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Synopsis: This study examines the effects of adjacency in the nominative/genitive 
alternation (NGA) in Japanese (1) through an acceptability rating study and a self-paced 
reading experiment. The results suggest that the genitive subject variant is structurally 
smaller than the one with nominative subject, corroborating the syntactic account of the 
NGA by Miyagawa (2011). 
Background: Harada (1971) points out that the acceptability of genitive subject is 
intuitively degraded when the genitive subject and its predicate are not adjacent, while 
such an effect is not detected in the nominative subject variant. In previous studies on 
the NGA, there are two types of analysis regarding whether the nominative and genitive 
subjects are structurally identical (e.g., Hiraiwa 2005) or not (e.g., Ochi 2001). From the 
latter perspective, Miyagawa (2011) argues that the genitive subject structure has 
defective T as a result of not being selected by C and the genitive subject stays at 
Spec,vP. In contrast, the nominative subject is located at Spec,TP in a full CP. This 
hypothesis predicts that the nominative variant accommodates an intervening TP 
adjunct more easily than the genitive variant, because in the latter case, the genitive 
subject at Spec,vP must uneconomically cross over a TP adjunct. 
Experiment: To test the effects of adjacency, we conducted a rating experiment using a 
5-point scale (1: very unnatural, 5: very natural) with 40 native speakers of Japanese. 
The adjacency factor (adjacent vs. non-adjacent) and the case factor (-ga vs. -no) were 
manipulated in a 2 × 2 design, and 4 matched lexical sets of each condition were 
distributed among 4 lists using a Latin Square procedure (2). Each list contained 53 
items including fillers. In order to examine the locus of the effects, we also conducted a 
moving-window, self-paced reading task with another group of 67 native speakers of 
Japanese, using the identical materials. 
Results: The linear mixed effects model analyses of the results of the rating study 
revealed main effects of both the adjacency factor (t=-6.44, p<0.001) and the case factor 
(t=5.83, p<0.001) and an interaction between the two factors (t=4.57, p<0.001) in the 
direction such that the degrading effect of an intervening TP was greater in the genitive 
condition (Figure 1). The results of the self-paced reading task revealed a significant 
slowdown in the genitive/non-adjacent condition compared with the 
nominative/non-adjacent condition, in the region containing the TP adjunct (SE=38.22, 
t=-2.55, p=0.0111, R2 in Figure 2) and the following region (SE=42.66, t=-3.355, 
p<0.001, R3 in Figure 2). These effects can be accounted for by Miyagwa’s (2011) 
hypothesis, while they are not easily explained by the theories that do not structurally 
distinguish the nominative and genitive subjects in the NGA. 



(1) Nominative/genitive alternation 
   Naomi-wa  [kinoo    Ken-ga/no     yonda]  hon-o     karita. 
   Naomi-Top  yesterday Ken-Nom/Gen  read   book-Acc  borrowed 
   ‘Naomi borrowed a book that Ken read yesterday.’ 
 
(2) Examples of stimuli 
a. Adjacent condition 
Kyoo zyuku-de     kodomotati-ga/no  naratta rekisi-wa   Heianzidai-nituite-dat-ta. 
today cram.school-at children-Nom/Gen studied history-Top Heian.period-about-Cop-Pst 
‘The history that the children studied at a cram school today is about Heian period.’ 
b. Non-adjacent condition (intervening elements underlined) 
Kodomotati-ga/no kyoo zyuku-de      naratta rekisi-wa  Heianzidai-nituite-dat-ta. 
children-Nom/Gen today cram.school-at studied history-Top Heian.period-about-Cop-Pst 
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Figure 1. Z-score standardized 
ratings of the nominative and 
genitive subjects 
 

Figure 2. Mean reading time for 
each adjacency conditions with the 
nominative/genitive subject 


