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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the phenomenon of syntactic priming in Bengali, an SOV
language, with a focus on how syntactic complexity and the parser’s expectations influ-
ence priming effects. Through a series of experiments, we explored the priming effects
of various construction types in Bengali and the factors that modulate these effects.

Methodologically, we employed a sentence completion task (Pickering & Branigan,
1998) to examine the influence of prime structures on participants’ production of target
sentences. This allowed us to measure the extent of priming for each construction type
and compare the priming effects across different syntactic construction types.

Our findings consistently revealed that simpler structures exhibit stronger priming
effects compared to more complex structures. Specifically, transitives and ditransi-
tives demonstrated higher priming strength than three-argument and four-argument
causatives. Moreover, canonical word orders and simpler non-canonical word-orders
were primed more robustly than the more complex non-canonical word-orders. We also
found that the subject relative clauses exhibited higher priming strength than the object
relative clauses.

The ’Prime-Target Structural Compatibility Hypothesis’ (Husain & Yadav, 2020)
was introduced to interpret these patterns. This hypothesis suggests that the parser’s
preference for simpler, more frequent structures plays a significant role on the priming
effects. Since syntactically complex primes often result in a mismatch between the
parser’s expectations and the activated prime structures, their priming strength gets
significantly diminished.

These insights contribute significantly to our understanding of syntactic priming,
particularly within SOV languages. They highlight the interaction between syntactic
complexity and the processing expectations in modulating priming effects. The thesis
concludes with a discussion of the implications of these findings for current syntactic

priming models and proposes directions for future research.
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