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Problem. The flexibility of word order is a well-known property of Russian: for instance, while SVO
is the basic option for a transitive clause, all six potential orders are attested. The difference between the
two O-initial orders, OSV and OVS, has received much attention in the previous research. In particular,
it has been widely accepted that these word orders differ in the type of movement that results in the
initial position of O (Bailyn 2011, Antonyuk 2021, Pereltsvaig 2021, Storment & Collins 2025, a.0.). In
OSV, O is argued to A-move to the C-domain, while S fills the Spec, TP position. In OVS, on the other
hand, O supposedly undergoes A-movement to Spec, TP, while S either remains in situ (see e.g. Bailyn
2011: 341) or adjoins to a higher projection, such as vP (Pereltsvaig 2021). This distinction is supported
by the standard diagnostics for A/A-movement, mainly Weak Crossover (WCO). For example, the OSV
sentence (1a) is deemed impossible due to WCO, as the wh-object A-moves across the pronoun
embedded in S. On the contrary, OVS sentence (1b) is considered grammatical since O A-moves to
Spec, TP before wh-movement, thus bleeding the WCO configuration. Although this point of view is
very widespread, it has so far only been based on introspective judgement of a few examples, with some
researchers being skeptical of this contrast (Slioussar 2011: 2064).

(D) a. *Kogo; egoi druz'ja ljubjat kegei? osv
who.ACC his friends.NOM  love
b. 9%Kogoi kogoei ljubjat egoi  druz'ja kogei? OVS
who.ACC love his friends.NOM

lit. “Whom; do his; friends love?” (Bailyn 2011: 342)

Experiment. | conducted an experimental study to test whether OSV and OVS sentences indeed behave
differently with respect to WCO. WCO cannot be easily investigated using now-standard experimental
syntax methods such as acceptability judgement. The reading under which WCO effects could arise is
not the only one available, as the phrase in A-position and the pronoun may also receive disjoint
interpretation. Several approaches have been proposed to address this issue (e.g. Kush et al. 2017, Ross
et al. 2022, Bruening 2022). In this study, | used the method introduced by Bruening (2022) as a starting
point. The experiment aimed to establish whether the target pronoun embedded in the subject could be
coindexed with a wh-object moving across it. The stimulus sentences consisted of two clauses: the
embedded clause featured wh-movement of O, while S of that clause contained the target possessive
pronoun; the matrix clause was included in order to introduce an additional antecedent of the said
pronoun. There were two independent variables — 1. word order: OSV / OVS, 2. match between the
gender of the target pronoun and another DP: matrix clause subject / embedded clause object / both of
them. Stimulus examples are presented in Table 1 (conditions 4 and 6 are left out for the sake of space,
as they follow trivially from the other conditions). Participants were required to answer a forced-choice
comprehension question regarding the reference of the target pronoun. For instance, for the stimuli in
Table 1, the question was ‘Whose student mentioned a pianist in a recent interview?’. The answer
options were as follows: A. matrix clause subject (e.g. Marina’s for condition 1 in Table 1), B. embedded
clause object (e.g. the same pianist’s), C. either of them, D. neither of them (no correct answer).
According to the prior research, condition 2 was expected to show WCO effects, thus D being the only
possible answer. On the contrary, condition 5 allegedly lacks WCO configuration, so answer B was
predicted to be the most viable. Conditions 1 and 4 served as controls since gender mismatch ruled out
binding of the pronoun by the wh-object; A was the expected answer. Conditions 3 and 6 were intended
to test whether binding by wh-object in conditions 2 and 5 was possible solely due to the participants’
bias against linking the pronoun to an antecedent not directly found in the context (i.e. selecting answer
D; see e.g. Gordon & Hendrick 1997 on this issue). The experiment was created using PClbex Farm
(https://farm.pcibex.net/) and distributed via the crowdsourcing platform Yandex.Tasks
(https://tasks.yandex.ru/). Each participant answered 24 stimulus questions along with 24 filler questions
with an unambiguously correct answer. The sample included 64 native speakers of Russian (34F / 30M;
age 19-71, mean 41.45). Since the primary goal of the study was to establish whether the wh-object can
bind the target pronoun, and in order to apply standard statistical methods, the dependent variable was
treated as binary: initial answers B and C corresponded to the value ‘binding of the pronoun by the wh-
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object is possible’, whereas answers A and D — to the value ‘binding is impossible’. The data were
analyzed in R (R Core Team 2020) using generalized linear mixed-effects model with the binomial
family (Ime4 package, Bates et al. 2015). Figures 1 and 2 show the answer distributions before and after
the transition to the binary variable. The second independent variable (gender match) was found to be
significant, whereas the word order variable and the interaction of the two variables were not: the model
with these factors was not significantly different from the one without them (compared using the anova
function).

Discussion. For both OSV and OVS, observations from the earlier studies proved to be incorrect. First,
although WCO appears to reduce the availability of binding between the wh-object and the target
pronoun in OSV sentences, it does not entirely prevent such binding: it was considered possible in
52.38% of responses. This is not only due to a bias toward sentence-internal antecedents, even
syntactically inappropriate ones, as binding by wh-object was still sometimes chosen in the presence of
another possible antecedent (condition 3). Second, equal WCO effects were found for OVS. This
suggests that, contrary to the common view, in this case O does not undergo A-movement to Spec, TP,
but is A-moved from its base position, just like by OSV. Alternatively, one may argue that WCO effects
do not exist in Russian, and the observed lack of binding is explained by another constraint; | will discuss
some options in my talk. In either case, the experimental data on WCO do not support the A/A-
distinction suggested for OVS and OSV word orders in Russian.

Varl | Var2 | Example

1| osv | M_S | Marina sprosila, kakogo pianista ee ucenica upomjanula v nedavnem interv'ju.

Marina.F.NoM asked which.M.Acc pianist.M.AccC her student.Nom mentioned in recent interview
‘Marina (F) asked which pianist (M) her student mentioned in a recent interview.’

2 | osv | E.O | Marina sprosila, kakogo pianista ego ucenica upomjanula v nedavnem interv'ju.

Marina.F.NOM asked which.M.Acc pianist.m.Acc his student.Nom mentioned in recent interview
‘Marina (F) asked which pianist (M) his student mentioned in a recent interview.’

3 | osv | BOTH | Filipp sprosil, kakogo pianista ego ucenica upomjanula v nedavnem interv'ju.

Philip.m.NOM asked which.M.Acc pianist.M.AccC his student.NoM mentioned in recent interview
‘Philip (M) asked which pianist (M) his student mentioned in a recent interview.’

4 |ovs | Ms | <..> translation=1

5| ovs | E_O | Marina sprosila, kakogo pianista upomjanula v nedavnem interv'ju ego ucenica.

Marina.F.NOM asked which.m.Acc pianist.M.Acc mentioned in recent interview his student.NOM
translation = 2

6 | ovs | BOTH | <...>, translation = 3

Table 1. Stimuli examples
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