
Nominative Objects and Interpretations of Disjunction in Child Japanese

In this paper, I demonstrate that Japanese children around age 5 can distinguish nominative 
objects from accusative objects; even in child Japanese, nominative objects are higher than 
negation while accusative objects are lower, although it is unlikely that they learn the 
knowledge from child-directed speech.

Preceding Research and Research Questions
In adult Japanese, it has been observed that nominative objects take scope over sentential 
negation although accusative objects cannot, as shown in (1). According to [1] and [2], 
nominative objects move to the spec of TP for nominative Case licensing, and thus, the 
nominative object with –dake (‘only’) takes scope over negation in (1a).

Furthermore, [3] experimentally showed that Japanese children, unlike adults, initially 
allow the narrow scope interpretation of the disjunction in (2); they interpret the negated 
disjunction conjunctively like an English counterpart in (3). [3] claims that, in adult Japanese, 
the disjunction moves to a position which is higher than negation at LF, but it remains in-situ
(i.e., the object position) in child Japanese until around age 6.

Given these findings, the following questions arise: How do Japanese children acquire the 
knowledge regarding the contrast in (1)? Can Japanese children, like adults, assign wide 
scope interpretation to the negated disjunction when it is marked with the nominative Case?

Input Data and Experiment
In my examination of child-directed speech, as shown in (4) it was found that, child-directed 
speech does not include crucial input data which show that nominative objects take scope 
over sentential negation, such as (1a).

Thus, it is expected that Japanese children assign the narrow scope to negated disjunction 
even when it is marked with the nominative Case if it is appropriated through
experienced-based learning. I investigated Japanese children’s interpretations of (5a) and (5b). 
The two sentences differ with respect to only the Case markers. I examined 30 Japanese 
children with the truth-value-judgment-task. They were divided into two groups; one group
(N=15, 4;7-5;10, mean 5;3) was tested with (5a). The other group (N=15, 4;8-5;11, mean 5;3) 
was tested with (5b). There were two trials of (5a) / (5b) for each child.

Results and Discussion
The results are shown in Table 1 and Table 2. The acceptance rate of (5a) is 93.3%. The group 
tested with (5a) correctly allows the wide scope of negated disjunction, which yields the 
disjunctive interpretation. In contrast, the acceptance rate of (5b) is only 46.3% .The 
difference in acceptance rates is statistically significant at p<0.05 with a one-tailed 
Mann-Whitney test. Moreover, when (5b) was given in the situation where an animal ate 
neither of them, the acceptance rate is 46.6%. This result suggests that the position of 
nominative objects is automatically determined by the mechanism of nominative Case 
licensing by T, since it is unlikely that children learn the syntactic position of nominative 
objects from child-directed speech as discussed above. This result also implies that Japanese 
children’s scope interpretations are NOT determined by grammatical functions or by 
thematic-roles, because the difference between (5a) and (5b) is only the Case markers.



(1) a. Kiyomi-wa   migime -dake-ga     tumur-e -na-i  (only > not > can)   
Kiyomi-Top  right eye-only -Nom  close -can-Neg
‘It is only the right eye that Kiyomi cannot close.’

  
b. Kiyomi-wa   migime -dake-o      tumur-e -na-i  (not > can > only)   

Kiyomi-Nom right eye-only –Acc   close -can-Neg
     ‘It is not the case that Kiyomi can wink his right eye.’    ([4]Koizumi 2008)

(2) Negated ‘ka’ in Japanese
John-wa    aisu       ka    keeki-o   tabe-nakat-ta. (ok or > neg, * neg > or )
John-Top   ice cream   or    cake- Acc eat-Neg-Past 
Lit. ‘John didn’t eat ice cream or cake.’ 

 John didn’t eat ice cream OR John didn’t eat cake (Disjunctive Reading)

(3) Negated ‘or’ in English
John didn’t eat ice cream or cake. (ok neg > or)

 John didn’t eat ice cream AND John didn’t eat cake (Conjunctive Reading)

(4) Investigation of Mothers’ Utterances in CHILDES Japanese Database
Name Age Mothers’ Total 

Utterances
Crucial Input Data

ArikaM 3;0.02-5;01.09 41001 0
Asato 3;0.01-5;00.27 15451 0

Nanami 1;1.29-5;0.17 65571 0
Tomito 2;11.27-5;1.23 20720 0
Total 142743 0

(5) a. Buta-wa  piiman     ka ninjin-ga taber-e-nakat-ta (ok or > neg, *neg > or)
     Pig-Top green pepper or  carrot-Nom eat-can-Neg-Past
  

b. Buta-wa  piiman   ka  ninjin-o taber-e-nakat-ta (ok or > neg, *neg > or)
   Pig-Top green pepper or  carrot-Acc eat-can-Neg-Past

Lit. ‘The pig couldn’t eat a green pepper or a carrot.’ 
 The pig couldn’t eat a green pepper OR the pig couldn’t eat a carrot.

(6) Table 1: Nominative object group 
Sentence (5a) (5a)

What the pig ate Only one of them Neither of them
Correct Answer Accept Accept/Reject

Correct Response Rate 93.3% (28/30) 26.6% (8/30)
(Acceptance Rate)

Table 2: Accusative object group 
Sentence (5b) (5b)

What the pig ate Only one of them Neither of them
Correct Answer Accept Accept/Reject

Correct Response Rate 46.6% (14/30) 46.6% (14/30)
(Acceptance Rate)
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