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1. INTRODUCTION

This squib presents evidence from the Algonquian and Dene language families to
support a connection between person and animacy. A range of morphosyntactic pat-
terns in these languages, including pronoun inventories, agreement restrictions, and
hierarchy effects, are argued to indicate that inanimate nominals lack formal person
features. This proposal allows the morphosyntactic patterning of inanimates to fall
out from grammatical principles that are independently required to account for
person effects. We conclude that the often-assumed model in which third persons
are “personless” must be revised to allow for languages in which only inanimate
third persons lack formal person features.

The squib is organized as follows. Section 1 provides background on person fea-
tures and the notion of personlessness. Section 2 shows that various patterns in
Algonquian and Dene morphosyntax follow from an analysis in which inanimate
third persons are personless but animate third persons are specified for person.
Section 3 considers whether the proposed person-animacy connection is conditioned
by semantic animacy or grammatical animacy.

*To Marie-Louise Bouvier White, Lena Drygeese, the late Archie Wedzin, and an anonym-
ous consultant, masìcho for sharing your knowledge of the Tłıc̨hǫ language. Special thanks and
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lating feedback. For additional feedback at various stages, we thank Peter Ackema, Elizabeth
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2. BACKGROUND: PERSON AND PERSONLESSNESS

Since the work of Benveniste (1966, 1971), it has been a common assumption that the
representation of speech-act participants – first and second person – differs from third
persons in that only participants bear a formal person feature. The absence of person
features on non-participants has been shown to account for a range of phenomena,
from pronoun forms to agreement morphology to licensing of other features (Kayne
2000, 2002; Harley and Ritter 2002). In recent work, however, a finer-grained distinc-
tion has arisen. It has been proposed for various languages that non-participants are not
a unified syntactic class: the absence of person features applies not to all third persons,
but only to inanimate third persons (Rooryck 2000; Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou
2006; Piriyawiboon 2007, 2013; Adger and Harbour 2007; Demonte et al. 2011;
Richards 2014; Ghomeshi and Massam 2015; Bartošová and Kučerová 2015).

In this squib, we test this proposal against data from Algonquian and Dene, two
language families in which the morphosyntactic prominence of person features
makes it particularly straightforward to assess the status of third persons. Using mor-
phological agreement patterns and their failure with inanimate arguments as diagnos-
tics, we show that the Algonquian and Dene data strongly support the proposed
connection between animacy and person: animate and inanimate third persons con-
sistently pattern differently, with only animate third persons taking part in the
same patterns as first and second persons. This difference follows if animate third
persons have person features while inanimate third persons do not.

For concreteness, we adopt the model of person features shown in Table 1, in
which the articulation of the person specification corresponds to proximity to the
deictic centre (Béjar 2003, Béjar and Rezac 2009, Lochbihler 2012).

In these representations, first, second and third person animate nominals are spe-
cified for person features, but inanimate nominals are not.

3. THE PATTERNING OF PERSON AND ANIMACY IN ALGONQUIAN AND DENE

Person plays a significant role in various morphosyntactic patterns in Algonquian and
Dene, including pronouns (Algonquian, section 3.1), verbal agreement (both fam-
ilies, sections 3.2 and 3.3), obviation (Dene, section 3.4), copula insertion (Dene,
section 3.5), and direct-inverse marking (Algonquian, section 3.6). Each pattern pro-
vides evidence for the proposed connection between animacy and person.

3.1 Personal pronouns in Algonquian

Most Algonquian languages have a set of pronominal person prefixes that occur in
both possessed nouns and emphatic personal pronouns, as illustrated for Innu in
(1) (Drapeau 2014: 56, 95).1

1In this paper, we have drawn language data both from published literature and from field-
work with speakers. The former is cited by author’s last name and year of publication, the latter
by language consultant’s initials and the year the data was provided. Examples are given in the
practical orthographies, generally roughly phonemic.
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(1) Pronominal person prefixes in Innu
a. Possessed nouns b. Emphatic pronouns
ni-massin ‘my shoe’ niǹ ‘I’
tshi-massin ‘your shoe’ tshiǹ ‘you’
u-massin ‘her/his shoe’ uiǹ ‘she, he’

Importantly, the Innu third-person prefix u- can only be used to index animate third
persons in both possessive constructions and emphatic pronouns (Drapeau 2014: 55,
87). There is no inanimate third-person prefix; if pronominal reference to an inani-
mate is desired, the only option is to use a deictic demonstrative such as neme
‘that (inan.)’ (Drapeau 2014: 87). If the pronominal person prefixes ni-, tshi-, u-
are analyzed as expressing person features, then the exclusion of inanimates from
the person prefix paradigm follows directly from the absence of person features in
the specification of inanimates, as in Table 1 above.2

3.2 Verbal agreement in Algonquian

In the inflectional paradigm known as the conjunct order, an Algonquian verb inflects
with a string of suffixes, one of which is a person/number agreement marker called
the central suffix (Goddard 1979, Nichols 1980). When a transitive verb takes an
animate third-person object, the central suffix can be a portmanteau form that
expresses features of both the subject and the object simultaneously. For example,
the Ojibwe forms with animate objects in the first column of Table 2 display the port-
manteau central suffixes -ak ‘1SG>3SG’ and -at ‘2SG>3SG’, which are dedicated to
these particular subject-object combinations. When a transitive verb takes an inani-
mate third-person object, however, portmanteau central suffixes never appear.
Instead, the central suffix always patterns exactly as it does in an intransitive verb,
indexing only the subject. For example, the Ojibwe forms with inanimate objects
in the second column of Table 2 display exactly the same subject-marking central suf-
fixes -aan ‘1SG’ and -an ‘2SG’ that occur in the intransitive forms in the third column.3

First/second
person

Third person
animate

Third person animate
obviative

Third person
inanimate

[person] [person] [person] [ ]
| |

[proximate] [proximate]
|

[participant]

Table 1: Person feature specifications in Algonquian and Dene

2We thank Diane Massam (p.c.) for suggesting this point.
3Negative forms are shown in Table 2 because their morphophonemics are more transpar-

ent. Interlinear glosses in this squib follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules, with these additions:
DIR: direct; IC: initial change (ablaut process); INAN: inanimate; INC: inceptive; INV: inverse;
LEX: lexical prefix; OBV: obviative.
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There is ample evidence that transitive verbs with inanimate objects are syntac-
tically fully transitive in Ojibwe (Lochbihler 2012: 71), such as the fact that the
object is obligatory and can only be suppressed through the addition of derivational
antipassive morphology. The intransitive appearance of the central suffixes in the
inanimate-object forms in Table 2 thus cannot be attributed to the absence of a syn-
tactic direct object. It can, however, be attributed to the absence of a person feature on
the object, as in our proposal. The personlessness of the inanimate object means that
the subject is the only argument that bears person features and is thus the only
possible goal for person agreement, just as in an intransitive. Consequently, any
agreement position that tracks person features – such as, by hypothesis, the Ojibwe
central suffix – will be able to index an animate third-person object but not an
inanimate third-person object.4

3.3 Verbal agreement in Dene

In Dene, as in Algonquian, there is evidence that inanimate third persons are ignored
by verbal agreement. Singular third-person subject agreement is zero in Dene lan-
guages; thus, singular subjects do not provide a usable diagnostic for distinguishing
third persons from non-persons, except in the case of adjectival predicates, for which
see section 3.5.

Plural agreement, however, is overt, and appears only with animate subjects.
The Tłıc̨hǫ data in (2) shows that an animate plural subject triggers agreement on
the verb (prefix ge- 3PL) in (2a) while an inanimate plural subject does not, as
shown in (2b).

(2) Subject number agreement in Dene

a. Eyı chekoa taı ne-ge-chà-le.
those child three LEX-3PL-be.big-NEG
‘Those three children are small.’

Subject Animate object Inanimate object Intransitive

1sg waapam-aa-ssiw-ak
see-DIR-NEG-1SG>3SG
‘I do not see him/her’

inent-an-siw-aan
think-INAN-NEG-1SG
‘I do not think of it’

maacaa-ssiw-aan
leave-NEG-1SG
‘I do not leave’

2sg waapam-aa-ssiw-at
see-DIR-NEG-2SG>3SG
‘You do not see him/her’

inent-an-siw-an
think-INAN-NEG-2SG
‘You do not think of it’

maacaa-ssiw-an
leave-NEG-2SG
‘You do not leave’

Table 2: Agreement in Ojibwe negative conjunct forms (Nichols 1980)

4It should be noted that our proposal does not make inanimate nominals completely invis-
ible to agreement. We predict only that inanimate nominals should be invisible to person
agreement.
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b. Eyı ts’ı taı ne-(*ge-)chà-le
those tree three LEX-*3PL-be.big-NEG
‘Those three trees are small.’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; LD2011)

In the same way, transitive verbs show agreement with animate objects (prefixes
we- 3SG.OBJ and gı- 3PL.OBJ) in (3a) but not with inanimate objects, as shown in (3b).

The patterning of we- and gı- thus precisely parallels the third-person pronominal
prefix in Algonquian languages discussed in 3.1.

(3) Object number agreement in Dene

a. eła-(we/gı)-h-whı ha.
LEX-3SG.OBJ/3PL.OBJ-IPFV.1SG.SBJ-kill FUT

‘I will kill him or her/them.’

b. tà-(*we-/*gı-)ts’ee-t’à
apart-(*3SG.OBJ/*3PL.OBJ)-IPFV.1PL.SBJ-cut
‘we are cutting it up.’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; Anon2015)

As in Algonquian, the failure of agreement with inanimates in Tłıc̨hǫ follows if the
relevant agreement positions track person features and inanimates lack person features.

3.4 Obviation in Dene

In Dene languages, the usual object agreement markers cannot appear when both the
subject and the object are third person, as shown in (4a), but an obviative marker
signalling non-coreference of the two third person arguments is possible, as in (4b).5

(4) Third person subjects and objects in Dene

a. *we-Ø-ı ̨̀
3SG.OBJ-IPFV-3SG.SBJ-see
(Intended: ‘s/hei sees him/herj’)

b. ye-Ø-ı ̨̀
OBV.OBJ-IPFV.3SG.SBJ-see
‘s/hei sees him/herj’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; AW2012)

The obviative marker has a plural form go- that occurs with an animate object, as in (5).

(5) Dıga gah sıl̨àı de-è-zhı eyıts’ǫ eła-go-ı ̨ -dè
wolf rabbit five INC.PFV.3SG.SBJ-chase and LEX-OBV.PL.OBJ-PFV.3SG.SBJ-kill
‘The wolf chased five rabbits and killed them.’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; AW2012)

However, the plural form of the obviative marker cannot occur with a plural
inanimate object, as shown in (6a). The general obviative marker must instead be
used, as in (6b).

(6) Plural inanimate objects in Dene

a. *Madlę jıèko nàke na-è-dı eyıts’ǫ hazǫǫ ̀ go-ıh-ɂà.
Madeleine orange two LEX-PFV.3SG.SBJ-buy and all OBV.PL.OBJ-PFV.3SG.SBJ-eat
(Intended: ‘Madeleine bought two oranges and ate them.’)

5Saxon (1986: 102–103) refers to this marker as the disjoint anaphor.
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b. Madlę jıèko nàke na-è-dı eyıts’ǫ hazǫǫ ̀ y-ıh-ɂà.
Madeleine orange two LEX-PFV.3SG.SBJ-buy and all OBV.OBJ-PFV.1SG.SBJ-eat
‘Madeleine bought two oranges and ate them.’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; AW2012)

The inadmissibility of the plural obviative marker with inanimates reinforces the
observation from the preceding section that inanimates cannot trigger agreement on
the verb, a fact that can be accounted for if agreement seeks person features and inan-
imates lack person features. The general obviative marker ye- is the only object
marker that can track an inanimate object, since it does not mark agreement but
rather non-coreference with an antecedent.

3.5 Copula insertion in Dene

Some Dene languages have a small class of non-inflecting predicative adjectives,
which appear without a copula as predicates of inanimate subjects, as in (7a)
versus (7b), but require the insertion of a copula in order to be grammatical with
animate subjects, as in (7c) versus (7d) (Tłıc̨hǫ; MLBW2012).

(7) Copula insertion in Dene

a. Se-kwì eya. c. Dıı chekoa eya-e-lı.̨
1SG-head sick/hurt DEM child sick/hurt-3SG.SBJ-be
‘My head hurts.’ ‘This child is sick.’

b. *Se-kwì eya-e-lı.̨ d. *Dıı chekoa eya.
1SG-head sick/hurt-3SG.SBJ-be DEM child sick/hurt
(Intended: ‘My head hurts.’) (Intended: ‘This child is sick.’)

This phenomenon reduces to the occurrence of person agreement with animate but
not inanimate subjects. With an animate subject, the copula is inserted to host the
morphology that results from person agreement with the subject. With an inanimate
subject, no person agreement takes place and hence the copula need not be inserted.

Copula insertion also provides a crucial piece of evidence against the possibility
that inanimates possess a person feature that is realized by a Ø-morpheme. As men-
tioned in 3.3, verbal subject agreement is phonologically null in Dene languages for
third person singular, regardless of the animacy of the subject. It would be tempting to
conclude that animates and inanimates alike trigger zero agreement, though both
carry person. However, if this were the case, one would expect copulas to be inserted
with all adjectival predicates, since the realization of any agreement morpheme would
require a copula. That copulas are absent with adjectival predicates of inanimate sub-
jects demonstrates that person agreement with these subjects is also truly absent,
rather than present but spelled out by a silent morpheme.6

3.6 Inverse marking in Algonquian

Algonquian languages show a pattern of direct-inverse marking, in which the mor-
phosyntactic alignment of agreement on transitive verbs is determined according to
the person hierarchy in (8) (e.g., Pentland 1999: 235, Valentine 2001: 268).

6The realization of the copula is examined further in Welch (2016a,b)

436 CJL/RCL 66(3), 2021

https://doi.org/10.1017/cnj.2021.14 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/cnj.2021.14


(8) Algonquian person hierarchy
1st/2nd > animate proximate 3rd > animate obviative 3rd > inanimate 3rd

As part of this system, a verb is marked with an “inverse” suffix whenever the
object outranks the subject on the person hierarchy, as in the Meskwaki forms in
(9) (Goddard 1994).7

(9) Inverse marker -ekw when object outranks subject (Meskwaki)

a. 3 acts on 1 b. OBV acts on PROX c. INAN acts on OBV

ne-sêkih-ekw-a sêkih-ekw-a sêkih-ekwi-ni-wani
1-scare-INV-3SG scare-INV-3SG scare-INV-OBV-3.OBV.SG
‘S/he scares me.’ ‘The other scares him/her.’ ‘It scares the other.’

Béjar and Rezac (2009) derive the distribution of the inverse marker from the articu-
lated person features in Table 1 above: since each step down the person hierarchy cor-
responds with one less degree of articulation in the person specification, the inverse
marker can be understood as occurring whenever the object has a richer person spe-
cification than the subject.

Béjar and Rezac do not discuss the fact that inanimates are ranked below anima-
tes on the person hierarchy, as indicated by inverse marking in inanimate-subject
forms such as (9c). Under the traditional view in which animacy is simply a
gender feature (e.g., Goddard 2002), it is surprising that animacy plays a role on a
hierarchy that is otherwise derived purely by the richness of the person feature.8

If we take inanimates to lack person features, however, their ranking at the bottom
of the person hierarchy is exactly what we expect. In any form with an inanimate
subject and an animate object, the animate object has person features while the inani-
mate subject does not. Under Béjar and Rezac’s analysis, in which the inverse theme
sign appears whenever the object is a richer goal for person agreement, it follows that
all inanimate-subject forms should be inverse, as the animate object will always be a
richer goal than the personless subject.

3.7 Summary

The proposal that inanimates lack person features accounts for a range of morphosyn-
tactic patterns in the Dene and Algonquian families, as summarized in Table 3. The
proposed connection between animacy and person enables a simple and unified ana-
lysis of each pattern. If this connection were not recognized, we would be forced to
stipulate that each pattern in Table 1 is conditioned by both person and animacy
together, a more complex analysis that does not explain why the connection
between person and animacy is so pervasive in Algonquian and Dene morphosyntax.

7The Meskwaki inflectional paradigms in Goddard (1994) are given in an abstract format
without actual verb stems; we have supplied the stem sêkih- ‘scare’ from Goddard and
Thomason (2014).

8For other challenges to the view of animacy as a gender feature, see, for example,
Wiltschko (2012) and Ritter (2014).
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4. SEMANTIC AND GRAMMATICAL ANIMACY

The correspondence between animacy and person in Algonquian and Dene is robust,
but there is variation in the precise division languages make between nouns that bear
[person] and nouns that do not. In the Dene languages, this division is semantically
based: speakers of Ts’úùt’ínà and Tłıc̨hǫ divide humans and animals (animate) from
plants and non-living things (inanimate), as demonstrated by the plural agreement
triggered by the object ‘rabbits’ in (5) but not by ‘oranges’ in (6b).9 The neighbouring
Dënesųłıné makes the “animacy cut” in a different place from Tłıc̨hǫ, separating
humans from all other animals, plants, and non-living things, as demonstrated by
the adjectival predicates in (10). In the Dënesųłıné form in (10a), ‘dog’ patterns as
inanimate, failing to trigger agreement, but in the equivalent Tłıc̨hǫ form in (10b),
‘dog’ patterns as animate, obligatorily triggering agreement and copula insertion
(see the ungrammatical form without agreement in (10c)).10

(10) Variation in animacy between Dënesųłıné and Tłıc̨hǫ

a. Łį Ɂeya
dog sick/hurt
‘the dog is sick’ (Dënesųłıné; Cook 2004: 295)

b. Tłı eya-e-lı
dog sick/hurt-3SG.SBJ-be
‘The dog is sick.’ (Tłıc̨hǫ; MLBW2012)

c. *Tłı eya
dog sick/hurt
(Intended: ‘The dog is sick.’) (Tłıc̨hǫ; MLBW2012)

The semantic nature of the trigger is made clear by minimal pairs such as (11), where
a verb’s agreement with its subject varies according to the interpretation of the subject

Morphosyntactic pattern Account (if inanimates lack person features)

no inanimate personal pronouns
(Algonquian)

personal pronouns spell out person features

person/number agreement ignores
inanimates (Algonquian, Dene)

person/number agreement is driven by person
features

no obviative plural with inanimate
objects (Dene)

inanimates trigger obviative marking, not
agreement; plural marking depends on Person

no copula insertion with inanimate
subjects (Dene)

copula insertion spells out features determined
by person agreement

inanimate transitive subjects trigger
inverse marking (Algonquian)

inverse hierarchy derived from person feature
specifications; inanimates lack person features

Table 3: Patterns accounted for by the person-animacy connection

9Some Tłıc̨hǫ speakers divide humans and dogs from all other entities.
10Syntactic effects of variation in this animacy cut are documented cross-linguistically: for

example, Krause and von Heusinger (2019) on Turkish differential object marking.
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as living (11a) or dead (11b). Plural agreement is only possible with a living referent
(11c).11

(11) Semantic trigger for person agreement in Dene

a. Ekwǫ ̀ hazǫǫ̀ nà-gıı̨-̨tł’ı. c. *Ekwǫ̀ hazǫǫ ̀ nà-gıı̨-̨tł’ı.
caribou all down-PFV.3PL.SBJ-fall caribou all down-PFV.3PL.SBJ-fall
‘The (living) caribou all fell down.’ (Intended: ‘The (dead) caribou all fell

down.’)

b. Ekwǫ ̀ hazǫǫ̀ nà-ı-̨tł’ı.
caribou all down-PFV.3.SBJ-fall
‘The (dead) caribou all fell down.’ (Anon2015)

Regardless of exactly where the cut is made, the distribution of [person] in Dene
is rooted directly in semantics: all nominals that pass a certain threshold of semantic
animacy bear person features. In Algonquian the situation is more complex, as there
is a grammatical gender contrast between animate and inanimate nominals
(Dahlstrom 1995, Goddard 2002). The gender contrast is grounded in semantic
animacy: all nouns with semantically animate referents (humans, animals, spirits)
belong to the animate gender. However, the animate gender also includes many
nouns with semantically inanimate referents, and the gender classification of such
nouns is not predictable from their semantics alone. In Meskwaki, for example,
‘snow’, ‘potato’, and ‘raspberry’ are animate, while ‘fire’, ‘squash’, and ‘strawberry’
are inanimate (Dahlstrom 1995: 60). The status of such nouns as grammatically
animate or inanimate must be arbitrarily specified in the lexicon. For Algonquian,
then, our proposal faces an important question: which notion of “animacy” is
involved in the person-animacy connection? Is [person] borne only by nominals
with semantically animate referents, or by all grammatically animate nominals,
whether or not the referent is semantically animate?

A full examination of this issue is beyond the scope of this squib. However,
taking Innu as an example, we observe that the answer appears to depend on
which diagnostic we consider. For personal pronouns (section 3.1), it is semantic
animacy that is important: the Innu third-person pronoun uiǹ can refer only to a
human or animal (Drapeau 2014: 87). In contrast, for person agreement (section
3.2), it is grammatical animacy that matters: portmanteau person agreement suffixes
such as -ak ‘1SG>3SG’ occur whenever the object is a grammatically animate third
person, regardless of its semantic animacy, as shown for the grammatically
animate but semantically inanimate object ‘helicopter’ in (12).12

11A reviewer asks if a grammatical gender system could explain the Dene facts. We believe
not, for reasons beyond that exemplified in (11). Aside from such minimal pairs where agree-
ment with the same noun depends on interpretation, robust gender systems exist in many Dene
languages and show quite different patterns from those in inflectional agreement. These
systems never realize gender in the same morphological position as person inflection, and
the latter is not sensitive to the various other categories of noun gender. See especially Kari
(1992: 111ff.) and Boraas (2010: 116ff.).

12This sentence is from the entry for pinishkupanu in Mailhot et al. 2013.
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(12) Nipinishkupan pietuk sheuekatshu pietuetak.
ni- pinishkupan -n ic.petu -ak sheuekatshu ic.petuetam -k
1- hurry.out -1SG IC.hear -1SG>3SG helicopter IC.come.noisily -3SG
‘I hurry outside when I hear the helicopter arriving.’

In Innu, then, the feature [person] patterns differently on pronouns and lexical
nouns: a pronoun with the feature [person], such as uiǹ ‘s/he’, must be interpreted
as having a semantically animate referent, but this is not the case for a lexical
noun with the feature [person], such as sheuekatshu ‘helicopter’. We suggest that
in Innu, as in Tłıc̨hǫ and other Dene languages, the feature [person] is ultimately
tied to semantic animacy, a connection that can be transparently observed in the inter-
pretation of Innu pronouns. Unlike in Tłıc̨hǫ, however, Innu also allows the feature
[person] to be idiosyncratically included in the lexical entry for particular nouns, even
when the referent is not semantically animate, as is the case for sheuekatshu ‘helicop-
ter’. The result, on the surface, is a blurring of the connection between [person] and
semantic animacy in Innu, in contrast to the tight connection shown in Tłıc̨hǫ. We
must leave further investigation along these lines to future research.

5. CONCLUSION

Algonquian and Dene, the largest two language families of North America, provide
compelling evidence that [person] is specified on animate nominals but not on inani-
mate nominals. This proposal allows a wide variety of animacy effects in pronominal
forms, agreement, copula insertion, direct-inverse marking, and obviation to follow
straightforwardly as specific cases of more general person effects. The absence of
inanimate personal pronouns, the failure of agreement with inanimate arguments,
and the lack of copula insertion with inanimate subjects are all consequences of
the absence of a [person] feature to realize or agree with, while the ranking of inan-
imates at the bottom of the person hierarchy reflects the fact that all other members of
the hierarchy have [person] while inanimates do not.

Our analysis upholds the longstanding idea that some nominals can be “personless”
but suggests that the precise nature of the personless class is subject to crosslinguistic
variation. The Benveniste approach in which all non-participants lack person features
may be correct for some languages, but in others the personless class may consist of
only a subset of third persons, such as Algonquian and Dene inanimates, Persian inan-
imates (Bayanati and Toivonen 2019), Spanish se (Nevins 2007), and English null
objects (Massam et al. 2017). The extensive connections between animacy and
person in Algonquian and Dene morphosyntax provide a thorough demonstration of
the utility of allowing the specification of person features to vary in this way.
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