 
the current sentence. It often refers to a local non-topical antecedent, but it is not sensitive to the 308 
more global discourse topic.(H3) 309 

We assume that the discourse topic shifting function of dieser  (H2) is responsible for the fact that it 310 
does not occur twice in referential chains. For der, we assume that its function of marking the 311 
sentence topic, together with its well-attested avoidance of structurally prominent (subject, proto-312 
agent, first-mentioned) antecedents leads to it often being involved in local (sentence) topic shifts. At 313 
the same time, its insensitivity to more global (discourse) topichood contributes to its aptness for 314 
forming topical chains on its own.   315 

From our hypotheses (H1-3) we derive the following predictions: er should not show any sensitivity 316 
to the topichood of its antecedents, i.e. should not prefer or disprefer topical antecedents, whether 317 
they are sentence topics or discourse topics. Dieser, on the other hand, should clearly disprefer 318 
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antecedents that are discourse topics. Since sentence topics always have a potential for being 319 
discourse topics, dieser should also disprefer them. Der, on the other hand, should be insensitive to 320 
the discourse topichood status of its antecedents. It should, however, also disprefer sentence topics as 321 
antecedents as long as their sentence topichood cooccurs with them having structurally prominent 322 
roles (first-mentioned entities, subjects, proto-agents). We thus have 2 variables of interest, with 323 
three levels each: type of pronoun (er / der / dieser) and the topichood status of its antecedent 324 
(discourse topic / sentence topic / non-topical), with interactions expected. Instead of testing all of 325 
them at once in a single experiment, we split our experimental design up into two main experiments 326 
(1 and 2) consisting of two sub-experiments (1a and 1b, 2a and 2b) each. The two sub-experiments in 327 
both cases were nearly identical and run in parallel, with Experiment 1a and Experiment 2a testing er 328 
vs der, and Experiment 1b and Experiment 2b testing er vs dieser. We decided to test each type of 329 
demonstrative pronoun individually against the personal pronoun rather than testing all three together 330 
because we were worried that being made aware of the presence of the other type of demonstrative in 331 
the same experiment would affect participants’ judgments. In particular, judgments might be 332 
influenced by the fact that the two types of demonstratives have different register preferences (cf. 333 
Ahrenholz, 2007; Patil et al., 2020). In each sub-experiment, we manipulated contexts so that the 334 
unambiguous antecedent would either be a continued topic from the beginning of the discourse 335 
(continuing context) or just newly introduced in the precritical sentence (shifting context). We 336 
designed the experiments so that their results in combination would allow us to test the hypotheses 337 
we derived from the literature (as described above): Experiment 1 tested for topic structure overall 338 
(combining sentence and discourse topichood), Experiment 2 only discourse topichood, with an 339 
antecedent in the pre-critical sentence that is not a sentence topic in the shifting condition (see below 340 
for conditions). Thus, our hypothesis H2 about dieser predicts that both in Experiment 1b and 2b, 341 
dieser should prefer the shifting condition and is falsified if it doesn’t in one of them. For der, on the 342 
other hand, our hypothesis H3 predicts that der should prefer the shifting condition only in 343 
Experiment 1a, but not in Experiment 2a.   344 

 345 

2 Experiments 1a and 1b 346 

Experiments 1a and 1b were intended to test our predictions about the sensitivity of the German 347 
demonstrative pronouns to both the discourse and sentence topic status of their referents. As 348 
described above, we operationalized discourse topichood in two ways: for our continuing condition 349 
(see below for conditions) this was done via consistent realization of a referent as sentence topic. For 350 
our shifting condition, we operationalized it by initially introducing an event, such as a football game, 351 
on which subsequent sentences added further information. Sentence topichood we operationalized via 352 
realizing a referent as initial subject. We assume that introducing a referent at the beginning of a 353 
discourse in subject position via a full (specific indefinite) noun phrase and then using it as subject of 354 
the subsequent sentences makes it a discourse topic even across sentences that do not explicitly 355 
realize it but also do not introduce competing referents (Givón 1983). Conversely, when a new 356 
referent is later introduced in the discourse and then picked up by a pronoun in a topic position, we 357 
take this as an instance of a local or sentence topic shift (Grosz et al. 1995). Our assumption is that 358 
the German demonstrative pronouns are (differently) sensitive to this difference in topic continuity, 359 
unlike the German personal pronouns that can take any grammatically possible antecedent. 360 
Specifically, we assume that the demonstrative pronouns from both the der and the dieser series 361 
prefer shifted topics over established, continuing, topics (cf. Bosch & Umbach 2007), but that this 362 
preference is sensitive to only local or sentence topics for der, but to both local and global (discourse) 363 
topics for dieser.  364 
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2.1 Materials 365 

In both sub-experiments (1a and 1b), critical items were short narrations. They consisted of 4 366 
sentences establishing a context, followed by a fifth critical sentence. Table 1 gives an example of an 367 
experimental item in all four conditions3. In order to avoid confounds created by effects of 368 
perspective-taking (cf. Hinterwimmer & Bosch 2016, 2018, Hinterwimmer 2020, Patil et al. 2023), 369 
the narrations were all told from the perspective of a first-person narrator who was established as a 370 
participant in or immediate observer of the sequence of events and as source of evaluative judgment, 371 
thus being the most prominent perspective-taker. 372 

In the continuing topic context condition (A in Table 1), the context introduced a topical discourse 373 
referent in the first sentence by realizing it as a full indefinite noun phrase. This referent was the 374 
human target referent and the only discourse topic in the story. It was realized in initial subject 375 
position in the first sentence. The second sentence realized the same referent again as subject, this 376 
time pronominalized, to fully establish it as the current discourse topic. The third sentence gave a 377 
subjective evaluation of the overall situation from the perspective of the first-person narrator, without 378 
explicitly mentioning the topic again. The third sentence also provided a certain distance that allowed 379 
us to use a full definite noun phrase for the target referent in the fourth sentence, rather than a 380 
personal pronoun, which would not be a good antecedent for a dieser demonstrative. The fourth 381 
sentence was the precritical sentence. In the continuing condition, it again realized the target referent, 382 
as a full definite noun phrase in initial subject position.  383 

Table 1: Example experimental items for Experiment 1.  384 

 A Continuing topic condition  B Shifting topic condition  

Context S1: Ein Stürmer hat auf dem 
Fußballplatz mit mir trainiert. 

S2: Er spielte sehr gut.  

S3: Das war beeindruckend.  

S4: Der Stürmer schoss schon bald ein 
Tor. 

A forward was training together with 
me at the football pitch. He played 
very well. That was impressive. The 
forward soon shot a goal. 

S1: Ich war gestern bei einem Fußballspiel.  

 

S2: Kurz vor Ende stand es unentschieden.  

S3: Das war sehr aufregend.  

S4:Dann schoss der Stürmer ein Tor. 

Yesterday I was at a football game. Just 
before the end the game was tied. That was 
very exciting. Then the forward shot a goal.  

Critical 
sentence 
(S5) 

Er/der (Exp 1a) / Er/dieser (Exp 1b) machte daraufhin einen Freudensprung. 

Er/der (Exp 1a) / Er/dieser (Exp 1b) then jumped out of sheer joy.  

 
3 All experimental and filler items are available in the supplementary materials.  
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 385 

In the shifting context condition (B in Table 1), the referent introduced in the first sentence was 386 
inanimate and referring to an event or a situation as a more abstract discourse topic. The second and 387 
third sentences provided further information on this referent, thus establishing it as the discourse 388 
topic. In the shifting condition, the fourth and precritical sentence was then the first to introduce the 389 
human target referent. This referent was accessible from the bridging context established by the 390 
topical event or situation (e.g. football game – forward), so that it was possible to realize it as a 391 
definite noun phrase. The precritical sentence in the shifting context realized the target referent as a 392 
full definite noun phrase, either as a (non-initial) subject, an (in)direct object, or a prepositional agent 393 
in a passive construction. 394 

The fifth and critical sentence was the same in the two context conditions. The pronoun in initial 395 
subject (topic) position unambiguously referred to the human target referent (der Stürmer ‘the 396 
forward’). The type of pronoun varied across experiments and conditions: in Experiment 1a, it was er 397 
(masculine personal pronoun) vs. der (masculine demonstrative pronoun), depending on the pronoun 398 
condition. In Experiment 1b, instead of der, it was er vs. dieser (masculine pronoun from the other 399 
demonstrative series). We used the masculine forms as they are fully specified for case and number, 400 
while feminine or neuter pronouns (die, das) are underspecified for case and number.  401 

2.1.1 Conditions 402 
Both sub-experiments (1a and 1b) had a 2 x 2 design with two conditions: context and pronoun. 403 
Context had two levels, continuing topic context and shifting topic context, as described above. 404 
Pronoun also had two levels, referring to which type of pronoun was used in the final (critical) 405 
sentence: either the personal pronoun er, or a demonstrative pronoun: der in Experiment 1a, or dieser 406 
in Experiment 1b.  407 

 408 

2.1.2 Fillers  409 
The experiment used three types of filler items. They all also consisted of short narrations of similar 410 
length as the critical items, but contained more referents and no pronominalizations. One group of 411 
fillers was intended to receive a good but not perfect rating. They introduced two competing referents 412 
and in the final critical sentence one of those was realized with a full definite noun phrase after the 413 
prefinal sentence had been about the other referent (cf. (6)). Another group of fillers was intended to 414 
receive a slight rating penalty because of a name repetition: both the prefinal and the final sentence 415 
realized the same referent as a full definite noun phrase (cf. (7)). The final group of fillers was 416 
intended to receive a decidedly bad rating due to contextual inadequacy, without being outright 417 
ungrammatical. In them, the final sentence had the same subject and topic referent as the prefinal 418 
sentence, but did not realize it overtly, which is possible under some circumstances in German (topic 419 
drop, cf. Trutkowski, 2016; Schäfer, 2021). However, the final sentence was introduced with a 420 
contrastive connector (aber ‘but’ in (8)). That was at odds with the content of the sentence which did 421 
not stand in a contrastive relation to the preceding context and thus made the topic omission highly 422 
unusual.   423 

(6) [fillers: ok] Vor der Schließung der Gerichte aufgrund der Pandemie sollte die letzte 424 
öffentliche Gerichtsverhandlung stattfinden. Der Richter saß bereits im Gerichtssaal. Der 425 
Anwalt betrat den Raum. Der Deckenventilator drehte sich langsam. Der Richter fokussierte 426 
gewissenhaft seine Gedanken. 427 
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Before courts of law were to be closed due to the pandemic, the final public hearing was to 428 
take place. The judge was already sitting in the courtroom. The lawyer entered the room. The 429 
ceiling fan was turning slowly. The judge conscientiously focused his thoughts.  430 

(7) [fillers: name penalty] Es war wieder erlaubt, Live-Musik zu spielen. Der Dirigent des 431 
Symphonieorchesters betrat den Saal. Der Solist erhob sich. Der Dirigent schaute das 432 
Orchester an. Der Dirigent begann das Konzert. 433 
It was permitted to play live music again. The symphony orchestra’s conductor entered the 434 
concert hall. The soloist rose. The conductor looked at the orchestra. The conductor began 435 
the concert.   436 

(8) [fillers: bad] Es gab eine Pressekonferenz zu dem Mordfall. Der Kommissar erschien in dem 437 
Raum. Der Fotograf begann Fotos zu schießen. Der Kommissar schaute in seine Unterlagen. 438 
Aber begann von den Ereignissen zu berichten. 439 
A press conference was held about the murder case. The inspector appeared in the room. The 440 
photographer began to take pictures. The inspector looked into his files. But began to report 441 
on the events.  442 

 443 

2.2 Method  444 

We created 24 critical items in 2x2 = 4 different versions corresponding to the experimental 445 
conditions, with only the choice of the demonstrative pronoun (Experiment 1a: der, Experiment 1b: 446 
dieser) different between the two experiments. For each experiment, the critical items were 447 
distributed across 4 lists via Latin-square design such that each item only appeared once per list and 448 
all conditions were distributed equally across the lists. 24 filler items (12 ok, 6 with name penalty, 6 449 
bad) were also added to each list. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the four resulting 450 
lists and the items were presented in randomized order. Participants were shown each item 451 
individually. The final sentence was set in bold. At the beginning of the experiment, participants 452 
were told to read through each item carefully and then to judge the acceptability of the final sentence 453 
in its preceding context. They were told that this meant judging how well the final sentence fitted as a 454 
continuation of the preceding story. At the end of each item, participants were asked, Wie akzeptabel 455 
ist der fettgedruckte Satz im Kontext der vorhergehenden Geschichte? (‘How acceptable is the 456 
sentence in bold in the context of the preceding story?’). They then had to judge the critical sentence 457 
on a 7-point Likert-scale with 1 being völlig inakzeptabel (‘totally inacceptable’) and 7 being absolut 458 
akzeptabel (‘fully acceptable’). Only after rating the current item could they proceed to the next. The 459 
experiment was conducted in German and implemented via Qualtrics.  460 

 461 

2.2.1 Participants 462 
We recruited 89 and 94 students from the University of Cologne for Experiment 1a and Experiment 463 
1b, respectively. They participated for course credit. We made sure that no participant who 464 
participated in Experiment 1a also participated in Experiment 1b and vice versa. Participants who did 465 
not speak German natively or did not complete the experiment were excluded. This left 80 (67 466 
female, 12 male, 1 non-binary; mean age= 20.5, sd= 4.01, range 18-52 years) and 86 (73 female, 16 467 
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male; mean age= 20.71, sd= 2.54, range= 18-34 years) participants for Experiment 1a and 468 
Experiment 1b, respectively, for the final analysis.  469 

2.2.2 Predictions and Hypotheses 470 
As lined out above, we hypothesize that the demonstrative pronouns from the dieser series are clearly 471 
sensitive to the topichood of a referent, such that they disprefer antecedents that are established 472 
discourse topics (H2), while the personal pronoun er readily takes any antecedent regardless of its 473 
topichood status (H1). For the der-demonstrative pronouns, our hypothesis H3 predicts that they 474 
should be insensitive to the discourse topichood status of its antecedents. They should, however, also 475 
disprefer sentence topics as antecedents as long as their sentence topichood cooccurs with them 476 
having structurally prominent roles (first-mentioned entities, subjects, proto-agents), which is the 477 
case in our continuing condition. In terms of predictions, we predict that er should be rated highest 478 
and show no difference between the two context conditions (derived from H1). Both der and dieser 479 
are expected to be rated lower overall, because they are more marked (effect of pronoun predicted). 480 
Dieser in Experiment 1b is also expected to show a difference between the conditions (derived from 481 
H2), such that it is rated higher in the shifting context condition than in the continuing condition. We 482 
therefore expect an interaction between pronoun and context. For der in Experiment 1a, in line with 483 
hypothesis H3, we also predict a difference between the levels of context and thus an interaction 484 
effect, likely smaller than the one for dieser, since the discourse topichood of the antecedent in the 485 
continuing context should play no role for der.  486 

2.2.3 Data analysis 487 
Data was analyzed in R (R Core Team 2023) using tidyverse (Wickham et al. 2019) and ggplot2 488 
(Wickham 2016) for visualization. We used Bayesian statistics because this allows to fit complex 489 
models with relative ease and because they provide us with a quantification of the uncertainty about 490 
our effects of interest via Credible Intervals (CrIs). In Bayesian statistics, the 95%-Credible Interval 491 
indicates the interval within which values for the estimated parameter drawn from the posterior 492 
distribution lie with 95% certainty, given the model and the data. When the CrI does not include zero, 493 
we take that as evidence that the effect in question is reliable, again given the model and the data. In 494 
addition, we conducted one-side hypothesis tests based on the posterior distribution. The hypothesis 495 
tests indicate the probability that the effect is either negative or positive, depending on the sign of the 496 
estimated parameter, based on the proportion of the posterior distribution that is negative or positive. 497 
Data and R scripts for all four experiments are openly available via OSF4.  498 

2.3 Results  499 

Boxplots with raw median and mean values for the four crossed conditions of Experiment 1a (er/der) 500 
and 1b (er/dieser) are given in Figure 1 and Figure 2, respectively. The values indicate that for er, the 501 
average ratings are very high and do not differ much due to the context condition. The ratings for the 502 
demonstratives, on the other hand, do seem to differ due to context, with the shifting context rated 503 
higher than the continuing context. To confirm that these are real differences, we conducted 504 
inferential statistics.  505 

 506 

 
4 https://osf.io/spwhn/?view_only=dd2ef8bf4f6a400c9856dd5db8ffbc91 
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Figure 1: Boxplots with raw median (black lines) and mean (diamonds) per crossed condition for 507 
Experiment 1a (er/der).  508 

 509 

Figure 2: Boxplots with raw median (black lines) and mean (diamonds) per crossed condition for 510 
Experiment 1b (er/dieser).  511 

 512 

We fitted one Bayesian generalized mixed-effects model with cumulative link function (because of 513 
the ordinal nature of the data) to the data from Experiment 1a and 1b each, using brms (Bürkner 514 
2017, 2018, 2021) and cmdstanr (Gabry & Češnovar 2022). The models used weakly informative 515 
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priors5. They included context (continuing (coded as -1) vs. shifting (coded as 1)) and pronoun (er 516 
(coded as -1) vs. der (Exp1a) / dieser (Exp1b) (coded as 1)) as fixed effects and random intercepts, 517 
slopes, and their correlations for participant and item. The models were sum-coded. Fixed-effects 518 
model results for both experiments together with the results of relevant one-sided hypothesis tests are 519 
given in Table 2.  520 

Table 2: Model results for the Bayesian mixed-effects models with cumulative link function for 521 
Experiments 1a (er/der) and 1b (er/dieser). Values given are on the response scale and indicate 522 
deviation from the grand mean. Values for pronoun and context reflect the direction of moving from 523 
personal pronoun to demonstrative and from continuing to shifting, respectively. Hypothesis tests for 524 
the conditions are one-sided and indicate the probability that the inequality stated holds given the 525 
data and the model.  526 

Experiment 1a (er / der) 

 Estimate Error 95%-CrI Hypothesis 

Intercept_1 -4.83 0.24 [-5.33; -4.36]  

Intercept_2 -3.3 0.21 [-3.72; -2.89]  

Intercept_3 -2.4 0.2 [-2.8; -2.01]  

Intercept_4 -1.54 0.19 [-1.94; -1.16]  

Intercept_5 -0.43 0.19 [-0.82; -0.06]  

Intercept_6 0.82 0.19 [0.44; 1.19]  

Pronoun -1.05 0.13 [-1.3; -0.81] p(“pronoun < 0”) = 1 

Context 0.1 0.06 [-0.03; 0.22] p(“context > 0”) = 0.94 

 
5 We used the non-flat priors provided by brms for the prior classes “Intercept”, “sd”, and “L” (a prior used for estimating 
correlation) but specified the priors for the slope estimates (class “b”) that would have otherwise been uniform. We 
specified them as “normal (0, 3.5)”, i.e. as a normal distribution with mean 0 and standard deviation 3.5. Since the units 
here are on the 7-point Likert-scale, this comes down to a prior expectation that about 95% of slope estimates will fall 
within the range of [-7; 7] and be normally distributed with the mean at 0. In other words, the priors correspond to the 
assumption that an effect will be 0 with the highest probability but can assume any value that is possible on the scale. 
Any estimated parameter that is non-zero will thus have to overcome a slight bias encoded in the priors, with higher 
values going against a stronger bias, so that we err on the side of caution (i.e. of assuming a null effect even if one is 
actually present) with such a prior. Note that previous acceptability studies (e.g. Patil et al. 2023, Patterson & 
Schumacher 2021) on German personal and demonstrative pronouns have found effects in the range of about 0-2 points 
on the 7-point Likert scale, so that more restrictive priors would also be a reasonable alternative.     
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pronoun x context 0.31 0.06 [0.19; 0.43] p(“pronoun x context > 0”) = 1 

Experiment 1b (er / dieser) 

 Estimate Error 95%-CI Hypothesis 

Intercept_1 -5.02 0.26 [-5.55; -4.51]  

Intercept_2 -3.43 0.23 [-3.88; -2.98]  

Intercept_3 -2.45 0.22 [-2.89; -2.04]  

Intercept_4 -1.54 0.21 [-1.95; -1.13]  

Intercept_5 -0.47 0.21 [-0.87; -0.06]  

Intercept_6 0.73 0.21 [0.33; 1.14]  

Pronoun -0.69 0.1 [-0.89; -0.5] p(“pronoun < 0”) = 1 

Context 0.28 0.08 [0.13; 0.44] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

pronoun x context 0.43 0.08 [0.28; 0.58] p(“pronoun x context > 0”) = 1 

According to the model results, there is a reliable effect due to pronoun for both experiments. It is 527 
negative in both cases, indicating that the demonstratives were consistently rated lower than the 528 
personal pronoun. For both experiments, the entire posterior distribution due to the pronoun effect 529 
lies to the left of zero, so that given the model and the data, it can be taken as certain (p= 1) that the 530 
effect exists and is negative. 531 

In Experiment 1b (er/dieser), there is also a reliable effect due to context on its own. It is positive, 532 
indicating that the shifting condition is rated somewhat higher than the continuing condition. Its 533 
posterior distribution is positioned so far to the right from zero that it can be taken as certain (p= 1), 534 
given the model and the data, that the effect is positive. For Experiment 1a (er/der), the estimated 535 
parameter is also positive, but its CrI straddles zero and only 94% of its posterior distribution are 536 
positive, making it less than certain that the effect exists, given this model and the data. Most 537 
interestingly, there is also a reliable interaction effect between the two conditions in both 538 
experiments. In both cases, the posterior distributions are fully to the right of zero so that given the 539 
model and the data, it is certain that the effect is positive.   540 

We use conditional effects to translate the model results to the response scale and thus quantify the 541 
effects. This treats the 7-point Likert response scale as continuous rather than ordinal, but eases 542 
interpretation. For visualization, Figure 3 and Figure 4 give estimated averaged responses per 543 
condition combination for the two experiments. The plots indicate how the interaction effect plays 544 
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out: for er, the difference due to context is very small (at around 0.2 points for both experiments) and 545 
negative, with the shifting condition minimally lower than the continuing condition. However, for the 546 
demonstratives it is much larger and going in the other direction, so that the shifting condition is rated 547 
higher than the continuing condition: for der in Experiment 1a it is at around 0.69 points (continuing: 548 
4.43, CrI= [4.04; 4.81]; shifting: 5.12, CrI= [4.78; 5.45]), and for dieser in Experiment 1b it is even 549 
larger, at around 1.13 points (continuing: 4.53, CrI= [4.12; 4.93]; shifting: 5.66, CrI= [5.29; 5.98]).  550 

Figure 3: Model-estimated average responses per condition combination for Experiment 1a (er/der), 551 
treating the 7-point Likert response scale like a continuous scale. Error bars indicate 95%-credible 552 
intervals.  553 

 554 

 555 

 556 

 557 

 558 

 559 

 560 

 561 

 562 

 563 
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Figure 4: Model-estimated average responses per condition combination for Experiment 1b 564 
(er/dieser), treating the 7-point Likert response scale like a continuous scale. Error bars indicate 565 
95%-credible intervals.  566 

 567 

2.4 Discussion 568 

The results partially confirm our predictions: in both experiments, sentences with the personal 569 
pronoun er were rated very high, and with only small differences regarding whether its referent is an 570 
established discourse and sentence topic or not. Sentences with the demonstratives from both the der 571 
and the dieser series were reliably rated lower overall. However, they were rated reliably higher in 572 
the shifting condition, i.e. when their referent was a topic that had just been shifted to, than in the 573 
continuing condition, when it was a continuing, established discourse topic and sentence topic. In 574 
addition, this rating difference due to context for the demonstratives was numerically higher for 575 
dieser than for der. It seems likely that the fact that this effect is so large for dieser is what is 576 
responsible for the overall effect due to context in Experiment 1b. We can see this when we look only 577 
at er: in both experiments, the context effect for er is very small and even numerically going in the 578 
other direction than the overall effect, with shifting contexts rated marginally lower than continuing 579 
ones.  580 

In order to investigate the context effects for each of the pronouns separately, we split up the datasets 581 
for both experiments along the pronoun condition to run Bayesian mixed-effects models with only 582 
context as fixed effect (as well as random intercepts, slopes and correlations) on them. The models 583 
were treatment-coded, with continuing as the intercept. The results are given in Table 3.  584 

The results in Table 3 are somewhat surprising in one regard, namely that the numerically small 585 
preference for the continuing over the shifting condition turns out to be quite reliable for the er-586 
datasets of both experiments, which goes against our hypothesis H1. This is actually in line with 587 
previous studies that have described a potential subject or first-position preference for personal 588 
pronouns (cf. Kaiser & Trueswell, 2004; Kaiser, 2011; Fuchs & Schumacher, 2020: Patterson & 589 
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Schumacher, 2021). We reserve some doubt about these results, since the same effect did not emerge 590 
in our second pair of experiments (2a and 2b, see below). If anything, it is clearly very small. 591 

In any case, the results from splitting the datasets confirm the explanation given above as to why 592 
there is a reliable effect due to context in Experiment 1b (er / dieser): this seems entirely due to the 593 
strength of the effect in the dieser dataset, because the er dataset actually shows a slight trend in the 594 
other direction.   595 

We thus take the results so far as evidence for our hypotheses: the personal pronouns in German are 596 
not or only very slightly sensitive to topichood (H1), while the demonstrative pronouns from the 597 
dieser series clearly disprefer topical antecedents (H2). The demonstrative pronouns from the der 598 
series also show a dispreference for topical antecedents, in line with the predictions derived from our 599 
H3. However, as indicated above, the results cannot yet support our H3 on der on its own, because 600 
we manipulated both discourse and sentence topichood. It is still an open question where our 601 
observed effect comes from: as they are, the items used in Experiments 1a and 1b create a difference 602 
between the continuing and the shifting condition not only in the preceding global context, but also in 603 
the sentence immediately coming before the critical sentence and thus manipulate both discourse and 604 
sentence topichood. The difference in interaction effect sizes between Experiment 1a (der) and 1b 605 
(dieser), allows for the possibility that some or even all of the observed effect for der is actually due 606 
to the very local difference in the preceding sentence. We address this issue via the second pair of 607 
experiments, in which only discourse topichood is manipulated.  608 

Table 3. Estimated context parameters and one-sided hypothesis tests based on results from Bayesian 609 
models run on the datasets from Experiment 1a (er/der) and 1b (er/dieser) split along the pronoun 610 
condition. Values given are on the response scale and indicate deviation from the reference level 611 
continuing context. Hypothesis tests are one-sided and indicate the probability that the inequality 612 
stated holds given the data and the model. 613 

Experiment 1a (er / der), er-dataset 

 Estimate Error 95%-CI Hypothesis 

Context 0.37 0.16 [-0.70; -0.06] p(“context < 0”) = 0.99 

Experiment 1a (er / der), der-dataset 

Context 0.86 0.17 [0.51; 1.21] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

Experiment 1b (er / dieser), er-dataset 

Context 0.29 0.17 [-0.62; 0.04] p(“context < 0”) = 0.95 

Experiment 1b (er / dieser), dieser-dataset 

Context 1.46 0.26 [0.95; 1.96] p(“context > 0”) = 1 
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3 Experiments 2a and 2b 614 

Experiments 2a and 2b are quite similar to Experiments 1a and 1b. They address the question of how 615 
sensitive German personal and demonstrative pronouns are to discourse topichood, with Experiment 616 
2a comparing the personal pronoun er to the demonstrative pronoun der, and Experiment 2b doing 617 
the same with the demonstrative pronoun dieser. However, unlike in the previous experiments, here 618 
we only manipulate the preceding context but leave the precritical sentence the same across 619 
conditions. This means that we can more precisely attribute the source of any resulting effects to the 620 
global context, i.e. discourse topichood, rather than the more local one of the previous sentence 621 
(sentence topichood).  622 

3.1 Materials 623 

We used nearly the same critical items as in Experiments 1a and 1b, with the difference that we 624 
changed the sentence preceding the critical sentence so that it was the same in all conditions. The 625 
precritical sentence now always began with an (temporal or manner) adverb or adverbial phrase, 626 
followed by the verb, and then the target referent realized as a full definite noun phrase in sentence-627 
medial subject position. We assume that such a construction does not strongly cue the target referent 628 
as sentence topic since it is not realized in initial position. The realization of the antecedent in non-629 
initial position should also make the sentences with demonstratives more acceptable, since they seem 630 
to favour non-initial antecedents (cf. Fuchs & Schumacher 2020, Patterson & Schumacher 2021). An 631 
example experimental item for all conditions is given in Table 4.  632 

Table 4: Example experimental items for Experiment 2.  633 

 A Continuing topic condition  B Shifting topic condition  

Context (S1) Ein Stürmer hat auf dem 
Fußballplatz mit mir trainiert.  

(S2) Er spielte sehr gut.  

(S3) Das war beeindruckend.  

A forward was training together with 
me at the football pitch. He played 
very well. That was impressive.  

(S1) Ich war gestern bei einem Fußballspiel. 

(S2) Kurz vor Ende stand es unentschieden. 

(S3) Das war sehr aufregend.  

Yesterday I was at a football game. Just 
before the end the game was tied. That was 
very exciting.  

Precritical 
sentence 
(S4) 

Direkt vor dem Abpfiff schoss der Stürmer ein Tor.  

Directly before the final whistle the forward shot a goal. 

Critical 
sentence 
(S5) 

Er/der (Exp 1a) / Er/dieser (Exp 1b) machte daraufhin einen Freudensprung. 

Er/der (Exp 1a) / Er/dieser (Exp 1b) then jumped out of sheer joy.  

The two levels of the context condition, continuing and shifting discourse topic, were thus now only 634 
different with regards to the discourse before the precritical sentence, but otherwise the same as in 635 
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Experiments 1a and 1b (cf. A and B in Table 4). The critical sentences were also the same as in the 636 
previous experiments. Equally, we used the same fillers as before. 637 

3.1.1 Conditions 638 

The experimental conditions were the same as in Experiments 1a and 1b.  639 

3.2 Method  640 

The method was the same as in Experiments 1a and 1b.  641 

3.2.1 Participants 642 
We recruited 85 German native speaking participants via Prolific for each experiment, respectively. 643 
They were paid 2.55 GBP for their participation, for a study we estimated to take 17 minutes to 644 
complete. On average, participants completed the study in 16 minutes. We made sure that no 645 
participant who had taken part in Experiment 2a also took part in Experiment 2b and vice versa. 646 
Participants had to have at least a high school diploma, speak German natively and have lived in 647 
Germany for the last five years. We excluded incomplete data from 4 participants so that data from 648 
84 (26 female, 55 male, 2 non-binary, 1 other; mean age= 30.69, sd= 6.62, range= 21-45 years) and 649 
82 (30 female, 49 male, 3 non-binary; mean age= 29.26, sd= 6.98, range= 20-47 years) participants 650 
was included in the final analysis for Experiment 2a and 2b, respectively.   651 

3.2.2 Predictions and Hypotheses 652 
Predictions and hypotheses for the personal pronouns and for the dieser demonstratives are broadly 653 
the same as for the previous pair of experiments, except for der. Thus we here hypothesize that the 654 
demonstrative pronouns from the dieser series are sensitive to the discourse topichood of a referent 655 
(H2), such that they disprefer antecedents that are established discourse topics, while the personal 656 
pronouns like er readily take any antecedent regardless of its topichood status (H1). For the der 657 
demonstratives, our prediction, derived from our H3, is that they are not sensitive to the discourse 658 
topichood of antecedents and thus can pick up antecedents that are discourse topics. Only when this 659 
is the case, together with the results from Experiment 1a, can we say that we found support for our 660 
H3. Crucially, we can test these predictions with the current sub-experiments since the precritical 661 
sentences are the same across all conditions. Thus, any differences due to context would have to be 662 
attributed to the differences in the preceding, more global, discourse context. If we do not find effects 663 
due to context for der (i.e. an interaction), we can conclude, given the results from Experiment 1a, 664 
that der is sensitive to local (i.e. sentence) topichood, but not global (i.e. discourse) topichood. To 665 
recap the most important points: er should show no difference due to context and be rated higher 666 
overall, while der should be rated lower overall but also show no difference due to context. Dieser is 667 
expected to be rated higher in the shifting condition than in the continuing condition, leading to an 668 
interaction.  669 

3.3 Results  670 

Boxplots with raw median and mean values for the four crossed conditions of Experiment 1a (er/der) 671 
and 1b (er/dieser) are given in Figure 5 and Figure 6, respectively. Values for er again are very high 672 
and do not seem to differ due to context. For the demonstratives, the ratings are slightly higher 673 
overall than before. This is expected, since we now used precritical sentences that provide a 674 
somewhat better context for demonstrative pronouns (non-initial antecedents). The difference due to 675 
context now seems very small for der (Exp2a, Figure 5), but still somewhat larger for dieser (Exp2b, 676 
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Figure 6), with the shifting context rated higher. To probe these observations, we again use inferential 677 
statistics.  678 

Figure 5: Boxplots with raw median (black lines) and mean (diamonds) per crossed condition for 679 
Experiment 2a (er/der).  680 

 681 

Figure 6: Boxplots with raw median (black lines) and mean (diamonds) per crossed condition for 682 
Experiment 2b (er/dieser).  683 

 684 
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We again fixed one Bayesian generalized mixed-effects model with cumulative link function to the 685 
data from Experiment 2a and 2b each, with the same weakly informative priors as before. The 686 
models included context (continuing vs. shifting) and pronoun (er vs. der (Exp2a) / dieser (Exp2b)) 687 
as fixed effects and random intercepts, slopes, and their correlations for participant and item. The 688 
models were sum-coded in the same way as before. Model results for both experiments together with 689 
the results of relevant one-sided hypothesis tests are given in Table 5.  690 

According to the results from both models, there is again a reliable negative effect due to pronoun for 691 
both experiments, so that the personal pronoun is rated higher than the demonstratives. 692 

This time, the data from both experiments also show a reliable, albeit quite small, effect due to 693 
context overall. The posterior distributions are located quite close to zero, but for both experiments it 694 
is still certain (p= 1), given the model and the data, that the effect is positive and non-zero.  695 

Table 5: Model results for the Bayesian mixed-effects models with cumulative link function for 696 
Experiments 2a (er/der) and 2b (er/dieser). Values given are on the response scale and indicate 697 
deviation from the grand mean. Values for pronoun and context correspond to the direction of 698 
moving from personal pronoun to demonstrative and from continuing to shifting, respectively. 699 
Hypothesis tests for the conditions are one-sided and indicate the probability that the inequality 700 
stated holds given the data and the model.  701 

Experiment 2a (er / der) 

 Estimate Error 95%-CI Hypothesis 

Intercept_1 -8.14 0.43 [-9.01; -7.31]  

Intercept_2 -5.56 0.31 [-6.18; -4.95]  

Intercept_3 -4.09 0.28 [-4.65; -3.54]  

Intercept_4 -3.1 0.27 [-3.64; -2.59]  

Intercept_5 -1.65 0.26 [-2.16; -1.15]  

Intercept_6 0.22 0.25 [-0.27; 0.72]  

pronoun -1.23 0.17 [-1.56; -0.91] p(“pronoun < 0”) = 1 

context 0.18 0.06 [0.06; 0.31] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

pronoun x context 0.07 0.06 [-0.06; 0.19] p(“pronoun x context > 0”) = 
0.87 
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Experiment 2b (er / dieser) 

 Estimate Error 95%-CI Hypothesis 

Intercept_1 -7.04 0.36 [-7.76; -6.34]  

Intercept_2 -5.11 0.26 [-5.64; -4.59]  

Intercept_3 -3.83 0.23 [-4.29; -3.37]  

Intercept_4 -2.72 0.22 [-3.15; -2.28]  

Intercept_5 -1.56 0.21 [-1.97; -1.13]  

Intercept_6 -0.12 0.21 [-0.52; 0.3]  

pronoun -1.24 0.17 [-1.56; -0.91] p(“pronoun < 0”) = 1 

context 0.22 0.06 [0.1; 0.34] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

pronoun x context 0.13 0.06 [0.01; 0.25] p(“pronoun x context > 0”) = 
0.98 

 702 

Only for Experiment 2b (er/dieser) is the interaction effect (context x pronoun) reliable this time. It 703 
lies at 0.13 (CrI= [0.01; 0.25]). The probability that it is positive and non-zero based on the posterior 704 
distribution for this model and data lies at 0.98.  705 

For Experiment 2a (er/der), on the other hand, the effect is smaller, at 0.07 (CrI= [-0.06; 0.19]), and 706 
the posterior distribution includes zero. The probability that the effect is actually positive and non-707 
zero only lies at 0.87, indicating that it is not a reliable effect.  708 

Thus, we assume that the interaction effect is real for dieser, preferring shifting over continuing 709 
contexts, but not for der.   710 

Figure 7 and Figure 8 visualize the interaction for both experiments, again using conditional effects 711 
to translate the model results to the response scale and quantify effects. For er, the difference due to 712 
context this time is minimal (at less than 0.1 for both experiments, and positive). For the 713 
demonstratives it is larger, with the shifting condition rated higher than the continuing condition. 714 
However, for der in Experiment 2a it is at around only 0.29 points (continuing: 5.44, CrI= [5.05; 715 
5.82]; shifting: 5.73, CrI= [5.34; 6.08]). For dieser in Experiment 2b, it is still at around 0.46 points 716 
on average (continuing: 5.31, CrI= [4.93; 5.66]; shifting: 5.77, CrI= [5.41; 6.08]). Thus, the model 717 
results predict that on average for dieser, antecedents that are discourse topics but not sentence topics 718 
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will reliably be rated about half a point on the 7-point-Likert scale lower than non-topical 719 
antecedents. For der, on the other hand, the effect is of about half the size and not reliable.   720 

Figure 7: Model-estimated average responses per condition combination for Experiment 2a (er/der), 721 
treating the 7-point Likert response scale like a continuous scale. Error bars indicate 95%-credible 722 
intervals.  723 

 724 

Figure 8: Model-estimated average responses per condition combination for Experiment 2b 725 
(er/dieser), treating the 7-point Likert response scale like a continuous scale. Error bars indicate 726 
95%-credible intervals.  727 

 728 
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 729 

3.4 Discussion 730 

The results of the second pair of experiments do confirm our predictions overall. In particular, while 731 
the results for dieser (Experiment 2b) show an interaction effect that again confirms our hypothesis 732 
H2 that dieser avoids discourse topical antecedents, the results for der (Experiment 2a) do not show 733 
such an interaction, providing evidence for our hypothesis H3 that der is not sensitive to global 734 
(discourse) topichood effects. However, some of the details need further inspection. It is unexpected 735 
that for both experiments, the context condition has a reliable effect overall, rather than an interaction 736 
effect where only the demonstrative pronoun shows an effect due to context. To investigate this 737 
further, we split up the datasets for both experiments along the pronoun condition and ran Bayesian 738 
mixed-effects models with only context as fixed effect (as well as random intercepts, slopes and 739 
correlations) on them, as with the previous experiments. The results are given in Table 6.  740 

Table 6. Estimated context parameters and one-sided hypothesis tests based on results from Bayesian 741 
models run on the datasets from Experiment 2a (er/der) and 2b (er/dieser) split along the pronoun 742 
condition. Values given are on the response scale and indicate deviation from the reference level 743 
continuing context. Hypothesis tests are one-sided and indicate the probability that the inequality 744 
stated holds given the data and the model.    745 

Experiment 2a (er / der), er-dataset 

 Estimate Error 95%-CI Hypothesis 

Context 0.25 0.21 [-0.16; 0.69] p(“context > 0”) = 0.89 

Experiment 2a (er / der), der-dataset 

Context 0.5 0.15 [0.21; 0.79] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

Experiment 2b (er / dieser), er-dataset 

Context 0.19 0.22 [-0.25; 0.63] p(“context > 0”) = 0.81 

Experiment 2b (er / dieser), dieser-dataset 

Context 0.68 0.14 [0.41; 0.95] p(“context > 0”) = 1 

 746 

As can be seen from Table 6, the posterior distributions for the context effect for the er datasets from 747 
both experiments straddle zero, so that it is less than certain that the effect of shifting being better 748 
than continuing actually obtains (is non-zero) given the models and the data. For both experiments, it 749 
is also clearly smaller than the effect due to context in the demonstrative datasets, for which it can be 750 
said to be certain that the effect is non-zero given the data and the models, based on the CrIs and the 751 
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one-sided hypothesis tests. This is some evidence that the overall context effect found in the models 752 
fitted on the complete datasets is mainly due to the fact that it is present for the demonstrative data, 753 
while the er-data merely shows a weak trend in the same direction. Note that we thus do not replicate 754 
the marginal effect found in Experiment 1 of a preference for the continuing context by er. This is 755 
why we are sceptical about this effect also for Experiment 1, but see below for a possible 756 
explanation. That we find a reliable effect of context also for der, not just dieser, in the split datasets, 757 
might be used to argue in favour of an interaction effect actually existing for both sub-experiments, 758 
and not just Experiment 2b (er/dieser). However, the main results indicate that any interaction effect 759 
is clearly smaller for Experiment 2a (er/der) than for Experiment 2b (er/dieser), potentially so much 760 
smaller that it is (nearly) nonexistent. That there is still possibly some effect could be due to the 761 
construction we chose for our precritical sentences: while the target referent in them was not placed 762 
initially, it was still realized as a subject. This probably allows for some leeway to still being 763 
interpreted as sentence topic, or subjecthood by itself could be the degrading factor for der because of 764 
its structural prominence.  765 

 766 

4 General Discussion 767 

In this study we investigated the discourse function of anaphorically used demonstrative pronouns in 768 
German. Most studies of the discourse function of demonstrative pronouns compare them with 769 
personal pronouns in locally defined ambiguous contexts, i.e. contexts with more than one potential 770 
antecedent. These studies find that demonstrative pronouns tend to refer to the less prominent 771 
antecedent and to promote the referent to a topical referent in the current sentence, thus signalizing a 772 
topic shift. Personal pronouns are more flexible, showing a slight preference for the prominent 773 
antecedent, but do not signal topical status in the current sentence (Kaiser, 2003; 2011; Kaiser and 774 
Trueswell, 2008; Hemforth et al., 2010; Kaiser, 2011; Schumacher 2016; Çokal et al., 2018; Bader & 775 
Portele, 2019). In our study we have extended the research on demonstrative pronouns into two 776 
directions: first, we differentiated between global and local discourse structure by assuming that the 777 
introduction, the continuation (maintenance) and the shifting of topical referents have to be 778 
accounted for both at the global level of discourse topic and the local level of sentences topic. 779 
Second, we focused on the contribution of the two demonstrative pronouns der and dieser in German 780 
to the topical structure of the discourse in unambiguous contexts, i.e. in discourses with only one 781 
appropriate antecedent for the anaphoric pronoun.  782 

This allowed us to formulate three hypotheses which then guided our experimental task. First, we 783 
assumed that personal pronouns are not sensitive to topical structure, either local or global; second, 784 
we hypothesized that dieser acts on the global discourse structure as a discourse topic shifter; third 785 
we assumed that der interacts with the local discourse structure as a marker for a sentence topic. The 786 
predictions from these hypotheses are that, first of all, personal pronouns do not show significant 787 
difference in acceptability if we manipulate global and local topic structure, while both 788 
demonstratives do. Secondly, we should find a significant contrast between the use of dieser in a 789 
context where only the discourse topic shifts vs. one in which it is continued. And thirdly, we expect 790 
that der does not show an effect with respect to the global discourse structure. In order to test these 791 
predictions, we designed two acceptability task experiments, consisting each of two sub-experiments 792 
(one with der, one with dieser). In each of the sub-experiments, we compared the acceptability of the 793 
demonstrative with that of the personal pronoun in order to test the predictions from our hypotheses. 794 
In Experiment 1 we manipulated sentence and discourse topic at the same time, creating either 795 
contexts where the topic is continued or ones where it is shifted. We predicted that we would not find 796 
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differences in acceptability for the personal pronoun, but that we would find them for both 797 
demonstrative pronouns. In Experiment 2 we only manipulated the discourse topic in order to address 798 
the predicted difference between the function of the demonstrative dieser and the demonstrative der. 799 
We expected to see context effects with dieser, but not with der and the personal pronoun er.  800 

In both experiments, personal pronouns were judged clearly better than the demonstrative pronouns. 801 
This was expected, as in unambiguous contexts the more flexible personal pronoun is preferred. 802 
Furthermore, the frequency of personal pronouns is much higher than that of demonstrative 803 
pronouns, so a personal pronoun is much more expected. But we also found an interesting contrast 804 
between the two experiments for the personal pronoun. In Experiment 1, where we manipulated both 805 
discourse and sentence topic continuation vs. shift, we found a marginal preference for the 806 
continuation context. We think that this marginal effect might be a pragmatic effect of the 807 
experiments creating a paradigm consisting of the personal pronoun and a demonstrative pronoun. If 808 
the demonstrative pronoun has the function of marking topic shift, not using a demonstrative, i.e. 809 
using a personal pronoun, implicates continuation. In Experiment 2 this marginal effect was not 810 
replicated. Instead, the personal pronoun showed an only numerical preference for the shifting 811 
context, i.e. in the same direction as the demonstratives. We take this as support for our view that the 812 
effect in Experiment 1 is possibly pragmatic due to the setup. Demonstrative pronouns were found to 813 
be less acceptable than personal pronouns in both experiments. They were however more acceptable 814 
overall in Experiment 2 than in Experiment 1. Experiment 2 manipulated only the discourse topic, 815 
with the unambiguous antecedent of the anaphoric pronoun in the pre-critical sentence being in a 816 
non-topical position yielding a local topic shift to the demonstrative in a topical position in the 817 
critical sentence. Since we take both demonstratives to prefer such non-topical (non-initial) 818 
antecedents, we expected the demonstratives overall to be slightly more acceptable in Experiment 2, 819 
especially in the continuing condition. This might make the setup less likely to suggest that the 820 
demonstratives are used exclusively for shifts, in turn making it also less likely than in Experiment 1 821 
to implicate a continuation function for the personal pronoun in the experimental paradigm. We 822 
therefore think that on balance, both experiments clearly support our hypothesis 1 that personal 823 
pronouns do not depend on the global or local topic structure of a discourse. 824 

With respect to the function of der and dieser, Experiment 1 shows that both demonstratives are 825 
reliably better in the shifting condition than in the continuing condition. From this we can conclude 826 
that one function of demonstrative pronouns is that they signal (dieser) or at least contribute to (der) 827 
a shift from a non-topical to a topical referent. This also squares well with the finding that they are 828 
preferred in ambiguous contexts, i.e. in contexts with two or more potential antecedents, for the less 829 
prominent antecedent as documented in many studies (Kaiser, 2003; 2011; Kaiser and Trueswell, 830 
2008; Hemforth et al., 2010; Kaiser, 2011; Schumacher 2016; Çokal et al., 2018; Bader & Portele, 831 
2019). Experiment 2 shows that dieser prefers the (discourse topic) shifting condition while der does 832 
not show this preference. This supports our hypotheses H2 and H3 that dieser marks a global 833 
discourse topic shift, while der marks a local topical element (note that in Experiment 1, global and 834 
local shift were manipulated in tandem).  835 

There are still open questions. First, that the shifting condition has also slightly improved for der in 836 
comparison to Experiment 1a is unexplained by our hypotheses. We speculate that this might have to 837 
do with subtle differences in the participant populations or environmental conditions: while 838 
participants for Experiment 1 were university students who participated for course credit, participants 839 
for Experiment 2 were recruited via Prolific and thus participation was not part of their university 840 
studies. Informally, we have made the observation that German university students, especially those 841 
towards the beginning of their studies, tend to use dieser quite prolifically in their own written 842 
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productions in the university context, likely because of a perceived stronger degree of formality of 843 
dieser over der (cf. Patil et al. 2020). It is plausible that they therefore also show a slight overall 844 
preference of dieser over der because of the experiment taking place in the university context, while 845 
this does not play a role for participants on Prolific.   846 

Second, we have assumed that dieser shifts a discourse topic, while der just marks a sentence topic. 847 
The results of our experiments would also allow us to say that der marks a local shift of the sentence 848 
topic. We think that the possibility of der to form topic chains as discussed above in (3) and (4) (see 849 
also Weinrich, 1993/2007; Repp & Schumacher, 2023) strongly suggests that der is also compatible 850 
with a topic continuation, which, however, is not supported by the results of Experiment 1 where we 851 
do see a clear preference for the shifting context for der. We could either assume that der-topic 852 
chains consists of a continuous “upstepping” of the topical status to keep the referent at a very high 853 
level of prominence or activation. Alternatively, we could still maintain our hypothesis H3 that der 854 
just marks the topic position, reflected in its behavior in topic chains, and account for the results of 855 
Experiment 1 by a pragmatic effect similar to what we speculated about for the personal pronoun: 856 
Der and the personal pronoun er might be taken by participants to form a paradigm that 857 
pragmatically distributes the function of topic continuation to er and of topic shift to der. This would 858 
of course be aided by the well-documented fact that der avoids structurally prominent antecedents 859 
such as subjects, proto-agents and arguments in first position, that frequently also are sentence topics 860 
and that we also used in our Experiment 1 to operationalize sentence topichood. We have to leave 861 
this question open to further research. 862 

Overall, we interpret the results of our two experiment as confirming our hypotheses: the German 863 
personal pronoun er is not or only very weakly sensitive to the topic status of referents, while the 864 
demonstrative pronouns from the dieser series show a preference for contexts where the discourse 865 
topic shifts. The demonstrative pronouns from the der series, on the other hand, do not show this 866 
preference for a discourse topic shift, but are only locally sensitive to sentence topichood. 867 

5 Conclusion 868 

In sum, our study presents novel insights regarding the different discourse functions of the two 869 
German demonstrative pronouns. We were able to provide empirical data that supports our original 870 
assumption that the German demonstrative pronoun der marks a sentence topic while the 871 
demonstrative dieser is a discourse topic shifter. These results extend the discussion of demonstrative 872 
pronouns and their function regarding the complex structure of a discourse. Our results strongly 873 
suggest that dieser interacts with discourse structure at a global level in that it shifts the discourse 874 
topic, while der influences discourse structure at a more local level: it marks the topic of a sentence 875 
and often also signals a local topic shift, but it is not sensitive to the more global structure. This 876 
research contributes not only to a better understanding of the discourse function of anaphorically 877 
used demonstrative pronouns, but it also helps us to better understand the interaction of global and 878 
local discourse structure.  879 
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