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INTRODUCTION TO COHESIVE DEVICES 

This section explores the use of cohesive devices to link 
relationships in a text to create meanings that are concise and 
unambiguous. Cohesion in a text is achieved through a variety 
of lexical and grammatical relationships between words within 
sentences in the text. 

Every text must cohere, i.e. the ideas in it must hang together 
and make sense, so that readers can understand what is read. One 
way of ensuring that a text is coherent without undue repetition 
is by using cohesive devices.

There are many types of cohesive devices and in this section, 
we will examine the following:
• Grammatical devices 

¤ reference—anaphora and cataphora
¤ ellipsis
¤ substitution

• Logical connectors—conjunctions and discourse markers
• Lexical devices
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Chapter 6

Anaphoric and 
Cataphoric References

LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this chapter, students will be able to:
• identify anaphoric and cataphoric devices used in a text
• use appropriate anaphoric and cataphoric devices to maintain cohesiveness in a 

text 
• recognise and remedy ambiguity in sentences using appropriate anaphoric and 

cataphoric devices

In this chapter, we are going to discuss one of the most common ways of maintaining 
cohesion between one part of a text and other parts through the use of anaphoric reference 
(referring back) and cataphoric reference (referring forward).

1.0 ANAPHORIC REFERENCE
When we speak or write, we normally refer back to something that has already been 
mentioned or make a connection with it. To understand an anaphoric reference or 
anaphora, one should look back in the text or speech.

Study the following example.

  Sabrina  is so upset with her boyfriend that she has decided to break upwith him . 

Here, the pronouns ‘she’ and ‘her’ are examples of anaphoric reference (anaphora) 
because they refer to the proper noun ‘Sabrina’ (antecedent) that was introduced 
earlier in the text. The italicised words in the sentence above actually refer to the same 
person. In other words, they share the same reference.

We can refer back to something through many devices, namely with the use of 
pronouns, nouns, determiners, adjectives and adverbs.

1.1 Anaphoric Reference Using Pronouns
(a) Use of personal pronouns ‘he’, ‘she’, ‘it’, ‘they’, ‘we’, ‘them’, ‘us’
  

• My neighbour is at the gate. He wants to borrow our ladder.
• Do not return the book now. It is not due yet.
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Language Description 356

(b) Use of possessive pronouns ‘mine’, ‘hers’, ‘his’, ‘yours’, ‘ours’
  

• You can’t use the printer. It’s mine, not yours.
• The yacht over there belongs to Martha Stewart. It has been hers since 2001.

  

(c) Use of quantifi ers 
  

• The protesters were advised to disperse but some of them refused to move.
• The authorities announced last month that 50,000 Indonesian maids were 

  

 willing to work in Malaysia. However, recent reports indicate that many are no 
longer interested to come here.

(d) Use of demonstrative pronouns ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘these’, ‘those’
  

• “Look at the cute toddler in the photo!” “Oh! That was me at two.”
• The paintings sold here are very expensive. These are works by Monet.

  

Reminder:
If ‘this’, ‘that’, ‘these’ and ‘those’ are used in front of verbs-to-be as shown above, 
they are known as demonstrative pronouns. However, if they precede a noun then 
they are known as determiners. For a detailed explanation, read Book 1 of the same 
series.

1.2 Anaphoric Reference Using Nouns
 1 Little Kevin asked, “Why is the sky blue, Mummy?” 
  

  Mrs Seow replied, “Ask your Daddy. He has the answer to your question.” 

 2 Sherry cried, “I really do not know why Gary killed himself!”
  

  This remark is also echoed by Gary’s closest friends.

 3 “Lisa, will you marry me?” Terry’s proposal took Lisa by surprise.
  

As shown above, the nouns ‘question’, ‘remark’ and ‘proposal’ refer to a whole 
section of a spoken or written text that has already been said or mentioned earlier. 

Other nouns that can be used similarly include information, claim, reminder, 
accusation, advice, comment, complaint, confession, declaration, denial, discussion, 
judgement, protest, refusal, request, reminder, rumour, suggestion, threat, warning, 
etc.

1.3 Anaphoric Reference Using Determiners
These include determiners such as the, its, her, my, your, his, their, these, those, this, 
that, each, every, either, neither, both, another, other.
  

• The music is extremely loud. Please tell the boys to reduce its volume.
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57Anaphoric and Cataphoric References

• A motorist accidentally hit a dog on a quiet stretch of road. Minutes later, he came 
  

 out of his car to inspect the front bumper of his car, all the while ignoring the poor 
dog that was lying listlessly on the road.

• Only a few good durians are left. Many of these have been reserved by a rich 
couple.

  
  

• A month has passed and there’s still no news of my son. I can’t wait another month 
doing nothing.

1.4 Anaphoric Reference Using Adjectives

These include adjectives such as previous, above, latter, former.
• The professor told the class to study the notes that he gave in his previous lecture. 

(Refer to a previous lecture given earlier.)
• The Minister made the above statement two days ago while attending a conference 

in Bali. (Refer to a statement or text above this sentence.)

The adjectives ‘previous’ and ‘above’ are used to refer back to a section of an earlier 
text.
  

• Denise and Danielle are twins, but they have different interests. The former likes 
  

 extreme sports, while the latter prefers less strenuous activities such as yoga and 
cooking.

‘Former’ and ‘latter’ are expressions commonly used in formal English. We usually 
use them when we have just referred separately to two items. The fi rst one is referred 
to as ‘the former’ and the second one as ‘the latter’.

1.5 Anaphoric Reference Using Adverbs
These include adverbs such as then, there, here.

• In the 1980’s, fi nancial institutions were offering very high interest rates for fi xed 
deposits. Today, the rate has dropped to less than 3.0% per annum. Analysts will say 
that the world economy was better then. 

  

• I tried my luck at the second-hand bookstore in Amcorp Mall and I managed to get 
  

 a copy of Animal Farm there.
  

• This room is airy and more comfortable. Why don’t you come over here to wait 
your turn?
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PRACTICE 1
What do the words in bold refer to? Identify their antecedents.

e.g. If the baby cries, give him a bottle of milk. (Antecedent: the baby)

 1 Allison is originally from England and she won a scholarship to the Slade School of Fine Art, 
University College London.

 2 Callum and Roy are identical twins. However, if you look very closely, there are slight differences 
in the way they look.

 3 The wealthy man instantly knew that the old lady was his mother but he pretended not to recognise 
her.

 4 My family uses the computer extensively. My father uses it for business transactions and paying 
bills.

 5 As Pak Ngah’s car was in the workshop, he borrowed mine. Pak Ngah and I had been neighbours 
for many years.

2.0 CATAPHORIC REFERENCE
When we speak or write, we also constantly refer forward to what we are about to say 
or make a connection with it. One would need to look ahead in the speech or text if 
we want to understand a cataphoric reference or cataphora.

Study the following example.

If they are late again, the players will probably be reprimanded by the coach.

Here, the pronoun ‘they’ is a cataphoric reference (cataphora) because it refers to 
the noun phrase ‘the players’ (antecedent) that is introduced later in the text. The 
italicised words in the sentence above share the same reference as they refer to the 
same person/s.

In the earlier part of this chapter, we discussed the various ways of referring back 
using devices such as pronouns, nouns, determiners, adjectives and adverbs. These ways 
also apply when we are referring forward to things that are about to be mentioned.

2.1 Cataphoric Reference Using Pronouns
  

• Here she is, our stunning reality star Miss Kim Kardashan.
• As we were feeling unsafe, Lionel and I decided to seek help from our neighbours.
  

2.2 Cataphoric Reference Using Demonstrative Pronouns
The use of demonstrative pronouns and determiners such as ‘this’ and ‘these’ as 
explained in 1.1 and 1.3 can also be applied to refer forward to what we are about to 
say or mention. 

Study the following examples.
  

• This section of the chapter will follow the same format as the previous one.
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59Anaphoric and Cataphoric References

• When the CSI team arrived at the crime scene, these words were scribbled on the 
bathroom mirror: Pop goes the weasel.

  

• Many people do not believe this but the fact is Mr V is a drug mule.

2.3  Cataphoric Reference Using Adjectives
The adjectives ‘following’, ‘next’ and ‘below’ are also used in the same way as 
mentioned in 1.4.
  

• At the end of the experiment, the students drew the following conclusion: plants 
need sunlight, water, oxygen and chlorophyll to make food.

  

• Carolyn received a gift box that contains the following: a scarf, a brooch, two 
hairpins and a leather belt.

• In the next chapter, we will examine the use of other grammatical devices such as 
ellipsis and substitution. (Refer to the next chapter in the book.)

• The examples given below illustrate the effective use of logical connectors to 
improve coherence in writing. (Refer to texts after this sentence.)

Throughout this chapter, the examples given consist of short texts comprising one 
to three sentences only, thus making the process of identifying the antecedents easy 
and uncomplicated. However, for longer texts or speeches which consist of more items 
or characters, there is a tendency for misunderstanding to occur due to ambiguity if 
the links between the items mentioned in the text are not clear. 

To avoid ambiguity  in text and speech, it is advisable for writers or speakers to keep 
track of the various items or characters mentioned  building a reference chain using 
the anaphoric and cataphoric devices explained earlier.

Read the paragraph below. Identify the reference chains the writer uses.

 Lucy , an only child, is used to a life of shopping with  her   mother , who uses 

 her  credit card to pay for purchases— she  calls this using ‘funny money’ to 

shop because  they  have great fun with  their  new purchases. Lucy’s father owns 

his own construction business and the family is comfortable with their standard 

of living. Recently,  she  notices a change in  her  parents. They argue more and 

Lucy feels  herself  being ‘shut out’ from their discussions which they now have in 

hushed voices. Instead of going abroad, Lucy is told that  she  will be staying with 

 her  Grandma in Muar because they don’t have the money to go away. During the 

time Lucy spends with  her  Grandma,  she  discovers that one doesn’t have to 

spend money to have fun.
(Adapted from Funny Money by Alison Prince)
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Language Description 360

Below are simple reference chains for the example.
• Lucy : her she she her herself she her her she
• Lucy’s mother : her
• credit card  : this  ana-
• Lucy and mother : they their  phoric
• Lucy’s father : his  devices
• the family : their
• Lucy’s parents : they their they they 

Here, we can see that a simple reference chain tracks a single character (Lucy) 
throughout the text. Usually the fi rst link introduces the character, so this link needs 
to provide enough information to distinguish the character from everything else in 
the text. This typically requires a noun (e.g. Lucy) or a noun phrase. Once the character 
is already introduced, it becomes much easier to identify the character as we only need 
to distinguish the character from the other characters in the text. Consequently, the 
subsequent links give just enough information for this, using one of the anaphoric 
devices that have been discussed earlier.

These anaphoric devices are useful because they require less effort to say and write 
(e.g. ‘they’ is much easier to say, write and understand than ‘Lucy and her mother’ or 
‘Lucy’s parents’) and they also prevent potential misunderstanding because we know 
that the writer of the text is not introducing new characters. Apart from that, anaphora 
is relevant to coherence too because it works by linking one word back to another 
which refers to the same character making the link very clear with no chance for 
ambiguity to arise.

PRACTICE 2
List the words which belong to the reference chain which starts with the word ‘LA Galaxy football 

team’.

 1 LA Galaxy football team from New York has just checked into the Royale Bintang Hotel. This group 
is here on a world tour. Malaysia is their third stop-over after Singapore and Indonesia. Hong 
Kong plays host after this and they are expected to play against the national team.

List the words which belong to the reference chain which starts with the word ‘the Beatles’.

 2 The Beatles were probably the most famous British pop group in the 20th century. They first 
caught the public’s attention in the 60s. It was unusual then for groups based outside London to 
achieve recognition. Their songs are still popular today. Songs such as ‘A hard day’s night’ and 
‘Let it be’ are theirs. These songs have sold millions and until today no group has come close to 
their level of success.
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61Anaphoric and Cataphoric References

CONSOLIDATION EXERCISE

What do each of the words in bold refer to? Identify whether each word is an anaphoric or a 

cataphoric reference. Complete the table.

On the Money is a set of four short stories supported by teachers’ notes, a DVD and a website. 
(0) It is the result of a working partnership among Standard Life, through (1) its corporate 
responsibility policy, Scottish Book Trust and the Scottish Centre for Financial Education. It is 
important to emphasise also that teachers and pupils piloting (2) the project and the authors 
themselves are equal partners and the success of the project is due to an extremely vibrant and 
cohesive team approach.

The aim of the project is to develop the financial capabilities of primary school pupils as part 
of (3) their general education. (4) This will give pupils an opportunity to discuss values and to 
do (5) this in a very creative and enjoyable way.

Primary teachers in pilot schools used drama or other forms of art to explore issues raised 
by (6) the stories. (7) Some encouraged pupils to keep a ‘financial dictionary’ to remind 
(8) them of any financial terms with which (9) they were unfamiliar.

(Adapted from Learning and Teaching Scotland, 2007)

What do the following 

words refer to?
Word/phrase reference Type of reference

e.g.
(0) It On the Money, a set of four 

short stories
Anaphoric

(1) its 

(2) the

(3) their

(4) This

(5) this

(6) the

(7) Some

(8) them

(9) they
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