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Language understanding requires the ability to track multiple representations of an object as 
it changes state or location. On reading “The squirrel will crack the acorn” we must maintain 
multiple instantiations of the acorn; before it was cracked, and after. These representations 
are necessary components of the associated event-representation. We propose that subsequent 
reference to the acorn engenders conflict with respect to whether the uncracked or cracked 
instantiation is intended, and that a behavioral consequence of this conflict is reduced 
accessibility due to the interference between these distinct instantiations. Multiple 
instantiations of the same object, which may be inherently similar, might be particularly 
susceptible to similarity-based interference (e.g. Bower, 2000; van Dyke & McElree, 2006) – 
hence increased conflict and reduced accessibility. 
 
In an fMRI study, participants read “The squirrel will crack/sniff the acorn. But first it will 
lick the acorn”. The “crack” version, requiring multiple (and different) instantiations, should 
engender more conflict than the “sniff” version. A color Stroop task was administered to 
localize, for each participant, those voxels in LIFG associated with conflict resolution (cf. 
Kan & Thompson-Schill, 2004). The “crack” sentences engendered a greater BOLD response 
in these voxels than the “sniff” sentences. Importantly, the magnitude of this response was 
predicted by separate ratings of how much the object changed as a result of the event, but not 
by imageability or the number of verb meanings. In a second fMRI study, participants read 
“The man stamped on the penny/egg. And then he looked down at the penny/egg”. Here, we 
kept the main verb the same but changed the direct object. We observed the exact same 
patterns of activation in LIFG. In a third, eye tracking, study, we explored a behavioral 
consequence of competition: Participants viewed a pseudo-scene depicting a squirrel, an 
acorn, and distractors. The scene was removed, and participants heard the sentences from the 
1st study above. At the end of the second sentence, we monitored the likelihood of eye 
movements to where the acorn had been. There were significantly fewer looks to that location 
in the “cracked” condition. We interpret this as showing that the conflict between the distinct 
instantiations of the acorn leads to reduced net activation of the object’s representation(s) 
which in turn leads to reduced accessibility and fewer language-mediated eye movements 
directed towards the acorn (cf Altmann & Kamide, 2007).  
 
Hence, multiple instantiations of the same object engender conflict, with subsequent 
reduction in accessibility. Contrary to a similarity-based interference account, the correlation 
between degree-of-change and BOLD response suggests that the more dissimilar the 
instantiations, the more interference. We shall argue that this difference between distinct 
objects (similarity-based interference) and distinct instantiations of a single object 
(dissimilarity-based interference) parallels the functional difference between the need to 
discriminate between similar but distinct objects (and ‘know’ they are different), and the need 
to generalize across distinct instantiations of the same object (‘knowing’ they are the same). 
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