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Referential-Access Dependency in Penobscot

Abstract

This dissertation presents an analysis of pronominal features that eliminates the need
for stipulated pronominal feature hierarchies. The main claim is that pronominal features have
an internal syntax: they derive through the iteration of a simple structure, a Core contrasted
with its Periphery, starting with the inherent first-iteration Core referent, Speaker (1st person).
Complete interpretations of pronominal features thus derive compositionally, by reading off
successive nodes of Core-Periphery structure. These iterations evolve asymmetric
interpretational dependency relations, termed referential-access dependency, which elegantly
capture not only the familiar 1 » 2 » 3 hierarchy, but also the hierarchical 3rd person split
known as the Proximate-Obviative contrast, found in the Algonquian family of languages native
to North America.

Drawing relevant data chiefly from Penobscot, an Eastern Algonquian language, the
Core-Periphery model is shown to offer a unified account for the syntactic and discourse
functions of the Proximate-Obviative contrast, and for a new observation: its interpretational
and distributional constraints robustly parallel those holding over the English Independent-
Dependent clause-type contrast. The Core-Periphery derivational parallel established between
Proximate » Obviative and [1 2] » 3 hierarchy-rankings then explains another new observation
regarding the Algonquian transitive Inverse system: use of the Inverse with configurations of
3rd person acting on 1st or 2nd person is only consistently obligatory for one morphological
clause-type, the Independent. The evidence for a deep 2 » 1 hierarchy in Algonquian is

reviewed and shown to be limited and contradictory, and is preliminarily linked instead to a
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broader pattern of antihierarchic phenomena. Constructional sensitivity thus underlines the
derivative nature of hierarchy effects.

Also revised is the standard view that Algonquian transitive verb stems agree for the
grammatical gender of their object. A simpler, light-verb-based analysis is offered, giving an
account for the self-contradictory traditional categories Animate Intransitive + Object and
Objectless Transitive Inanimate, and showing so-called stem-agreement for grammatical animate
objects to actually be a dative-accusative syncretism construction, and that for grammatical
inanimate objects a type of antipassive. Both therefore simply exemplify cross-linguistically

common constructions associated with their respective objects.
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