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Abstract

Animacy is reflected in multiple grammatical phenomena in Tamil. Several
of these phenomena (e.g., accusative case marking and verbal agreement) reflect
a distinction between humans and others, while locative case marking reflects a
distinction between animates and inanimates. This paper describes the relevant
phenomena, and proposes an analysis in terms of syntactic features in Lexical-
Functional Grammar. The paper also raises questions about differences among
animacy systems and suggests that some differences regarding cut-off points in
the animacy hierarchy are due to the multifaceted nature of animacy.

1 Introduction

Animacy influences the morphology and syntax in many languages, perhaps all.” For
example, long passives in Norwegian show a strong preference for inanimate over ani-
mate subjects (Ladrup 2022), some reflexives in Mandarin and Cantonese require ani-
mate antecedents (Lam 2021), and KiSwahili object marking is optional on inanimates
but obligatory on animates (Morimoto 2002). See Santazilia (2023) for a large number
of additional examples. Animacy effects do not always distinguish between animates
and inanimates. Sometimes the line is instead drawn between human referents on the
one hand and animals and inanimates on the other. In Maltese, for example, human
objects are typically marked with the accusative marker /il, but non-human objects are
unmarked (Camilleri & Sadler 2012). In other words, grammatical animacy effects do
not uniformly reflect the same cut-off point in the animacy hierarchy. A simple version
of the animacy hierarchy is provided in (1):'

(D) HUMAN > ANIMATE > INANIMATE

The current paper investigates animacy in the grammar of Tamil, where the dis-
tinction between animate/inanimate and between human/non-human both play a role.
Section 2 introduces the Tamil animacy data and states the relevant descriptive general-
izations. Section 3 spells out a proposal for how to capture the generalizations formally
in Lexical Functional Grammar (LFG). Section 4 raises the following question: Why do
different languages and different phenomena show sensitivity to different cut-off points
in the animacy hierarchy? Section 5 offers a brief summary of the paper.

"We would like to thank the Tamil speakers who lent us their expertise. We especially thank JeyaBalaji
Samuthiravelu, Kalaivani Babu, and Parthiban Azhaganantham. We are also grateful to all the reviewers
for their time and expertise. Our paper has benefited greatly from the three abstract reviews and the two
reviews of the full paper. We thank Jamie Findlay for his very helpful feedback on both content and form.
Thanks are also due to Thora Asudeh for lending a keen eye to the paper. Finally, we thank Raj Singh for
extensive discussion and insightful comments on a draft. All remaining errors are exclusively our own.

'See Silverstein (1976), and for an overview and discussion of the animacy hierarchy and further ref-
erences, see Yamamoto (1999: ch. 1). It has become standard to use the term ANIMATE in the hierarchy
rather than, e.g., NON-HUMAN ANIMAL. Humans are of course also animate, and in the remainder of the
paper the term animate is used for humans as well as animals.
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2 Animacy in Tamil

Most animacy effects in Tamil differentiate between humans and others. The locative
case system, however, reflects a distinction between animates and inanimates. The hu-
man vs. non-human effects are described in Section 2.1, and the animate vs. inanimate
effect (locative case) is described in Section 2.2.

The examples and generalizations provided in this section come from a variety
of sources, including the following descriptive grammars and pedagogical materials:
Lehmann (1989); Schiffman (1999); Asher & Annamalai (2002); Schiffman (2004);
Lockwood (2007). We have also consulted a number of Tamil speakers, and the first
author is a Tamil speaker. However, it is important to note that Tamil has millions of
speakers in many different geographical areas and countries, and there is rich and inter-
esting dialectal variation.

2.1 Humans vs. non-humans

Tamil shows sensitivity to the human/non-human distinction in its pronominal system
(Section 2.1.1), verbal agreement paradigm (also Section 2.1.1), number marking (Sec-
tion 2.1.2), and accusative case marking (Section 2.1.3).

2.1.1 Pronouns and agreement

The third person pronouns are shown in Table 1. The human vs non-human distinction is
reflected in both singular and plural. The singular human pronouns distinguish between
honorific, masculine and feminine, but there is only one non-human singular pronoun.
The plural pronouns distinguish between human and non-human only.?

SINGULAR PLURAL
MASCULINE avan
FEMININE aval avargal
HONORIFIC avar
NON-HUMAN atu avai

Table 1: Third person nominative pronouns

The verbal agreement paradigm echoes the pronominal system. In the singular, the
verb displays a three-way split for human subjects (masculine, feminine, honorific),
and it has a single agreement morpheme for non-human subjects. When the subject is
plural, the verbal agreement distinguishes between human and non-human. The third
person present tense forms for the verb oodu ‘to run’ are given in Table 2 (adapted from
Lockwood 2007: 20).

The examples in (2)—(11) below contain the forms listed in Tables 1-2. Examples
(2)—(4) include human singular subjects:

’The form avargal is sometimes also used as alternative form for the singular honorific. There is other
variation in form as well, and there are many differences between standard written Tamil and more casual
spoken Tamil. We mainly use the standard written forms in our paper, and for the most part we do not
report on alternate forms.
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SINGULAR PLURAL
MASCULINE | oodugir-aan

FEMININE oodugir-aal  oodugir-aargal
HONORIFIC oodugir-aar

NON-HUMAN | oodugir-atu  ooduginr-ana

Table 2: Third person present tense forms for oodu ‘to run’

Maanavi puttakatt-ai patitt-aal. Aval paciyutan irunt-aal.
student(female) book-ACC read.PST-3SG.F she hungry be.PST-3SG.F
‘The (female) student read a book. She was hungry. ’

Maanavan  puttakatt-ai patitt-aan. Avan paciyutan irunt-aan.
student(male) book-ACC read.PST-3SG.M he  hungry be.PST-35G.M
“The (male) student read a book. He was hungry.’

Vimani puttakatt-ai patitt-aar. Avar paciyutan irunt-aar.

pilot  book-ACC read.PST-3SG.HON 3SG.HON hungry be.PST-3SG.HON
‘The pilot read a book. S/he was hungry.’

Examples (5)—(7) contain non-human singular subjects. The examples show that ani-
mals, plants and things pattern alike with respect to pronominal forms and agreement
marking. Naay ‘dog’ in (5) is an animal, maa maram ‘mango tree’ in (6) is a plant, and
katavu ‘door’ in (7) is an inanimate object:

&)

(6)

(N

Naay kuraitt-atu. Atu paciyutan irunt-atu.
dog bark.PST-3SG.—HUM it  hungry be.PST-3SG.~HUM
“The dog barked. It was hungry.’

Maa maram vekamaaka valarnt-atu. Atu azakaaka
mango tree  fast grow.PST-3SG.—HUM it  beautiful
irunt-atu.

be.PST-3SG.—HUM
‘The mango tree grew fast. It was beautiful.’

Katavu tirant-atu. Atu niila nirattil irunt-atu.
door open.PST-3SG.—HUM it  blue color be.PST-3SG.—HUM
‘The door opened. It was blue.’

The human vs. non-human distinction is reflected in the plural morphology as well,

but gender and honorificity is not. The examples below include subjects which refer to
humans (8), animals (9), plants (10) and inanimates (11):

()

Maanavargal puttakatt-ai patitt-aargal. Avargal paciyutan
student.PL  book-ACC read.PST-3PL.HUM 3PL.HUM hungry
irunt-aargal.

be.PST-3PL.HUM

‘The students read a book. They were hungry.’
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C)) Naaykal kuraitt-ana. Avai paciyutan irunt-ana.
dog.PL  bark.PST-3PL.mHUM 3PL.—HUM hungry  be.PST-3PL.-HUM
‘The dogs barked. They were hungry.’

(10) Maa maran-kal vekamaaka valarnt-ana. Avai azakaaka
mango tree-PL  fast grow.PST-3PL.—HUM 3PL.—HUM beautiful
irunt-ana.

be.PST-3PL.—HUM
‘The mango trees grew fast. They were beautiful.’

(11D Katavukal tirant-ana. Avai niila nirattil irunt-ana.
door.PL  open.PST-3PL.—HUM 3PL.—~HUM blue color be.PST-3PL.-HUM
‘The doors opened. They were blue.’

The agreement marking and the pronoun in (8), which has a human subject, differ from
the non-human agreement and pronouns in (9)—(11).

2.1.2 Plural marking

When nouns refer to more than one entity, plural marking is obligatory on human nouns
(12) but often optional on non-human nouns (13)—(14), especially when plurality is
independently indicated by a quantifier (Ramasubramoney 2019; Lehmann 1989: 20—
21).

12) Avan niraiya pen-kal-ai partt-aan.
3SG.M many girl-PL-ACC see.PST-35G.M
‘He saw many girls.’

(13) Avan muunru {maatu/maatu-Kkal} partt-aan.
35SG.M three  cow.SG/cow-PL see.PST-3SG.M
‘He saw three cows.’

14) Avan niraiya {puttakam/puttakan-kal} patitt-aan.
3SG.M many book.SG/book-PL read.PST-3SG.M
‘He read many books.’

The omission of the number marking on non-human nouns is especially common in the
modern spoken language.

2.1.3 Accusative case

The human vs. non-human distinction is evident in the marking of accusative case.
When the direct object has an indefinite interpretation, the accusative case marker is
obligatory for human nouns (15)—(16), but optional for non-human nouns (17)—(19):

(15) Kumaar oru paiyan-ai paartt-aan
Kumar a boy-ACC see.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar saw a boy’

(16) *Kumaar oru paiyan paartt-aan
Kumar a boy see.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar saw a boy’
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(17 Kumaar oru aamaiy(-ai) vaankin-aan
Kumar a turtle(-acc) buy.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar bought a turtle’

(18) Kumaar oru puuv(-ai)  paritt-aan
Kumar a flower(-acc) pluck.PST-35G.M
‘Kumar plucked a flower’

(19) Kumaar oru pettiy(-ai) vaankin-aan
Kumar a box(-acc) buy.PST-35G.M
‘Kumar bought a box’

Driemel (2023: ch. 4) discusses the exact conditions under which the accusative
marker is omitted for non-human indefinites. The details are complex, but specificity is
relevant: specific objects are more likely to be case-marked than non-specific objects.
This is not surprising, since specificity plays a similar role in differential object marking
in many languages.®> The specificity effect will be reflected in our formal analysis in
Section 3, but other considerations which also play a role are set aside. For example, our
consultants seem to be more likely to use accusative case on indefinites in writing than
in speech, and we do not attempt to capture this. The important point for our purposes
is that there is a clear difference between human and non-human direct objects.

When the object has a definite interpretation, there is no animacy effect. Definite
direct objects are obligatorily marked with accusative case, regardless of the animacy
of the object noun. Examples (20)—(23) are intended to be interpreted as definite. The
accusative case marker -ai is then obligatory in both the human example in (20) and the
non-human examples in (21)—(23):

(20) Ram Priyav-ai kaatalikkir-aan
Ram Priya-Acc love.PRES-3SG.M
‘Ram loves Priya.’

21 Kumar kutirai-ai cuttappatutti-naan
Kumar horse-ACcC cleaned.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar cleaned the horse.’

(22) Kumaar puv-ai paritt-aan
Kumar flower-ACcC pluck.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar plucked the flower.’

(23)  Aval itliy-ai caappitt-aal
3SG.F idli-ACC eat.PST-3SG.F
‘She ate the idli(s).’

Taken together, examples (15)—(23) show that definite objects are marked with the
accusative case, and so are indefinite human objects. Non-human indefinite objects
are not obligatorily case marked. The marking of indefinite objects is thus sensitive
to whether the noun has a human referent.

3This is the case in, for example, Turkish (Krause & von Heusinger 2019), Tigrinya (Kifle 2007), and
Hindi/Urdu (Butt 2025, and references therein).
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2.1.4 Exceptional cases

Although Tamil nouns are almost always classified as grammatically human or non-
human based directly on the actual biological humanness of the referent, there are some
exceptions. We argue that some of the mismatches between biological and grammati-
cal humanness are best explained as lexically specified exceptions, and others are best
explained as an alternative conceptual construal of the relevant entity (e.g., personifica-
tion). The exceptions described below can each be covered by one or the other of these
explanations.

In traditional Tamil grammars, the distinction we have referred to here as human
vs. non-human is instead referred to as rational vs. irrational. The reason for this seems
to be that there are some cases where human referents can trigger neuter (non-human)
morphology, and these are cases where the referents can be thought of as “irrational”.
The terms human and non-human are adopted here rather than rational and irrational in
order to conform to the more general linguistic literature on animacy. However, it is true
that the distinction between entities that are typically considered rational or irrational
aligns almost exactly with the human/non-human split. The following quote is from
Sarveswaran (2024: 4):

“[...] all nouns in Tamil can be categorised into uyartinai (rational) and
ahrinai (irrational). Entities marked as rational are those perceived as being
able to think on their own, while the rest are termed as irrational. For in-
stance, animals, trees, furniture items, and infants are considered irrational,
while humans and gods are categorised as rational. This (ir)rationality based
marking differs from splits in terms of human vs. non-human, or animacy.
For instance, infants are considered irrational just as animals or inanimate
objects, even though infants are human and animate. An adult human entity
can also still be marked as irrational if they behave in an insane manner.”

There seems to be some disagreement in the judgments of what counts as an irrational
adult. This difference might be due to dialectal variation. According to our consultants,
non-human morphology on nouns referring to adults is only possible if the intention is
to insult those adults. Based on our information, there are no specific nouns referring to
human adults that consistently take non-human morphology (although such nouns may
exist dialectally). We propose that when non-human morphology is used as an insult,
it is a way of signalling an opinion that the person in question should be grouped with
— or reconceptualized as — animals rather than fellow respectable humans. This can be
compared to the cross-linguistically common practice of insulting people by calling
them, for example, pigs or donkeys.

Our consultants do agree with Sarveswaran about infants. Accusative case is not
obligatory on the noun kuzantai ‘baby’ (24), and kuzantai is also compatible with non-
human morphology (25)—(26):

(24)  Enakku kuzantaikal pitikkum.
I baby.PL  love.PST.1SG
‘I love babies. ’
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(25) Kuzantai azut-atu. Atu paciyutan irunt-atu.
baby.SG cry.PST-3SG.—HUM 3SG.—HUM hungry  be.PST-3SG.—HUM
‘The baby cried. It was hungry.

(26) Kuzantaikal azut-ana. Avai paciyutan irunt-ana
baby.PL cry.PST-3PL.-HUM 3PL.—HUM hungry  be.PST-3PL.-HUM
“The babies cried. They were hungry.’

However, if the same noun kuzantai refers to a gendered infant, it is compatible with
human morphology:*

27 Kuzantai azut-aal. Aval paciyutan irunt-aal.
baby cry.PST-3SG.F 3SG.F hungry  be.PST-3SG.F
‘The baby girl cried. She was hungry.’

(28) Aan kuzantaikal azut-aargal. Avarkal paciyutan irunt-aargal
male baby.PL  cry.PST-3PL.HUM 3PL.HUM hungry  be.PST-3PL.HUM
‘The male babies cried. They were hungry’.

In the formal analysis in Section 3, kuzantai is lexically specified with a negative HU-
MAN feature, and it also has an alternative a positive HUMAN feature which is connected
to GENDER. It is not always possible to determine the reason why specific lexical items
are idiosyncratically marked, but in this particular case it is worth noting that singular
human nouns are morphologically male, female or honorific, and none of those classi-
fications are appropriate for a baby when the gender is unknown.

Another exceptional case is gendered pets. Although animals are typically not com-
patible with human morphology, gendered pets that have names may trigger human
morphology:

(29) En naaiyin peyar Brownie. Avan tuunkikkontirukkir-aan.
my dog  name Brownie 3SG.M sleep.PRES-3SG.M
‘My dog’s name is Brownie. He is sleeping.’

(30) En naaiyin peyar Brownie. Atu tuunkikkontirukkir-atu
my dog  name Brownie 3SG.—HUM sleep.PRES-3SG.-HUM
‘My dog’s name is Brownie. It is sleeping.’

The subject in examples (29)—(30) is a named pet that is male. Both (29) with human
morphology and (30) with non-human morphology are acceptable and natural. This is
a case of personification. It involves the conceptualization of a non-human referent as
human. As will be discussed in Section 3, this reconceptualization is captured formally
by the assignment of a grammatical [HUMAN +] feature to the relevant noun, here
naaiyin.

Note that animals that are not close pets and are not named trigger non-human
morphology even if they are inherently gendered:

*It is well known that socially constructed gender is not strictly binary, and it cannot be equated with
biological sex, which is also not strictly binary. In reality, sex and gender distinctions are complex and
nuanced, but we abstract away from these important nuances in our discussion.
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31) Kozi muttaikal itt-atu
hen eggs lay.PST-3SG.—HUM
‘The hen laid eggs’

(32) Matu paal kotukkir-atu.
cow milk give.PRES-3SG.—HUM
‘The cow gives milk’

The subjects of (31)—~(32), kozi ‘hen’ and matu ‘cow’, refer to animals that are biologi-
cally female, but since they are animals, they nevertheless do not trigger human agree-
ment (unless they happen to be very close pets). Similarly, ceeval ‘rooster’ and kaalai
‘bull’ in (33)—(34) refer to male animals, and the agreement marking is non-human:

(33) Ceeval kuuvikkontirunt-atu
rooster crow.PST-3SG.—HUM
‘The rooster was crowing’

(34) Kaalai santaiyitt-atu
bull fight.PST-3SG.—HUM
“The bull fought’

The examples in (31)—(34) show that nouns with animal referents typically trigger
non-human morphology, even when the biological sex is known. Examples involving
pets (e.g., (29) above) can thus not be fully explained by the fact that the sex is known.

Let us summarize this subsection. There are some cases where nouns with human
referents can trigger non-human morphology. The noun kuzantai ‘baby’ can be used
with non-human morphology if the gender is unknown. If the gender is known, it trig-
gers human morphology: male, female or plural according to what is appropriate. We
treat the ‘baby’ case as an instance of idiosyncratic lexical marking. Sometimes non-
human morphology can be used with adult humans as an insult. Named pets whose
gender is known and who are intimately familiar optionally trigger human morphology.
We hypothesize that the insults and personification are cases of reconceptualization of
the referents as belonging to an animacy group distinct from the actual biological ani-
macy group.’

2.2 Animate vs. inanimate

Section 2.1 provided numerous examples showing that animacy is grammatically rele-
vant in Tamil. Specifically, the distinction between human and non-human referents is
evident in the pronominal system, verbal agreement marking, and accusative marking
of direct objects. This section turns to locative case marking, which is also sensitive
to animacy. However, locative case does not differentiate between humans and non-
humans, but instead between animates (humans and animals) and inanimates (plants and
inanimate objects), as noted by Schiffman (1999: 31-32), Schiffman (2004), Lehmann
(1989: 39), and others.

There are two locative case markers which differ in form and distribution: -itam and
-il. The suffix -itam (-gitte in spoken Tamil) occurs only with animate nouns (35)—(37),

3For discussion of the tripartite distinction between linguistic, conceptual and biological animacy, see
Bayanati & Toivonen (2019); Trompenaars et al. (2021); Toivonen (Forthcoming).
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and -il (-le in spoken Tamil) occurs with inanimate nouns (38)—(39):6

(35)  Unkal-itam panam irukkaa?
2SG-LOC  money have.PRES.Q
‘Do you have any money (on you)?’

(36) Kumaar appaav-itam vant-aan.
Kumar father-LOC come.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar came to father’

37 Nari-itam kozi  irunt-atu
fox-LoC chicken have.PST-3SG.—HUM
“The fox had a chicken’

(38) Kuruvi maratt-il utkkar-kiratu
sparrow tree-LOC Sit.PRES-3SG.—HUM
‘The sparrow is sitting in the tree.’

39) Kumaar oru vaaratt-il intap pustakattaip patitt-aan.
Kumar one week-LOC this book.ACC study.PAST-3SG.M
‘Kumar read this book in a week.’

The locative case marker has many functions: for example, location, goal, and temporal
duration. The locative is also part of more complex case markers, such as the ablative,
illustrated in examples (40)—(42) (from Lehmann 1989: 42):

(40) Kumaar appaav-itam-iruntu vant-aan.
Kumar father-LOC-ABL  come.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar came from (his) father.’

41) Kumaar appaav-ai oru puli-itam-iruntu kaappaarrin-aan.
Kumar father-ACC a tiger-LOC-ABL protect.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar protected father from a tiger.’

42) Kumaar appaav-ai nerupp-il-iruntu kaappaarrin-aan.
Kumar father-ACC fire-LOC-ABL protect.PST-3SG.M
‘Kumar protected father from fire.’

Note that ‘father’ in (40) and ‘tiger’ in (41) which are both animates take the same
locative marker -itam, contrasting with -i/ on the inanimate ‘fire’ in (42).

In the singular, -il is only used with inanimates. However, as noted by Lehmann
(1989: 40) and others, -il is used with both inanimates and animates when the noun is in
plural and denotes a group within which specific individuals are singled out (identified
or extracted). With this interpretation, -i/ is used regardless of the animacy of the noun.
Examples (43)—(45) illustrate this use of -i/ for animates (human and animal referents)
and inanimates:’

6Example (35) is adapted from Asher & Annamalai (2002: 35), and examples (38)—(39) are adapted
from Lehmann (1989: 39).
7Examples (43) and (45) are from Lehmann (1989: 40).
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(43) En maanavar-kal-il niraiyat tamizar iru-kkir-aarkal
1SG.OBL student-PL-LOC many Tamilian be-PRES-3PL
‘Among my students there are many Tamilians’

(44) Maatu-kal-il muundru pazuppaaka irukkinr-ana
cow-PL-LOC three brown are.PRES-3PL.—HUM
“Three of the cows are brown.’

(45) Anta  maampazan-kal-il entap pazam rumaani
DEM.PL mango-PL-LOC  which fruit Rumani
‘Which fruits among those mangoes are Rumani?’

In summary, locative case is sensitive to a distinction between animates and inanimates.
The case marker -il occurs only on inanimate nouns in the singular and on both inani-
mates and animates in the plural when the noun denotes a group from which individuals
are selected. The suffix -itam is used exclusively on nouns that refer to animates (ani-
mals and humans), regardless of whether the noun is singular or plural.

3 A formal characterization of Tamil animacy

The Tamil data described in Section 2 can be captured by an analysis that adopts an
ANIMACY feature which takes a complex feature structure as its value. Similar struc-
tures have been adopted previously in LFG; for example, Dalrymple et al. (2009) use
comparable complex feature structures in their account of case marking. We propose
that in Tamil, the value of the attribute ANIMACY contains the feature HUMAN and/or
the feature ANIMATE, which can each take a positive or negative value. The f-structure
for (46) given in Figure 1 contains ANIMACY features and serves as an illustration.

(46) Vimani puttakattai patittaar.

pilot  book.ACC read.PST.3SG.HON
‘The pilot read a book.’

Formally, there is no need for a complex feature structure, since the facts can also be
captured solely by the HUMAN and ANIMATE features. The complex feature structure
is instead theoretically motivated: it serves to express the intuition that grammatical re-
flexes of animacy form a unified class, regardless of where in the animacy hierarchy the
distinction is made. The features HUMAN and ANIMATE are bundled with each other but
separate from, for example, PERSON and NUMBER. This intuition seems well motivated
cross-linguistically. Consider, for example, differential object marking in Romanian and
Spanish (related Romance languages). They both mark some direct objects but not oth-
ers with a case marker: pe in Romanian and a in Spanish. In Romanian, objects referring
to humans are case marked, and objects referring to animals and things are not (Chiri-
acescu & von Heusinger 2009). In Spanish, objects referring to humans and animals
are case marked, and objects referring things are not (F4bregas 2013).8 Even though
Spanish and Romanian split the animacy hierarchy differently, the differential object

8To the best of our knowledge, these generalizations are broadly correct, but there is much more to
say about differential object marking in Romanian and Spanish; see, e.g., Barbu & Toivonen (2018) and
Kabatek et al. (2021), and references cited there.
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PRED ‘read(SUBJ, OBJ)’
TENSE  PAST

PRED ‘pilot’
NUMBER SG
CASE NOM

SUBJECT HONORIFIC +

HUMAN +
ANIMACY
ANIMATE +
PRED ‘book’
CASE ACC
OBJECT SPECIFIC +
HUMAN —
ANIMACY
ANIMATE —

Figure 1: F-structure for Vimani puttakattai patittaar ‘The pilot read a book’

marking still reflects animacy in both languages.

Recall from Section 2 that third person pronouns are specified for whether they are
human or non-human, and they also signal gender or honorificity in the singular. Sample
lexical entries for third person pronouns are provided in (47):

“n Pronouns

aval: avar: atu:

(T PRED) = ‘pro’ (T PRED) = ‘pro’ (T PRED) = ‘pro’
(T ANIMACY HUM) = + (T ANIMACY HUM) = + (T ANIMACY HUM) = —
(T GENDER) = FEM (1 HONORIFIC) = + (T PERSON) =3
(T PERSON) =3 (T PERSON) =3 (T NUMBER) = SG
(T NUMBER) = SG (T NUMBER) = SG

avargal: avai:

(T PRED) = ‘pro’ (t PRED) = ‘pro’

(T ANIMACY HUM) = + (T ANIMACY HUM) = —

(T PERSON) =3 (T PERSON) =3

(T NUMBER) = PL (T NUMBER) = PL

The verbal agreement morphology mirrors the pronominal system: third person ver-
bal agreement markers are specified for whether the subject is human or non-human,
and third person singular verbs also indicate either gender or honorificity. The agree-
ment morphemes in (48) serve as an illustration:
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(48) Agreement markers/incorporated pronouns

-aal: -atu:

((T SUBJ PRED) = ‘pro’) ((T SUBJ PRED) = ‘pro’)

(T SUBJ ANIMACY HUMAN) = + (T SUBJ ANIMACY HUMAN) = —
(T SUBJ GENDER) = FEM (T SUBJ PERSON) =3

(1 SUBJ PERSON) = 3 (1 SUBJ NUMBER) = SG

(T SUBJ NUMBER) = SG

-aargal: -ana:

((1 SUBJ PRED) = ‘pro’) ((1 SUBJ PRED) = ‘pro’)

(T SUBJ ANIMACY HUMAN) = + (T SUBJ ANIMACY HUMAN) = —
(1 SUBJ PERSON) = 3 (1 SUBJ PERSON) = 3

(T SUBJ NUMBER) = PL (1 SUBJ NUMBER) = PL

Tamil is a pro-drop language. The agreement markers therefore have an optional PRED
feature. This PRED feature is present when the clause does not contain an overt inde-
pendent subject and absent when an independent subject noun or pronoun provides a
PRED feature (Bresnan & Mchombo 1987; Toivonen 2023).

The two case markers that were considered in Section 2 are sensitive to different
splits in the animacy hierarchy. Accusative case is obligatory on nouns with human
referents, but it only occurs on indefinite non-human nouns if their interpretation is
specific (Section 2.1.3). Locative case differs in form depending on whether it attaches
to an animate or inanimate noun (Section 2.2). The lexical entry for the accusative case
marker is provided in (49):

(49) Accusative case
-ai:
(1 CASE) = ACCUSATIVE
{(1 ANIMACY HUMAN) = + V (1 SPECIFIC) = + }

The lexical entry for accusative case includes a specification that ensures that the noun
is human or specific (or both): it cannot be non-specific and non-human.
The lexical entries for the locative case markers are provided in (50):

(50) Locative case

-itam: -il:
(T CASE) = LOCATIVE (T CASE) = LOCATIVE
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = + {(1 ANIMACY ANIMATE) = —

V (T GROUP) = +}

The examples in Section 2.2 showed that the locative case marker -ifam appears on
animate nouns only, but the distribution of -i/ is more complex. The locative marker -i/
appears freely on inanimates, but it can also appear on animates if the interpretation is
one where the locative case-marked noun denotes a group from which an individual is
extracted. We formalize this with a [GROUP +] feature, borrowed from Jones’s (2015)
work on Meryam Mir. This GROUP feature “foregrounds the membership of a collection
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of individuals” (Jones 2015: 115).

Recall that the entries for pronouns proposed in (47) include HUMAN features, but
not ANIMATE features. Locative case-marked pronouns will, however, be specified for
both ANIMACY features, because the case marker provides an ANIMATE feature (unless
the GROUP feature is used). As a result, the non-human pronoun aru has two locative
forms (as noted by, e.g., Asher & Annamalai 2002: 230-231): an -itam form for animals
and an -i/ form for inanimates. An example of a locative pronoun referring to an animal
is provided in (51):

on Oru puli vant-atu. Kumaar appaav-ai atan-itam-iruntu
A tiger approach.PST-3SG—HUM. Kumar father-ACC it-LOC-ABL
kaappaarrin-aan.
protect.PST-3SG.M
‘A tiger approached. Kumar protected father from it.’

The entries in (47)—(50) are functional categories, and they each contain exactly
one feature from the ANIMACY feature complex. The entries in (47)—(49) include the
HUMAN feature, and the entries in (50) include the ANIMATE feature.? These functional
categories can be contrasted with nouns, which are lexical categories. The lexical entries
for nouns include both features of the ANIMACY feature complex. This is because all
nouns can, for example, trigger agreement, which reflects a HUMAN specification, and
they can also take locative case, which reflects an ANIMATE specification. Example
lexical entries of nouns are are given in (52):

°A reviewer points out that the lack of ANIMATE features in pronouns means that the locative case
marker -i/ with a [ANIMATE —] specification should in principle be able to combine with a [HUMAN +]
pronoun, creating an absurd complex ANIMACY feature. While this is technically true, it is also inde-
pendently the case that pronouns need to find a compatible nominal antecedent for their reference, and
no nouns are specified as [HUMAN +, ANIMATE —]. Constraints governing pronominal reference and
pronoun resolution would therefore presumably independently rule out a pronoun with those ANIMACY
features. Linguistically, there does not seem to be a reason to add ANIMATE features to the pronouns. How-
ever, it might seem more tidy formally to add an [ANIMATE +] feature to all human pronouns. As far as
we can tell, this would not have any consequences for our analysis.
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(52)  Nouns:

maanavi:
(T PRED) = ‘student’

(T ANIMACY HUMAN) = +
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = +

(1T GENDER) = FEM
(1 PERSON) = 3
(T NUMBER) = SG

naay:
(T PRED) = ‘dog’

maanavargal:
(T PRED) = ‘student’

(T ANIMACY HUMAN) = +
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = +

(1 PERSON) =3
(T NUMBER) = PL

katavu:
(T PRED) = ‘door’

(T ANIMACY HUMAN) = —
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = +
(T PERSON) =3

(T ANIMACY HUMAN) = —
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = —
(T PERSON) =3

The lexical entry for naay ‘dog’ and katavu ‘door’ are not specified for number. This
is because the morphologically unmarked versions of non-human nouns are compatible
with singular or plural interpretations (Section 2.1.2). If the plural morpheme -kal is
added, the noun is interpreted as plural.

We assume that in language production, nouns get assigned animacy features on-
line based on whether they are conceptualized as belonging to the category of humans
(and gods), animals, or things (including plants). This approach naturally accounts for
mismatches between biological categories and grammatical animacy categories in cases
of personification and ‘de-personification’ (insults). If an animal or thing is conceptual-
ized as a human (that is, personified), then it will be flagged as a human grammatically.

In language comprehension, the agreement morphology, case marking, and pro-
nouns often indicate the animacy of nouns. In some cases, the morphology does not
indicate the animacy. For example, when a direct object bears accusative case, the mor-
phology does not directly determine its animacy. In such cases, we assume that the
animacy may remain underspecified, or else filled in according to the listener’s extralin-
guistic knowledge or assumptions.

A more conventional analysis would posit default animacy specifications on all
nouns. We believe that such an analysis would yield the same results, and it would
also be more standard. The defaults would then be overridden for personification, etc.
Regardless of whether the analysis adopts online or default specifications, inherent ani-
macy features must be specified for some lexical entries; for example, kuzantai ‘baby’.

The compatibility of the word kuzantai with non-human morphology is due to lexi-
cal specifications, but only when the gender is not known. We propose the lexical entry
in (53). The last two lines in the lexical entry ensure that kuzantai is grammatically
[HUMAN +] when the entry has a gender feature and otherwise [HUMAN —]. When
kuzantai is [HUMAN -], it is compatible with MASCULINE or FEMININE gender; the
specific gender is left unspecified in (53), but could be specified with a further disjunc-
tive equation.
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(53) kuzantai:
(1 PRED) = ‘baby’
(T PERSON) = 3
(T ANIMACY ANIMATE) = +
(Tt NUMBER) = SG
{ [ (1 GENDER) A (T ANIMACY HUMAN) =+ |V
(T ANIMACY HUMAN) = — }

The grammatical facts follow as expected: Since kuzantai can be [HUMAN —], the ac-
cusative case marker is optional when kuzantai is an object. Regardless of its HUMAN
specification, kuzantai is [ANIMATE -], and thus compatible with the locative -itam
affix.

4 The animacy hierarchy

Animacy effects are very common in the grammars of the world’s languages. As noted
in the introduction, the cross-linguistic animacy distinctions are not uniform: they re-
flect different cut-off points in the animacy hierarchy. Two common splits are (1) human
vs. non-humans and (2) animates (humans and animals) vs. inanimates, but the distinc-
tions can also be more nuanced. For example, “lower” animals (e.g., worms) may be
grouped with inanimates (Kittild et al. 2011: 5).

Why should grammars be sensitive to different cut-off points in the hierarchy? Once
a distinction is grammaticalized, there might not be any why. A child exposed to a
language learns the grammar of that language. But why are there differences in which
animacy distinctions are grammaticalized?

One possibility is that culture determines how to organize nominals according to an-
imacy. For example, if animals are highly valued in a culture, perhaps they are grouped
with humans in the language spoken by the practitioners of the culture. The idea that
grammatical animacy is tightly connected to culture has been argued for in the inter-
esting and influential work of Robin Wall Kimmerer on Potawatomi. In Potawatomi
and other Algonquian languages, gods, humans, animals and some inanimates form
one group (“‘animates”), and the other group (“inanimates”) includes only inanimates.
Kimmerer (2013: 64) describes the division as follows:

“To whom does our language extend the grammar of animacy? Naturally,
plants and animals are animate, but as I learn, I am discovering that the
Potawatomi understanding of what it means to be animate diverges from
the list of attributes of living beings we all learned in Biology 101. In
Potawatomi 101, rocks are animate, as are mountains and water and fire
and places. Beings that are imbued with spirit, our sacred medicines, our
songs, drums, and even stories, are all animate. The list of the inanimate
seems to be smaller, filled with objects that are made by people.”

Kimmerer (2013, 2017) argues that the animacy marking reveals something deep about
Potawatomi culture, and indeed indigenous cultures more generally. She offers the fol-
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lowing interpretation (Kimmerer 2013: 63):1°

“So it is that in Potawatomi and most other indigenous languages, we use
the same words to address the living world as we use for our family. Be-
cause they are our family.”

It is possible (perhaps likely) that there are some connections between culture and
grammatical animacy marking, and these connections can be interesting in individual
cases. However, the exact nature of the connections between culture and grammatical
animacy are is unclear, and it seems that they are indirect and imprecise.

Work by Dahlstrom (1995), Goddard (2002), Lockwood (2017: ch. 3.2), and oth-
ers, shows convincingly that there is no direct link between culture and grammatical
animacy in Algonquian. In Potawatomi and other Algonquian languages, some inan-
imates pattern with animates and others do not. The pattern is not predictable based
on cultural significance. For example, the fact that mkedémen ‘blackberry’ is animate
and min ‘blueberry’ is inanimate in Potawatomi is not culturally determined. Lockwood
(2017: p. 47) further notes: “I have seen no compelling evidence to suggest that power or
cultural significance explains why ‘blood’ (/mskwe]) is inanimate but ‘snot’ (/skigem])
is animate.”!!

Furthermore, the Algonquian languages are not uniform in how they divide their
inanimate vocabulary. For example, the word for tobacco is animate in some Algo-
nquian languages but inanimate in others (Goddard 2002). These differences between
languages are not obviously predictable based on cultural differences.

The evidence from Algonquian thus does not indicate that animacy marking is di-
rectly predictable from the culture within which the language is spoken. However, it
is possible to interpret Kimmerer’s claims more generally: perhaps the crucial point is
that some languages have inclusive animacy marking and others do not, and this re-
flects whether the culture is inclusive more generally. Kimmerer continues her line of
argumentation by noting the following (Kimmerer 2013: 64):

“English does not give us many tools for incorporating respect for animacy.
In English, you are either a human or a thing. Our grammar boxes us in by
the choice of reducing a nonhuman being to an iz, or it must be gendered,
inappropriately, as a he or a she.”

Kimmerer further ponders whether perhaps the world might be a better place if more
languages adopted a grammatical system such as that of Potawatami (Kimmerer 2013: 65):

“Maybe a grammar of animacy could lead us to whole new ways of liv-
ing in the world, other species a sovereign people, a world with a democ-
racy of species, not a tyranny of one — with moral responsibility to water
and wolves, and with a legal system that recognizes the standing of other
species. It’s all in the pronouns.”

%We have chosen to include multiple direct quotes by Kimmerer because we find them thought-
provoking, and also because we do not want to risk accidentally mischaracterizing her position.
"In the Lockwood quote, we replace example numbers by the Potawatomi words in those examples.
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This quote further illustrates Kimmerer’s position that linguistic animacy can have a
direct influence on culture.

Kimmerer is right that English does not make use of grammatical animacy as much
as some other languages, and the distinction in third person singular pronouns (she/he
vs. it) roughly separates humans from animals and things. However, the English third
person plural pronoun they does not differentiate between people, animals and things.
Furthermore, many other big European languages (e.g., the Romance languages) use
the same third person singular pronouns to refer to people, animals and things (e.g.,
elle/il in French).

It is not difficult to find further facts about grammatical animacy that do not seem to
be directly governed by cultural factors. Recall, for instance, the generalizations about
differential object marking in Romanian and Spanish, briefly described in Section 3
above. In Romanian, only objects referring to humans are case marked, whereas in
Spanish, objects referring to humans and animals are case marked. We have not come
across any suggestion in the literature that the different cut-off points in the animacy
hierarchy for case-marking in the two languages would be culturally motivated.

Let us now return to the topic of this paper: animacy in Tamil. Since Tamil exhibits
two different splits in the animacy hierarchy, a direct appeal to a cultural explanation
is not likely. On the contrary, the fact that the Tamil grammar reflects both a human
vs. non-human distinction and an animate vs. inanimate distinction can be taken as an
argument against a hypothesis holding that grammatical animacy is directly connected
to culture.

We conclude that cultural considerations are not likely to offer a satisfactory expla-
nation (or at least not a complete explanation) for why we find different cut-off points
in the animacy hierarchy across languages and phenomena. Instead we suggest that this
diversity reflects the multifaceted nature of animacy: What we call animacy is not a
uniform property, but rather it is a conglomerate of properties.

What exactly is animacy? In biology, the basic meaning of animate is ‘alive’. How-
ever, it turns out not to be all that easy to determine exactly what it means to be alive,
even for biologists. The definition of ‘life’ is a point of debate within and across the
fields of biology, chemistry and philosophy (e.g., Nurse 2020; Gémez Marqéz 2021;
Fantini et al. 2024). Moreover, ‘being alive’ does not suffice for explaining linguistic
animacy, as pointed out by Kittild et al. (2011: §4), Yamamoto (1999: ch 1); and others.
Plants, for example, are living organisms, but plants are nevertheless typically grouped
with inanimate objects rather than with animals in grammars.

Studies in neuroscience and psychology show that humans are sensitive to multi-
ple factors that (imperfectly) correlate with animacy: the capacity for sentience, reason,
emotion, language, and self-propelled motion; having a face; the ability to deliberately
perform actions, and so on (Carey 2009; Hofrichter et al. 2021; Jozwik et al. 2022; a.0.).
Even young children are sensitive to animacy properties such as self-propelled motion
and having a face (Opfer & Gelman 2010, a.o0.). Agency, or the ability to perform ac-
tions, seems to be especially significant for grammatical animacy (see, e.g., Silverstein
1976), although other aspects of animacy, such as the capacity for emotions, are recog-
nized to play a role as well (Yamamoto 1999; Becker 2014).'?

Matters are complicated by the fact that humans do not (psychologically or linguistically) classify
entities according to whether they actually have agency or a face or the capacity for reason, emotion,

35



We hypothesize that differing cut-off points in the animacy hierarchy can at least in
part be explained by the fact that different aspects of animacy have been grammatical-
ized. For example, if ‘having language’ is the crucial factor, then the distinguishing line
is drawn between humans and non-humans. If ‘being sentient’ is relevant, then perhaps
humans and animals are grouped together, distinct from inanimates. Once the feature is
grammaticalized, new learners will not know what factor was originally decisive, and
the distinction may be reinterpreted as a difference between, for example, humans and
others.

Our explanation for why the Tamil grammar shows evidence of two different cut-
off points would then be that the phenomena originally reflected different aspects of
animacy. An investigation of the history of the relevant morphology in Tamil is beyond
the scope of this paper, but we offer some speculative remarks that are intended to serve
as an illustration of how the multifaceted nature of animacy might lead to different
animacy cut-off points.

Recall that a distinction between human and non-human is evident in Tamil pro-
nouns, agreement, plurals, and accusative case. This reflection of animacy may have
originally been tied to ‘the capacity to reason’, as indicated by the reference to rational-
ity in the Tamil grammatical tradition. An anonymous reviewer expresses the intuition
that the human vs. non-human distinction in Tamil is influenced by “social deixis, hon-
orificity, and contextual conceptualization”.

The locative system in Tamil includes two forms: -i/ for inanimates and -itam for
animates. One possible explanation for this animacy distinction is that the two forms
were originally tied to different meanings: -i/ for physical location and -itam for some
other relation, perhaps one having to do close vicinity or connection. Objects can cer-
tainly be placed on humans and animals, so it is possible for animates to be locations.
However, inanimates make for more natural locations, and inanimates would be more
commonly referred to as locations. The -il ending could therefore be grammaticalized
as restricted to inanimates. This leaves animates with no locative case. The original
meaning of -ifam is extended as a generic locative, but restricted to animates only, as -i/
is availble for inanimates.

The particular scenarios we outline for the emergence of the two animacy splits
in Tamil are nothing but speculative suggestions. These speculations are intended to
illustrate our more general point, which is that a focus on different animacy-related
properties may explain differences in cut-off points along the animacy hierarchy.

5 Concluding remarks

Animacy is reflected in multiple grammatical phenomena in Tamil. This paper has
aimed to describe those grammatical animacy effects and to capture the effects formally
in LFG. The analysis involved spelling out the relevant syntactic features of nouns and
also the features of the functional morphemes that reflect animacy in Tamil: pronouns,
verbal agreement morphemes, accusative and locative case. The lexical features adopted

sentience, etc. What is instead relevant is whether humans conceptualize entities as having these capacities
or perceive them as having a face, instigating movement and actions, etc. See Toivonen (Forthcoming) for
references and discussion.
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in the analysis are almost exclusively drawn from an inventory of features that are stan-
dardly used in LFG for analyzing the syntax of a wide range of languages. However,
the adoption of a complex feature structure as the value of the feature ANIMACY is an
unusual choice, although not without precedent (Dalrymple et al. 2009).

The Tamil data show that two different animacy splits can occur within the same
language: several phenomena are sensitive to the human vs. non-human distinction, and
locative case marking is sensitive to the animate vs. inanimate distinction. Although we
have not come across previous literature that directly addresses this point, we find it
unlikely that multiple animacy splits in the same language is unique to Tamil. Cross-
linguistically, it is clear that different cut-off points in the animacy hierarchy occur,
even when comparing the same phenomenon in closely related languages. This is il-
lustrated by the differential object marking systems in Spanish and Romanian. Section
4 discussed possible explanations for why there are differences in animacy splits. We
suggested that the multifaceted nature of animacy is relevant: differences in animacy
splits might originally reflect distinct aspects of animacy.
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