
Children’s Interpretations of Lexical and Productive Causatives in Japanese 
 
Introduction: In Japanese, there are two kinds of causatives called lexical causatives and 
productive causatives. Lexical causatives have irregular non-productive forms (e.g. or-os-u, 
‘take (someone) down’) and direct causative meanings. Productive causatives include a 
causative morpheme –sase attached to a verb (e.g., or-i-sase-ru ‘make (someone) come 
down’) and they have indirect causative meanings. Based on Arnoff’s (1976) blocking 
principle, Miyagawa (1980, 1999, 2010) proposes that the blocking effect is observed 
between lexical causatives and productive causatives. When a lexical causative form (e.g. 
orosu ‘come down’) exists to show a direct causative meaning, the blocking principle applies 
and the productive causative form having the same stem (e.g. or-i-sase-ru ‘make (someone) 
come down’) shows only an indirect causative meaning. The acquisition of causative 
constructions in Japanese has been examined in several studies (e.g. Shirai et al. 2001, 
Murasugi, Hashimoto and Fuji 2007, Okabe 2008), but the blocking effect has not been 
investigated by experiments. This paper examines whether Japanese children distinguish 
lexical and productive causatives and whether the blocking effect is observed in our 
experiment.  
Experiment: The subjects were 12 children aged from 3 years 8 months old to 5 years 9 
months old (2 three-year-olds, 6 four-year-olds, 4 five-year-olds) and they were tested 
individually. The method of the experiment was the question-answering task. First the 
experimenter acted out short stories with stuffed animals in front of a child (See a sample 
story in (1)). In a story, one animal did a direct causative action and another animal did an 
indirect causative action. After that, the child was asked a test question involving either a 
lexical causative form or a productive causative from. (e.g. orosita-no-wa dare kana? ‘Who 
is it that took (someone) down?’) The child was expected to answer the name of the animal 
such as `the pig’ or point to the stuffed animal who did the action. The test questions involved 
3 pairs of lexical causatives and productive causatives (orosu (take~down) /ori-sase-ru, 
korogasu (roll) /korogaraseru, taosu (knock)/taoresaseru).     
Results and Discussion: The results are as follows. Regarding lexical causatives, children 
responded correctly 96.9% of the time (31/32) and there were no difference between age 
groups. This shows that the lexical causatives were interpreted as direct causatives correctly. 
As for productive causatives, the rate of the correct responses was only 21.9% (7/32), which 
shows that most of the productive causatives were interpreted as direct causatives, unlike 
adults’ interpretations. The performances of 4-year-olds(20.0%) and 5-year-olds(27.2%) were 
slightly better than that of 3-year-olds(16.6%), but there were not much differences (See 
Table 1 in (2)). The low rate of the correct responses for productive causatives shows that 
most of the productive causatives were interpreted as direct causatives and that the blocking 
effect was not clearly observed in the responses of children from 3 year old to 5 year old. 
However, it is too early to conclude that the children were not endowed with the blocking 
principle. The presence of acquisition principles such as the blocking principle sounds 
fundamental, and the delay of acquiring the correct interpretations of productive causatives 
may be due to the delay of the acquisition of the causative morpheme –sase. Other studies 
concerning the acquisition of irregular past tense verbs (e.g. Brown (1973), Kuczaj (1977) 
report that a certain amount of time is required for children to acquire that the forms such as 
goed are incorrect by being blocked by the presence of irregular forms such as went. Sano 
(1995) proposes morphological maturation in the acquisition of the verbal inflections in 
Japanese, which may be the key to explain the late acquisition of the causative morpheme   
–sase in Japanese.     
 



Appendix 
(1) Sample scenario (translated in English) and test questions 
Cat: Oh, the monkey is taking a nap on my futon! The monkey, move! 

 (The cat rolled the monkey to the next futon. ) 
Monkey: OK, OK…  
Panda: Oh, the pig is taking a nap on my futon! The pig, move!  
Pig: OK, OK… (The pig rolled to the next futon by himself.)  
The question to the child: Orosi-ta-no-wa dare kana? / Ori-sase-ta-no-wa dare kana?  
                     Roll-PAST-GEN-TOPIC who Q / Roll- CAUSE-PAST-GEN-TOPIC who Q 
        ‘Who is it that took (someone) down? / Who is it that made (someone) come down? 
 

(2) Table 1: Results in age groups  

Lexical causatives 3-yr-olds 4-yr-olds 5-yr-olds Total  

Or-os-u (take~down) 100% (2/2) 100%(6/6) 75%(3/4) 91.7% (11/12) 

Koroga-s-u (roll)  100%(2/2) 100%(6/6) 100%(4/4) 100% (12/12) 

Tao-s-u (knock) 100%(2/2) 100%(3/3) 100%(3/3) 100% (8/8) 

Productive causatives      

Or-i-sase-ru (make~come down) 0% (0/2) 16.6%(1/6) 25% (1/4) 16.7% (2/12) 

Koroga-r-ase-ru (make~roll) 0% (0/2) 40.0%(2/5) 25% (1/4) 27.3% (3/11) 

Tao-re-sase-ru (make~fall down) 50.0% (1/2)  0% (0/4)  33.3% (1/3) 22.2% (2/9)  
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