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A major question in linguistics:

To what degree can seemingly language-specific phenomena be captured 
with general principles (of our linguistic and/or cognitive faculties).

A major question for (Indigenous) language learners/teachers

How can we best teach/learn key language patterns that are seemingly 
hard to analogize with the majority language?

At a high level, one goal of my research program is to answer these two 
questions in a harmonic fashion, using a variety of methods and tools.
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A major task in language comprehension is to arrive at a representation of 
who is doing what (to who). With a simple transitive event:

• Who is the agent (do-er)? Who is the patient (undergo-er)?

This can be surprisingly difficult (e.g. Ferreira 2003), especially when an 
argument of the verb is displaced, forming a filler-gap dependency:

The man who the dog was bitten by…

• This sentence is hard on a number of dimensions: 

1. Violates heuristics (who is likely to be an agent)

2. Use of passive voice (promotes the patient to subject position)

3. Use of “object” relative clause (makes a long movement dependency)
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Why are some movement (filler-gap) dependencies harder to process 
than others? 

1. What effect does person-animacy information have? Specifically 
obviation, a system common in Algonquian languages 

2. How is voice used? Specifically direct-inverse agreement systems 

The testing ground: Filler-gap processing in relative clauses in Border 
Lakes Ojibwe.
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Subject relative clauses (and subject gaps in general) are easier to process 
than object relative clauses (e.g. Kwon et al. 2010 for a review)

Animate SRC: There’s the senator who ___ quoted the journalist.

Animate ORC: There’s the senator who the journalist quoted ___ .

Theory: When a filler is ID’d, a subject gap (or agent role) is expected.

➡ When correct (with SRCs) processing is easy.

➡ When not correct (with ORCs) processing is harder due to reanalysis.
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Animacy Effect: The “subject gap advantage” is diminished or disappears 
when the head noun is inanimate (Mak et al. 2002; Traxler et al. 2005; 
Gennari & MacDonald 2008; Wagers & Pendleton 2016).
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Inanimate SRC: There’s the report that ___ quoted the journalist.

Inanimate ORC: There’s the report that the journalist quoted ___ .

Animacy Effect: The “subject gap advantage” is diminished or disappears 
when the head noun is inanimate (Mak et al. 2002; Traxler et al. 2005; 
Gennari & MacDonald 2008; Wagers & Pendleton 2016).

In predictive terms, we can say that the predicted probability of a 
subject gap is modulated by the animacy of the filler:

➡Animate nouns lead to a strong subject-gap (or agent) prediction

➡Inanimate nouns weaken/erase the subject-gap (or agent) prediction
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A generalization: Higher ranked categories on the PAH engender 
strong subject/agent gap predictions than lower ranked ones

ANIM   >   INAN

 SUBJ    >    OBJ

ANIM   >   INAN

SUBJ    >    OBJ

Abbreviated PAH: FIRST/SECOND > ANIMATE > INANIMATE

Question: What about other categories on the PAH?

In other words: “Direct” alignments are expected over “Inverse”

Position/Role Hierarchy: SUBJ/AGENT > OBJ/PATIENT
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1. An Algonquian language, spoken around the Great Lakes 
Region of North America 

2. As many as 90,000 speakers across a wide variety of dialects, 
including L1 and L2 speakers 

3. It is called Anishinaabemowin by speakers of the dialect of 
interest here 

4. The data presented here is from work with speakers of the 
Border Lakes dialect (within the broader dialect group of 
Southwestern Ojibwe), spoken in Northwest Ontario



Border Lakes Ojibwe
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“Obviative” Person(s)

“Proximate” Person

Animate Person(s)
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LOL!

o-baapi’-aa-n            iniwe  abinoojiin-yan  awe   ikwe 
3-laugh-DIRECT-OBV  that     child-OBV          that   woman.PROX 
“That woman (PROX) is laughing at that child (OBV)”

o-baapi’-igoo-n           iniwe   ikwe-wan        awe  abinoojiinh 
3-laugh-INVERSE-OBV   that      woman-OBV    that  child.PROX 
“That child (PROX) is being laughed at by that woman (OBV)”

“DIRECT” 
PROX → OBV

“INVERSE” 
OBV → PROX



Proposal, again: The PAH guides incremental commitments

12

The generalization: Higher ranked categories on the PAH engender 
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The generalization: Higher ranked categories on the PAH engender 
strong subject/agent gap predictions than lower ranked ones

Expanded PAH: LOCAL > PROXIMATE > OBVIATIVE > INANIMATE

Hypothesis: Like animate nouns in English, proximate nouns in 
Ojibwe should be predictively encoded as subjects/agents.

“Direct” alignments are expected over “Inverse”

PROX   >   OBV

 SUBJ    >    OBJ

PROX   >   OBV

SUBJ    >    OBJ
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Person-based prominence guides incremental interpretation: Evidence from 
obviation in Ojibwe 
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A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
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Relative clauses 

A B S T R A C T   

Distinctions related to person and animacy have long been known to impact both the grammar and incremental 
processing in a way that can be described through “prominence” scales. We put the generalizability of these 
scales to the test by examining the processing effects of a typologically uncommon distinction known as obviation, 
which is found in Ojibwe, an Indigenous language of North America. Obviation contrasts the single most 
discourse-salient animate third person (PROXIMATE) with other non-salient third persons (OBVIATIVE). Using a visual 
world paradigm, we show that obviation influences parsing and interpretation commitments under incremental 
ambiguity: Proximate nouns are assumed to be the agent of an action, while obviative nouns do not lead to strong 
incremental commitments. This result parallels previous findings in other languages with distinctions related to 
animacy and person, supporting a theory where the effect of prominence information in processing is the result 
of a common set of constraints derived from the alignment of scales related to person, syntactic position, and 
thematic role.   

1. Introduction 

All human languages have grammatical systems that distinguish 
different types of entities and concepts. One fundamental contrast is 
between types of CONVERSATIONAL PARTICIPANTS, which permits reference to 
the author and addressee of a linguistic act, and a wide variety of other 
NON-PARTICIPANTS. Grammatical distinctions within these non-participants, 
or third persons, are subject to cross-linguistic variation, with common 
contrasts separating abstract versus concrete concepts, inanimate versus 
living things, plants versus animals, animals versus humans, and 
humans based on social status or conversational salience (Comrie, 1989; 
Corbett, 1991; Creamer, 1974; DeLancey, 1981; Zwicky, 1977). These 
PERSON categories have a pervasive influence on many key aspects of 
language including word order (Young & Morgan, 1987), agreement 
(Dawe-Sheppard & Hewson, 1990; Preminger, 2014), case (Dixon, 
1994; Silverstein, 1976), and argument co-occurrence (Coon & Keine, 
2021). They are also used by comprehenders to constrain real-time 
linguistic interpretation (Bornkessel-Schlesewsky & Schlesewsky, 
2009; Foley, 2020; Hammerly, 2020). 

Our goal in the present paper is to bring the literatures on the 
grammar and processing of person into closer alignment by investigating 

the real-time comprehension of OBVIATION, a typologically rare distinction 
between different types of third persons found in the Algonquian family, 
including Border Lakes Ojibwe (Anishinaabemowin), a Central Algon-
quian language spoken near the Rainy River in Northern Minnesota and 
Northwestern Ontario (Valentine, 1994). Obviation contrasts the single 
most prominent animate third person noun (PROXIMATE) and those third 
persons nouns that are peripheral to the discourse (OBVIATIVE) (Bloom-
field, 1962). This marking is distinct from other discourse-oriented 
systems such as focus and topicalization (Dahlstrom, 2014) and is 
obligatory in contexts where more than one third person is mentioned 
(Aissen, 1997; Hockett, 1966). 

Obviation occupies a middle ground between the marking of 
conversational participants and the more commonly observed non- 
participant distinctions such as those based on animacy. Like the 
author and addressee, the referent that occupies the proximate role is 
determined by the discourse context. This differs from a property such as 
animacy, where, generally speaking, it is the inherent lexical semantics 
of the noun that determines whether it is categorized as animate or 
inanimate. However, like animacy, contrasts in obviation specifically 
serve to carve the space of different types of non-participants. This 
unique mixture of properties makes the study of obviation of critical 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail address: chris.hammerly@ubc.ca (C. Hammerly).  
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Cognition 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/cognit 
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… gichi-aya’aa-n  gaa-baapi’-igo-d           inini   
… elder-OBV           REL-laugh-INVERSE-3     man.PROX            
“… the elder (OBV) who the man (PROX) is being laughed at by __”

… gichi-aya’aa  gaa-baapi’-igo-d            inini-wan    
… elder.PROX     REL-laugh-INVERSE-3      man-OBV            
“… the elder (PROX) who __ is being laughing at by the man (OBV)”

… gichi-aya’aa-n  gaa-baapi’-aa-d           inini   
… elder-OBV           REL-laugh-DIRECT-3     man.PROX            
“… the elder (OBV) who the man (PROX) is laughing at __”

… gichi-aya’aa  gaa-baapi’-aa-d               inini-wan    
… elder.PROX     REL-laugh-DIRECT-3              man-OBV            
“… the elder (PROX) who __ is laughing at the man(OBV)”

Onaabandan  mazinaakizon … 
chooose         picture 
“Choose the picture with…”

Head = Proximate 
Voice = Direct

Head = Proximate 
Voice = Inverse

Head = Obviative 
Voice = Inverse

Head = Obviative 
Voice = Direct

Stimuli Design
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… gichi-aya’aa-n      gaa-baapi’-igo-d           inini   
… elder           -OBV   REL-laugh -INVERSE-3     man.PROX           

… gichi-aya’aa         gaa-baapi’-igo-d            inini-wan    
… elder.PROX              REL-laugh -INVERSE-3      man-OBV           

… gichi-aya’aa-n      gaa-baapi’-aa-d           inini   
… elder           -OBV   REL-laugh -DIRECT-3     man.PROX           

… gichi-aya’aa         gaa-baapi’-aa-d               inini-wan    
… elder.PROX              REL-laugh -DIRECT-3              man-OBV           

Head = Proximate 
Voice = Direct

Head = Proximate 
Voice = Inverse

Head = Obviative 
Voice = Inverse

Head = Obviative 
Voice = Direct

Ambiguity! Disambiguation!…Preamble…

Stimuli Design: Analysis Regions
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During the ambiguous region, where it is not yet known for sure 
whether the head noun is the agent or patient, do Ojibwe listeners 
make an assumption based on obviation? 

• By looking at how people’s eyes move around to different pictures 
during this region we can ask… 

• …do they look more at the picture where this noun is the agent or do 
they look more at the picture where this noun is the patient? 

We also looked at the final image selection responses; feel free to ask 
about these results in the question/discussion period!



Ambiguous Region Looks
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Agent > Patient 
p =.013



Ambiguous Region Looks
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Agent > Patient 
p =.013

Agent = Patient



Summary of results
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Under ambiguity (before Voice): 

• Anticipatory looks towards the agent image with proximate heads  

• No preference with obviative head nouns 

This is just what we expected based on the analogy with animate versus 
inanimate nouns! 

One unanswered question to this point: Why do inanimate and obviative 
nouns lead to no preference rather than object/patient preferences?



The Proposal in a nutshell
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There are two competing pressures (critical to this narrow 
discussion) in argument structure processing: 

1. Agent First Preference: Assign agent role to the first noun in 
the sentence you encounter, regardless of animacy/obviation. 

2. PAH Alignment Preference: Align agent role with higher 
ranked categories, and patient with lower ranked categories



Returning to the results
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Under ambiguity (before Voice): 

• Anticipatory looks towards the agent image with proximate 
heads 
➡ Agreement between pressures: Agent-First (Filler = Agent) 

and PAH Alignment (Proximate = Agent) 

• No preference with obviative head nouns 
➡ Conflict between pressures: Agent-First (Filler =Agent) and 

Proximate-Agent (Obviative = Patient) preferences. 

Agreement between pressures leads to strong agent prediction, 
conflict between pressures leads to lack of any prediction!



Lessons
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• There are various pressures, and they often compete, leading to 
complex interactions. These pressures are very general and are not 
unique to Ojibwe. 

• Ojibwe speakers make active use of obviation information (i.e. 
person-based prominence information) as a sentence unfolds. 

• The effect of obviation has the exact same profile as animacy, 
allowing for a unified account of the two phenomena 

• Learners and linguists alike can make use of these findings to 
understand what it means to speak and understand Ojibwe.
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The Technical Proposal
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The Revised Active Filler Strategy (Hammerly 2020) 

A filler predictively and incrementally extends a comprehender’s 
syntactic representation to include a movement chain such that: 

a. The chain terminates in a theta-assigning position 

b. Each link minimizes syntactic distance (e.g. de Vincenzi 1991) 

c. Each link maximizes (expected) well-formedness (e.g. Wagers 
& Pendleton 2016)



Chain Termination
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Two possible argument positions in a transitive clause 

FILLER … [IP __SUBJ … [vP __EA  [√P __IA ] ]  

FILLER … [IP __SUBJ … [vP __EA  [√P __IA ] ] 

EA = Agent

IA = Patient



Minimize syntactic distance
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The effect of interest that follows from distance minimization is the Agent 
First Preference (the Subject Gap Advantage also follows) 

Agent First Preference: 

FILLER … [IP __SUBJ … [vP __EA  [√P __IA ] ]  

FILLER … [IP __SUBJ … [vP __EA  [√P __IA ] ] 

Shorter chains  
> 

Longer chains 
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Idea: Incremental predictions are generated based on what syntactic representations 
are most likely to be well-formed given the available (incomplete) information
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I. (Partial) Person-Animacy Hierarchy: PROXIMATE > OBVIATIVE 
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IP

√P

vP

…
OBV

PROX

IP

…
OBV

<PROX>

PROX

agent

patient

With “direct” alignments, the proximate agent is promoted to subject position

vP

√P

Proximate-Agent Preference obeyed Proximate-Subject Condition obeyed



Inverse alignments: Syntactic consequences
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IP

…
PROX

OBV

IP

…
<PROX>

OBV

PROX

agent

patient

With “inverse” alignments, the proximate patient is promoted to subject position

Proximate-Agent Preference violated Proximate-Subject Condition obeyed

√P

vP vP

√P
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Idea: Incremental predictions are generated based on what syntactic representations 
are most likely to be well-formed given the available (incomplete) information
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Returning to the results
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Under ambiguity (before Voice): 

• Anticipatory looks towards the agent image with proximate heads 
➡ Alignment of pressures underlying Agent-First (Filler = EA) and 

Proximate-Agent (Proximate = EA) Preferences. 

• No preference with obviative head nouns 
➡ Conflict between pressures underlying Agent-First (Filler = EA) and 

Proximate-Agent (Obviative = IA) preferences. 

Following disambiguation (after Voice): 

• More accurate responses with proximate heads 
➡ The emergence of the Subject Gap Advantage 

• More accurate responses when the head is the agent (regardless of obviation) 
➡ The emergence of the Agent-First Preference


