
 

 

Locality at the interface 
 
 

A key question in the theory of locality is whether locality constraints derive from grammatical 
properties or independent cognitive principles. We propose that the truth lies somewhere in the 
middle, and that parsing mechanics are tightly connected to the grammar. We ground our 
hypothesis in the analysis of mitigations of locality constraints. Specifically, we tried to capture 
the source of the strategies at the base of ameliorations to intervention effects and found that 
they presuppose grammatical competence, yet turn on principles of performance systems. 

More in detail, we inspected how different cues (and their combinations) impact on the 
integration of Object Relative Clauses (ORCs), viz. a typical example of so-called intervention 
locality [1]. In particular, we tested the effect of argument-disambiguating cues on children’s 
comprehension of ORCs in Spanish, where the subject and the object can be told apart based 
on Differential Object Marking (DOM) and/or Word Order (WO). The results show that 
children’s performance improves when DOM and WO cues occur in isolation and decreases 
when they are simultaneously present. In addition, the interaction between WO and DOM gets 
significant once children have acquired the grammar of DOM. That is, if the preposition a that 
realises DOM is not yet associated with its function within the grammar, it is neglected by the 
parser. These findings suggest that ameliorating strategies are constrained by principles of 
sentence processing such as working memory limitations (as shown by the fact that the parser 
is overloaded by concurrent cues) but, at the same time, are tightly anchored to syntactic 
representations, for their effects are only observed if cues are associated with acquired 
grammatical functions. 

In the study, we considered ORCs that vary with respect to the position of the subject, either 
postverbal (1, 2) or preverbal (3, 4), and the presence (2, 4) or absence (1, 3) of an overt a 
morpheme in front of the relativiser que (i.e. DOM).  

 

All ORCs in (1-4) are unambiguous, as the identification of the subject/object is always possible 
thanks to DOM and/or WO cues. The presence of DOM on the relativiser imposes that the 
relative head is the object (2, 4). The preverbal position within the relative clause (WO) is 
prevented to objects (under regular pragmatic and prosodic conditions), so that DPs in that 
position can be nothing but subjects (3, 4). Finally, (1) is disambiguated by the absence of 
DOM: because the postverbal [+animate, +specific] DP is not introduced by DOM, it can only 
be the subject. Thus, (2, 3) are disambiguated by one cue each (DOM and WO, respectively), 
(4) by two simultaneous cues (DOM+WO), and (1) solely by what we dub an in-absentia cue. 
We predict (1) to be the most burdensome condition as in-absentia cues, albeit equally 
disambiguating, are not as transparent and robust as cues that are manifestly present. Indeed, 
children have been independently shown to struggle with covert morphological elements as a 
whole [2]. 
ORCs like (1-4) were arranged in 4 conditions in a 2x2 design and integrated with 16 fillers. 

All items featured two [+animate, +specific] DPs, serving as the agent and the patient of 
transitive constructions. The sentences were recorded and presented as audio stimuli. Their  
comprehension was tested through a sentence-picture-matching-task, whereby each item is 
associated with two pictures, one representing the event described by the item, and the other 

(1) El  niño que saluda el futbolista  
      The boy    that   greets  the footballer     
      The boy that the footballer greets 

(2) El  niño     al      que saluda  el futbolista          
       The boy   DOM.the that  greets    the footballer   
       The boy that the footballer greets  
 (3) El  niño que el futbolista saluda  

      The boy   that  the footballer    greets   
      The boy that the footballer greets 

(4) El  niño    al       que el  futbolista saluda  
      The boy   DOM.the  that the footballer    greets   
      The boy that the footballer greets 



 

 

representing the same event but with inverted agent-patient relation. Children were instructed 
to point to the picture described by the stimulus. The experiment was run with 57 Spanish 
monolingual children aged 4-6, who were additionally tested with a sentence-repetition-task 
(SRT). The SRT included 9 occurrences of DOM in contexts of increasing syntactic complexity. 
In the analysis, each child was assigned a score from 1 to 9 based on the number of successful 
repetitions of these target-structures. This score reflects the participants' degree of mastery of 
DOM-grammar at the time of the experiment. The results (fig.1) were analysed with a 
generalised linear mixed effect model with accuracy in the interpretation of ORCs as outcome 
variable and the interaction between presence of DOM, WO (preverbal vs. postverbal subjects) 
and DOM-score as predictor. We found an effect of WO – whereby the WO cue brings about the 
highest accuracy. The significant interaction between WO and presence of DOM shows that 
DOM enhances comprehension when the WO cue is absent (1, 2), but hinders comprehension 
when it co-occurs with WO (see 3 vs 4). Moreover, a higher degree of DOM-mastery predicts 
higher accuracy when DOM occurs in isolation, but lower accuracy when it co-occurs with WO 
(fig.2).  

The results clearly show that disambiguating cues ease the comprehension of ORCs, but only 
if they i) are overtly realised, ii) occur in isolation, and iii) are fully acquired. This pattern is 
naturally predicted if the mechanics at the base of such ameliorations need to comply with 
principles of sentence processing. In particular, the fact that ameliorating cues hinder 
comprehension when concurrent points to working memory limitations: too much information 
overloads the parser. At the same time, the parser is impeded when provided with too little 
information to analyse, as is the case with in-absentia cues. However, albeit hinging on 
performance systems, ameliorating strategies are necessarily grammar-based, for they operate 
exclusively on the base of acquired grammatical functions. If ameliorations to locality effects 
and locality itself appertain to the same system, we could further hypothesise that the source 
of locality constraints is neither the grammar nor entirely independent from it. Rather, locality 
phenomena might be the outcome of the interaction between the grammar and other, non-
language-specific, cognitive functions. A conclusion, this, that would be independently 
supported by recent contributions claiming that grammatical structures are tightly connected to 
parsing mechanics [3] and that there is a single sentence analyser linking the grammar to on-
line processing [4; 5]. 
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Fig. 2  
Predicted probabilities of accuracies based on DOM-mastery level 

Fig.1 
Children’s accuracy across conditions 
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