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The majority of languages with a dominant word order use either SOV or
SVO (Dryer, 2013). The improvised gesture paradigm, in which participants
use only gesture to convey information, is increasingly being used to investigate
this asymmetry. In one of the earliest studies of this kind, Goldin-Meadow et al.
(2008) claimed that Agent-Patient-Action, (here represented as APV but typically
equated with SOV), reflects the ‘natural’ order of elements in improvised gesture.
Other authors argue that APV is the natural order only for some types of event
and that constituent order in improvised gesture reflects certain properties of an
event, such as its temporal structure (Christensen et al., 2016) or the semantic
relation between entities and actions (Schouwstra & Swart, 2014). Meir et al.
(2017) suggest that gesture order is conditioned on saliency: human entities are
more cognitively salient than inanimate entities and are therefore expressed first.
Here we investigate the role of saliency in more detail. We present evidence that
manipulating the visual saliency of the agent can influence the relative order of
other constituents.

Twenty-eight participants were shown pictures of scenes in which a human
agent performed an action on an inanimate patient, for example, a man kicking a
large potted plant (Fig. 1(a)). They were instructed to describe each scene using
only improvised gesture and no speech. Participants were randomly assigned to
one of two conditions: the ‘generic’ condition in which agents represented generic
humans such as a man or a woman, or the ‘character’ condition where more vi-
sually salient agents were presented, such as a pirate or a punk. Patients were
inanimate objects of a similar size to the agents and were depicted in a state of
falling as a result of the action.

We found that in the subset of trials where the agent, patient and action were
expressed exactly once, the predominant order in the character condition was
AVP; in the generic condition the majority order was APV (Fig. 1(b)). How-
ever, looking across all trials, we found that participants were significantly more
likely to omit the agent in the generic condition (62% of trials) compared with
the character condition (17%) (p<0.001). This suggests that participants in the
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generic condition may have attended more to the patient than to the agent.

(a) (b)

Figure 1. (a) An example event. (b) Proportions of three-element orders. Includes trials where the
agent, patient and action were each expressed once.

Looking at the relative ordering of the patient, which was expressed in a ma-
jority of trials in both conditions, and the action, which was expressed on all trials,
we found a significant effect of condition such that participants in the generic con-
dition were more likely to express the patient before the action (78%) compared
with the character condition (47%) (p<0.05).

Based on these findings, we propose that structural choices in improvised ges-
ture may reflect different ways of mentally construing events. In the generic con-
dition, participants may tend to focus on the role of the patient and therefore con-
strue the action as something that affects, or is experienced by, the patient. Hence,
it is more natural to introduce the patient before the action is performed. In the
character condition, participants may focus on the more visually salient agent,
and so construe the event from the agent perspective: the action is represented as
something performed by the agent, and directed towards to the patient. Hence, the
agent and action more naturally precede the patient.

Previous studies (see references above) suggest that APV is the natural order
only for certain types of event rather than the default structuring principle. Our
results add an additional layer to that argument: naturalness as it relates to con-
stituent order is conditioned on the properties of the event, but is also mediated by
the way in which speakers construe an event. This, in turn, is influenced by the
visual saliency of the participants in the event. The finding that visual attention af-
fects structural choices is not new (e.g., Gleitman et al., 2007), however this is the
first time to our knowledge that it has been demonstrated in improvised gesture.
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