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SEQUENCE PROCESSING OF CAUSAL EXPRESSIONS:
CROSS-LINGUISTIC EVIDENCE

LUO Yingyi

Abstract Causal inference is the fundamental cognitive function of humans that helps us understand the connec-
tions between things. This paper focuses on the sequence of cause and effect in language expressions (i. e. , cause-
effect or effect-cause) at the level of complex sentence and discourse. Understanding how the sequence is pro-
cessed and how it affects comprehension and production can expand our understanding of the mechanism of causal
processing in language use.

Firstly, previous literature on the sequence preference of causal expressions in natural language is reviewed.
While the cause-effect sequence was once assumed to be the preferred way to describe causality, accumulating evi-
dence from corpus analysis across languages does not support an overall dominant sequence. Instead, various fac-
tors are considered to influence the choice of sequence in natural language, such as event properties, intended/ de-
fault prominence in meaning, logic semantics of causality, among others. In particular, in Chinese, no consensus
has been reached regarding the preferred sequence or which part carries the prominence. This leads to research
questions about how the sequence information is processed along with the unfolding of causal expressions, whether
the preference of sequence is indicated in the processing, and whether the processing is consistent across langua-
ges.

To answer these questions, a series of experimental studies that I have participated in are introduced, which
targeted the processing of content domain of causality in language. The first study employed a production task in
which Chinese and French native speakers were asked to read aloud sentences of causality in either cause-effect or
effect-cause sequence, with either the cause clause or the effect clause carrying the discourse focus. Both Chinese
and French speakers tended to accent the cause clause regardless of the position of the discourse focus, suggesting
that the cause may be the default prominence. The cause-effect sequence was also associated with more use of de-
fault declination intonation, which phonologically evidences its dominance.

In the second study, the eye-tracking technique was employed to monitor the eye movements during reading
passages of causality. Japanese readers showed a preference for the cause-effect sequence as they spent less vie-
wing time on two causally related sentences in this sequence than the reverse sequence when the connective was
absent. For Chinese readers, however, no clear preference of sequence was observed in online processing, regard-

less of the presence or absence of the causal marker. Interestingly, the contextual priming effect, i. e. , the reading
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of a component facilitated if it was in the later than in the earlier part of the passage, was greatly reduced for the

cause in Chinese as well as for the cause that was weakly related to the precedent effect in Japanese. It is conver-

gent to imply that the cause plays a special role in the comprehension of causality.

In sum, through the use of experimental methods and techniques, these studies multidimensionally demon-

strates the consistency and specificity of causal processing in different languages. Cross-linguistic evidence for the

preference of cause-effect sequence is obtained in speech production and online reading comprehension. An asym-

metry between cause and effect is also noticed, with the cause presumably playing a special role in the construction

of causality. In future research, the investigation will expand to different logical semantic types of causality and

more language varieties with typological differences.
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