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Notes on Kehler on 
Discourse Structure

LSA Summer Linguistics Institute 2019
Introduction to Pragmatics

Instructor: Anne Bezuidenhout

Discourse coherence relations
Conversational participants need to keep track of how the segments of a 
conversation are related to each other:

How does the current utterance hook up with prior conversational turns?
Can it be related to the prior discourse in a way that coheres with prior 
contributions?

One has to infer what discourse relation holds by relying on:
Discourse connectives, such as ‘because’, ‘since’, ‘however’, ‘after all’, etc.
Background information; e.g., is this a narrative, an explanation, a 
rationalization, etc.?
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Theories appealing to coherence relations

1. Centering Theory (CT): 
• Can be thought of as an attempt to spell out how coherence is established on a local level via the 

establishment of co-reference relations (e.g., as we need to do when resolving pronominal anaphora – ‘The 
policeman arrested the man. He hit him.’)

• Won’t say more about CT here as CT and the experimental work on the Repeated Name Penalty were briefly 
described in Class 6

Will say a bit more about the following:

2. Mann & Thompson’s Rhetorical Structure Theory (RST)

3. Kehler’s “Neo-Humean” Theory

4. Asher & Lascarides’ Segmented Discourse Representation Theory  (SDRT)

Rhetorical structure theory (RST)

“Rhetorical structure theory (RST) was originally formulated by William Mann and Sandra 
Thompson of the University of Southern California's Information Sciences Institute (ISI) in 
1988. This theory was developed as part of studies of computer-based text generation. 
Natural language researchers later began using RST in text summarization and other 
applications. RST addresses text organization by means of relations that hold between 
parts of text. It explains coherence by postulating a hierarchical, connected structure of 
texts.” (From Wikipedia article on RST)

Initially, RST listed 24 coherence relations. In its more refined versions, it listed 30 
coherence relations. See Taboda, M. and Mann, W. (2006). Rhetorical Structure Theory: 
Looking Back and Moving Ahead. Discourse Studies, 8(3): 423–459.



7/19/19

3

Rhetorical Structure Theory (cont.)

Kehler’s neo-Humean taxonomy

Coherence 
Relations

Cause-
Effect

Result

Explanation

Violated expectation

Denial of preventer

Resemblance

Contrast (i) and (ii)

Parallel

Exemplification & 
Generalization

Exception (i) and (ii)

Elaboration

Contiguity Occasion (i) and (ii)
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Rules for establishing coherence
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Propositional contents (=meanings) are inferred to be 
related via coherence relations of appropriate sorts

Worldly events, states, & situationsDiscourse segments

Express relations that mirror 

real relations in the world?

Cause-Effect relations

Cause-Effect

Result

GB wanted to appease 
the right-wing. He 
proposed federal 

funding for faith-based 
charities.

Explanation

GB proposed federal 
funding for faith-based 
charities. He wanted to 
appease the right-wing.

Violated expectation

GB wanted to appease 
the right-wing, but he 

refused funding for 
faith-based charities.

Denial of preventer

GB refused funding for 
faith-based charities, 

even though he wanted 
to appease the right-

wing.
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Resemblance relations
Resemblance

Contrast (i) and (ii)

Dick supports a raise in 
defense spending but 

George opposes it/ but
G. wants something 

else.

Parallel

Dick is worried about 
defense spending. 
George is worried 
about ed. policy

Exemplification & 
Generalization

Republican presidents 
usually seek to do X. 

GB did X in his 1st week 
in office.*

Exception (i) and (ii)

Republican presidents 
don’t usually do X in 

their 1st week in office. 
Nevertheless, GB 

did.**

Elaboration

GB did X. He did this by 
doing Y.

* To get an example of 
generalization, just 
switch the order of the 
two sentences.

** To get an example of 
Exception (ii), switch the 
order of the two 
sentences, keeping 
“nevertheless” in place

Contiguity relations

Contiguity

Occasion (i)

GB delivered his tax 
plan to Congress. The 
Senate scheduled a 

debate for the 
following week.

Occasion (ii)

?? 

The difference appears 
to be in whether we are 
moving to a final state –
Occasion (i) – or moving 
from an initiating state 
– Occasion (ii)
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Case studies using coherence relations

Kehler thinks his taxonomy of relations gets support from the fact that it can illuminate 
phenomena that have seemed problematic, such as:

• VP Ellipsis
• Extraction for conjoined clauses
• Pronominal reference resolution

I will discuss the VP ellipsis case in these slides (and maybe the pronoun resolution case, 
if time permits, at the very end)

VP-ellipsis: Syntactic vs. semantic accounts
John got an A for the course and Mary did too.

John got an A for the course and Mary got an A for the course ^ did too.

The syntactic account of VP-ellipsis resolution requires a match between the antecedent and the 
“silent syntax” at the ellipsis site. This view is apparently supported by cases that have some sort of 
mismatch and as a result seem infelicitous:

1. Voice mismatch (passive antecedent/ active ellipsed material):
# New York was won by Al Gore and Hilary Clinton did too [won New York]

2. Pronoun vehicle mismatch (reflexive/non-reflexive or vice versa):
# Al Gorei blamed himselfi and George did too [blame himi]

Example (2) is an example of the so-called strict reading, as opposed to the sloppy reading. Here is 
another example to illustrate the difference:

John admires his wife and Bill does too.
Strict reading: Bill admires John’s wife
Sloppy reading: Bill admires his own wife
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Syntactic vs semantic accounts (cont.)
On the other hand, there are cases that contain voice and pronoun vehicle mismatches that are 
nevertheless judged to be felicitous. 

These cases have been used as evidence in favor of a semantic account.

This is because the semantic account says that the resolution of the ellipsis will be done at the 
semantic level, where active-passive voice mismatches, for example, don’t matter, since the agent 
role will be the same despite being realized inconsistently at the syntactic level as either subject or 
object. (Ditto for the patient role).
1. Apparently felicitous case of voice mismatch:

In November, the citizens of Florida asked that the election results be overturned, but the election committee refused 
to. [overturn the election results]

2. Apparently felicitous case of pronominal vehicle mismatch:
George expected Al Gorei to win the election even when hei didn’t

How do we break this impasse?

Kehler’s solution invokes coherence relations to explain away the infelicitous mismatch cases 
that apparently favor a syntactic account.
Notice that there is a difference between the two sets of mismatch cases – the infelicitous and 
felicitous ones.
• The infelicitous cases all need a Resemblance Relation such as Parallel or Contrast to hook 

the two clauses together.
• On the other hand, the felicitous cases all involve Cause-Effect relations, such as Violated 

Expectation.
Thus “the meaning of the elided VP is always recovered anaphorically (i.e., semantically), 
regardless of the coherence relation. In no case is syntactic reconstruction performed out of a 
need to recover the meaning of an elided VP. Syntactic reconstruction is instead necessitated 
only by the independent need to recover elided arguments to a coherence relation.” (p. 264 
n.11)



7/19/19

8

Informational and Intentional Coherence
Informational notion of coherence has been applied predominantly to monologues.

The intentional notion applies to dialogs. The hearer, in analyzing the speaker’s utterance, takes 
into consideration the plan-based speaker intentions underlying his/her utterance:

Customer: Where are the chuck steaks you advertised?
Butcher: How many do you want?

From an informational POV, a more coherent response might be ‘Behind the counter’.

However, the butcher takes into account the fact that the customer was likely asking about 
steaks with the intention of purchasing some. Hence the answer to the customer’s question 
that asks how many steaks the customer wants is coherent with the customer’s higher-order 
goal that the butcher has inferred.

SDRT 
(Asher, N. & Lascarides, A. (2003). Logics of Conversation)

Consider this simple discourse, where π1 – π5 represent distinct discourse units (DUs):
π1: John had a great evening last night. 
π2: He had a great meal. 
π3: He ate salmon.
π4: He devoured lots of cheese. 
π5: He won a dancing competition.

A&L represent this by means of a directed graph, as illustrated below. The nodes represent the 
DUs and the edges are labelled with the discourse relations that hold between the DUs.
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The Right-Frontier Constraint
Hunter, J. & Asher, N. (2016). Shapes of conversation and at-issue content. SALT 26: 1022–1042
A proposition p associated with a DU d in a discourse graph G is (coherence-)at-issue iff d is on the right 
frontier of G. 

A DU is on the right frontier (RF) iff it is 
(i) added to G last 
(ii) connected to a DU on the RF by a series of subordinating relations 
(iii) a complex DU that contains a DU on the RF

We can use this to explain why the continuation in (2) below seems worse than the continuation in (1):
1. A guy at work, who has a sister in fashion design, gave me this shirt. I like it a lot.
2. A guy at work, who has a sister in fashion design, gave me this shirt. ? She works for Stella 

McCartney. 

Difference between (1) and (2) explained
π1: , who has a sister in fashion design,

π2: A guy at work gave me this shirt

π3: I like it a lot.

π4: ?She works for Stella McCartney.

• DUs get added to the discourse graph as soon as they are complete. This 
means that in (1) and (2) on the previous slide, the appositive clause will be 
processed first and the main clause will be processed second. 

• Disregarding previous discourse, interpreters would most likely connect those 
two segments by drawing the inference that getting a shirt from a guy at work 
is a result of him having a sister in fashion design. 

• RESULT is a coordinating relation. Since the right frontier of this structure 
includes π2  (as well as the entire discourse graph, i.e. Result(π1; π2)) but 
excludes π1, the discourse can be extended by π3 (which elaborates on π2) but 
not by π4 (which elaborates on π1).

π1 π2
RESULT

π3

E
LA

BO
RATIO

N
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Using coherence relations in lexical 
disambiguation

Asher & Lascarides (1996):
1. The judge asked where the defendant was. His barrister apologized, and said he 

was at the pub across the street. The court bailiff found him slumped underneath 
the bar.

2. The judge asked where the defendant was. His barrister apologized, and said he 
was at the pub across the street. But in fact the court bailiff found him slumped 
underneath the bar.

In British law, the bar is the legal profession as an institution. It is a PLACE FOR INSTITUTION
metonymy – the term as applied to the profession is derived from the line (or "bar") that 
separates the parts of a courtroom reserved for spectators from those reserved for 
participants in a trial, such as lawyers. (From Wikipedia).

Clearly, A&L’s example only works if ‘the bar’ in (2) is understood as the literal bar in the 
courtroom separating the place for spectators from the place reserved for the participants in 
the court proceedings, since one cannot be found slumped beneath an institution.

… and in structural disambiguation
John shot the man with the rifle. He dropped the rifle and ran.

a) Low attachment: So he dropped the rifle and ran.
b) High attachment: Then he dropped the rifle and ran.

High attachment

Low attachment
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Implicit causality (IC) & pronoun resolution

Verbs have an IC bias that favors one of its arguments over others; hence IC info can help in 

pronoun resolution

Studies looking at interpersonal transitive verbs:

• state verbs (in particular those known as psych-verbs)

• action verbs

Data was collected from completion tasks:

NP1 V’ed NP2 because he ____________ .

Completion Studies: materials

IC bias determines whether the “ambiguous” pronoun is taken as co-referential with the subject or 
the object in 1st clause:

1. NP1 bias: John(Stimulus) amused Paul(Experiencer) because he ________ .

2. NP2 bias: John(Experiencer) admired Paul(Stimulus) because he ________ .

3. NP1 bias: John(Agent) harmed Paul(Patient) because he _________ .

4. NP2 bias: John(Reactor) praised Paul(Prompt) because he _________ . 
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Results from “on-line” tasks

Hypothesis: Sentences with IC biased verbs presented with completions going against the IC bias 
will take longer to process.

In sentence (1) below, the verb’s IC bias is to the mother, who is the agent of the punishing, yet 
the pronoun ‘she’ refers to the daughter. So it should take longer to process than (2), where the 
pronoun ‘she’ lines up with the verb’s IC bias:

1. The mother punished her daughter because she admitted her guilt.
2. The mother punished her daughter because she discovered her guilt. 

Confirmed in self-paced reading, eye-movement monitoring and ERP studies. 

Implicit consequence

One might think that the consequence bias is just the opposite of the causality bias, so that verbs 
with an NP1 causality bias will have an NP2 consequence bias and vice versa.

Works for psych-verbs, not action verbs:
1. John(Stimulus) amused Paul(Experiencer) so he ________ .
2. John(Experiencer) admired Paul(Stimulus) so he ________ .
3. John(Agent) harmed Paul(Patient) so he _________ .
4. John(Reactor) praised Paul(Prompt) so he _________ . 
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What is driving the effect?

Issue here is whether it is the semantic biases or the discourse relations that are the 
primary drivers of the behavioral effects found in these various experimental studies.

Kehler et al. (2007) argue that what appear to be semantic biases are merely 
epiphenomenal and that it is the coherence relations doing the work.

If IC biases are epiphenomenal, then it should be impossible to dissociate semantic 
effects from coherence relation effects

However, in a Visual World study, Pyykkönen & Järvikivi (2010) showed an effect of verb 
bias before presentation of discourse connective (i.e., participants were already looking 
preferentially at the agent even before hearing ”because”).


