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1. Introduction 
  

Children’s difficulty in comprehending verbal passives has been 
reported in a wide variety of languages: for example, Dutch (Verrips 
1996), English (Maratsos et al. 1985), Greek (Terzi and Wexler 2002), 
Hebrew (Berman 1985), and Japanese (Sugisaki 1999; Minai 2000; Sano 
2000). To account for this from the perspective of grammatical 
maturation, Wexler (2004) proposes that children lack the ability to create 
defective/weak phases. This maturational hypothesis is called the 
Universal Phase Requirement (UPR) as illustrated in (1). According to 
him, the delayed comprehension of verbal passives is due to their violation 
of the Phase Impenetrability Condition (PIC; Chomsky 2000) in (2).1 
 

(1) Universal Phase Requirement: 
Children take all vP and CP to define phases. 

 
(2) Phase Impenetrability Condition: 

In phase α with head H, the domain of H is not accessible to 
operations outside α, only H and its edge are accessible to such 
operations. 

 
The essence of the PIC is that the complement domain of a phase head 

H is not accessible to operations from outside of the phase HP because it 
is spelled out to PF/LF interfaces when the phase HP is constructed. 
Keeping this in mind, consider how to explain children’s difficulty with 
verbal passives under the UPR. The structure of the English passive 
sentence (3) is roughly as shown in (4). Suppose the v in passives is a 
defective phase head for adults (Chomsky 2000). 
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(3) Mary was kissed. 
 
(4)   

 
 

For adults, the internal argument DP moves to Spec TP after 
undergoing Agree with T. This does not violate the PIC because the v in 
passives does not constitute a phase for adults. In contrast for children, 
since even a defective v defines a phase under the UPR, the movement as 
well as the Agree relation induces their violation of the PIC. This is why 
children have trouble with verbal passives under the UPR.2 

The UPR has been examined with constructions that involve movement; 
for example, passive, raising, and unaccusative constructions. However, 
given that Agree is a prerequisite for movement, we cannot identify which 
one causes the delayed acquisition of these constructions, Agree or 
movement. To address this issue, we have to test constructions that 
involve only Agree. Nominative Object Construction (NOC) in Japanese 
is one test case. The result of my experiment with NOCs shows that NOCs 
are not delayed in acquisition, contrary to the prediction of the UPR. It 
suggests that children’s observed difficulty with passives and other 
constructions is related to their inability to create a certain type of 
movement, rather than the Agree relation between T and objects. 

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, I briefly introduce the 
syntactic analysis of NOCs, and then verify the prediction of the UPR for 
the acquisition of NOCs in Section 3. Section 4 reviews previous studies. 
Section 5 reports the results of my experiment, which suggests that children 
around age five have already acquired NOCs. Section 6 concludes the 
paper. 

2. Nominative Object Constructions in Japanese 

In Japanese, the nominative case marker –ga is canonically attached to 
a subject. On the other hand, an object is canonically marked with 
accusative case marker –o.  

sonyo
スタンプ
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(5)  John-ga       nihongo-o    hanas-u. 
John-NOM Japanese-ACC speak-PRES 
John speaks Japanese. 

 
However, objects can be marked with the nominative marker –ga in 

certain stative constructions as shown in (6) (Kuno 1973). This is the so-
called Nominative Object Construction (NOC). In some NOCs, subjects 
may be marked with the dative case marker –ni. 
 

(6)  John-ga/ni nihongo-ga hanas-e-ru. 
John-NOM/DAT Japanese-NOM speak-can-PRES	
John can speak Japanese. 

 
In the literature it has been argued that nominative objects do not 

qualify as subjects even though they are marked with nominative case 
(Shibatani 1977; Ura 1999; Kishimoto 2004; Koizumi 2008; Takano 
2003). The subject-oriented anaphor zibun is often used as a diagnostic for 
subjecthood. 

According to Kuroda (1965), zibun takes only a subject as its 
antecedent. The example in (7) shows that only the subject Taro, not the 
object Hanako, qualifies as a possible antecedent of zibun. 
 

(7)  Taroi-ga      Hanakoj-ni  zibuni/*j-no          e-o   mise-ta. 
Taro-NOM Hanako-DAT self-GEN  picture-ACC show-PAST. 
(lit.) Taroi showed Hanakoj selfi/*j’s picture. 

 
I follow Katada (1991) for a theoretical explanation of the subject-

orientation property of zibun. She attempts to explain it in terms of 
Binding Condition A. According to her proposal, zibun is an anaphoric 
operator and it adjoins to VP at LF as shown in (8). Hence, zibun can be 
bound only by a subject. 
 

(8)  [TP Taro-ga [zibun [VP Hanako-ni t-no e-o mise]-ta] 
  
 

Example (9) shows that nominative objects do not qualify as 
antecedents of zibun (Shibatani 1977). Note that in the passive sentence in 
(10), the internal argument Mary, which is also marked with the 
nominative case, can be an antecedent of zibun. 
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(9)  Johni-ga/ni   Maryj-ga   zibuni/*j-no  heya-kara  mi-e-ta. 
John-NOM/DAT Mary-NOM     self-GEN    room-from see-can-PAST 
(lit.) Johni can see Maryj from selfi/*j’s room. 

 
(10)  Maryi-ga    Johnj-ni  zibuni/*j-no imouto-to  kurabe-rare-ta. 

Mary-NOM John-DAT self-GEN   sister-with compare-PASS-PAST 
(lit.) Maryi was compared by Johnj with selfi/*j’s sister. 

 
This suggests that nominative objects do not undergo A-movement to TP 
Spec, unlike internal arguments of passives (Takano 2003; cf. Saito 2010). 

I assume Takahashi's (2010) proposal for the NOCs. He proposes that 
v becomes a phase head if and only if it values accusative Case. Therefore, 
v in the NOCs does not constitute a phase head because it does not value 
accusative Case. Accordingly, nominative objects are case-valued by T via 
Agree without any PIC violation, as shown in (11). 
 

 (11) [TP Subj [T’ [vP t [v’ [VP ObjNOM V] v] ] T] ] 

3. UPR’s prediction for NOC 

If the structure of the NOC in (11) is subject to the UPR, nominative 
Case of the object is not licensed as in (12) because the PIC blocks 
AGREE between T and the nominative object.3 
 

 
 
Thus, the UPR predicts that children should have trouble in generating 
nominative objects because uCase of the object remains unvalued. 

Note that Japanese children have difficulty in comprehending passives 
until around age 6 (Minai 2000; Sano 2000; Sano, Endo, and Yamakoshi 
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2001; cf. Okabe and Sano 2002).4 Given this, it is predicted under UPR 
that nominative objects are difficult for children until around age 6. 

However, this prediction seems wrong since Japanese children even at 
age 2 are able to produce nominative case marker –ga attached to objects 
in stative predicates as shown in (13) (Matsuoka 1998). 
 

(13) a. Aki-chan are-ga     hoshi-i       yo.  (Aki, 2;10;7) 
    Aki        that-NOM  want-PRES SFC 

          Aki (= I) wants that thing. 
 
b. Kore-ga  deki-na-i. (Kan, 2;4;25)
 this-NOM can-NEG-PRES
 (I) can’t do this.

c. Hiru-wa omanju-ga tabe-ta-i. (Sumi, 2;7)
 noon-TOP sweet.bun-NOM eat-want-PRES
 I want to eat a sweet bun for lunch/afternoon snack.

 
Although this data clearly shows the acquisition of NOCs, one might 

think of a possible way for the UPR to account for it by assuming children 
apply a different structure from the adult’s to NOCs. A similar idea is 
proposed by Babyonyshev et al. (2001). They propose that children give 
an unergative structure to unaccusatives in order to explain children’s 
early production of unaccusative verbs, which are expected to be delayed 
under the UPR. For example, the English unaccusative sentence in (14) 
has a structure like (15), which is identical to an unergative’s.5 
 

(14)  The mail arrived. 
 
(15)  [TP The maili T [vP ti v [VP arrived]]] (no object trace) 

 
In (15), the “internal” argument the mail is base-generated in the 

external position and then moves to TP Spec as the subjects of unergative 
verbs do. This is an example of what I call misanalysis. According to 
Babyonyshev et al. (2001), misanalysis takes place when there is a 
syntactic-homophones defined in (16). Such a misanalysis approach is 
also proposed for Japanese unaccusatives by Machida, Miyagawa, and 
Wexler (2004). 
 

(16)  A phrase α is a syntactic homophone (s-homophone) of β if α and 
β have distinct structure but common pronunciation. 
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With the idea of misanalysis, the UPR is able to account for children’s 
production of NOCs as reported by Matsuoka (1998). Given s-
homophones, children may misanalyse nominative objects as nominative 
marked phrases other than nominative objects, that is, (nominative 
marked) subjects. If so, the structure of NOCs for children is not (11) but 
rather (17).6 
 

(17)  

  
 
Note that the nominative “object” behaves like a usual subject in (17); 

it is base-generated in the external argument position. In this structure, 
even if children’s vP becomes a phase, uCase of the “object” can be 
valued by T at vP Spec without violating the PIC.7 Therefore, there are 
two subjects in (17); the original subject and the misanalysed “subject”. It 
seems to be likely that Japanese children generate two “subjects” in a 
sentence, given that Japanese allows multiple subjects as in (18) even in 
adult grammar. 
 

(18)  Johni-ga     okusanj-ga   zibuni/j-no     heya-de   nemutte      i-ru. 
John-NOM wife-NOM  self-GEN  room-in  sleep  be-PRES 
(lit.) As for Johni, his wifej is sleeping in selfi/j’s room. 

 
In (18), the subject-oriented anaphor zibun can refer to the first NP John 
or the second NP wife. 

Therefore, one might be able to account for the early production of 
NOCs under the UPR by assuming this type of misanalysis. However, as a 
prediction, if children misanalysed nominative objects as subjects in 
NOCs, then their nominative “objects” should become a possible 
antecedent of zibun, unlike adults’, because they are base-generated in vP 
Spec and can bind the zibun-anaphor in the VP. To test the prediction, I 
conducted an experiment with NOCs including zibun. 
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4. Previous studies 

Before going to the experiment section, I review the previous studies 
of the acquisition of zibun and nominative objects. Otsu (1999) reported 
that Japanese children at age 3-5 have already acquired knowledge of 
zibun. One of his test items is shown in (19), repeated from (8). In his 
experiment, almost all the participants knew that zibun refers to the 
subject, not the indirect object.  
 

(19)  Taroi-ga     Hanakoj-ni   zibuni/*j-no      e-o                mise-ta. 
Taro-NOM Hanako-DAT  self-GEN   picture-ACC show-PAST. 
(lit.) Taroi showed Hanakoj selfi/*j’s picture. 

 
Based on his observation, I assume that young children at age 3 to 5 

already have knowledge of the subject-orientation of zibun. 
There are some studies investigating whether children’s nominative 

object is truly an object. In Fujiwara (2013), I examined NOCs such as 
(20).  
 
      (20)	Baikinmani-wa usagij-ga zibuni/(*)j-no niwa-de

 Baikinman-TOP rabit-NOM self-GEN garden-in
 onbu-deki-ta.
 piggyback-can-PAST

(lit.) Baikinmani was able to piggyback the rabbitj in selfi/(*)j’s
garden.

The task for children in this experiment is choosing between two
pictures, which differ as to whether Baikinman piggybacks the rabbit in
Baikinman’s garden or the rabbit’s garden. The antecedent of zibun in (20)
is Baikinman, not rabbit. The result is that children chose the matching
(Baikinman’s garden) picture at the rate of 45.5% (10/22). One possible
problem with the experiment is that, since there is no context in the picture
selection task, the potential sentence in (20) is not used in a felicitous way.
Another possible problem is that the sentence yields a structural ambiguity
as shown in (21).
 

(21)  a. [TP SubjTOPi [VP ObjNOMj [PP zibuni/*j …] V] T] 
b. [ ObjTOPi [TP SubjNOMj [VP [PP zibun*i/j …] tOBJ V] T] 

 
(21a) is canonical regarding the subject-object order, but (21b) is not, 

in that the first phrase in (21b) is a topicalized object. Thus, (21b) displays 
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the object-subject order. Therefore, the antecedent of zibun in (20) can 
vary depending on which structure is applied to the sentence. 

However, this ambiguity can be avoided by using the dative subject in 
NOCs.8 Sano, Shimada, and Fujiwara (2014) used exactly such a sentence 
in an experiment with the Truth Value Judgment Task (TVJT; Crain and 
Thornton 1998). We tested sentences such as (23) in the situation 
illustrated in (22): A dog, an elephant, a pig and a monkey are in the dog’s 
class (on the left side). A pig, a squirrel, an elephant and a cat are in the 
pig’s class (on the right side). The dog is about to give a medal to an 
animal who he finds the most interesting in each class. He considers the 
elephant the most interesting in his class, while in the pig’s class, he is 
interested the most in the pig. 
 

(22) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(23)  Inui-ni-wa      butaj-ga  [zibuni/*j-no kumi]-no-naka-de 
 dog-DAT-TOP pig-NOM  [self-GEN   class]-in 
ichiban omosiro-i 
the most interesting-PRES 
(lit.)The dogi is interested the most in the pigj in selfi/*j’s class. 

 
In (23), zibun’s antecedent is the dative phrase dog but not the 

nominative phrase pig. Note that the sentence in (23) does not yield a 
structural ambiguity because a dative-marker can be attached only to the 
subject in this construction. In this experiment, children around age 5 
correctly rejected (23) for the situation in (22). The result that children 
around age 5 disallowed nominative objects as zibun’s antecedent is 
unexpected under the UPR. However, it is unclear whether the acquisition 
of sentences such as (23) is predicted to be delayed under the UPR 
because its predicate is adjectival and its structure is not clearly defined. 
To fix this problem, I used verbal predicates in NOCs in my experiment. 

In addition, Sano et al.’s experiment itself may have a problem. 
Consider the possibility that children correctly rejected the target items in 
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the situation in (22) without interpreting zibun. If children have ignored 
zibun in (23), the same interpretation should arise in (24). 
 

(24)  Inu-ni-wa        buta-ga kumi-no-naka-de ichiban 
dog-DAT-TOP  pig-NOM  class-in      the most 
omosiro-i 
interesting-PRES 
The dog is interested the most in the pig in a class. 

 
Contrary to the target items such as (23), the sentence in (24) is true of 

the situation in (22). As a prediction, if children ignored zibun in 
interpreting the target sentences, they would also reject the example in 
(24) as they rejected the target items in the situation in (22). Although this 
test was not conducted with children, out of the 18 adult participants, 14 
adults wrongly rejected Example (24) in the situation in (22). Most of 
them rejected it for the reason that they paid attention only to the dog’s 
class because the dog who gave the medals belonged to that class. Thus, 
whether zibun is used in a test sentence or not, adults tend to answer on 
the basis of the dog’s class in the scenario of (22). Given that, it can be 
reasonably speculated that whether zibun is used in a test sentence or not, 
the children in our experiment would also have given their answers only 
paying attention to the dog’s class as the adults did in the test with (24). 

5. Experiment 

The UPR predicts that NOCs are difficult for children until around age 
6 like passives. Recall that in order to account for children’s production of 
NOCs reported by Matsuoka (1998), under the UPR one may need to 
assume that nominative objects are misanalysed as subjects. If such a 
misanalysis took place, however, children’s nominative objects should be 
zibun’s antecedent. The purpose of the experiment is to see whether this 
prediction is borne out. 

5.1. Method 

15 Japanese children, aged from 4;9 to 5;11 (mean 5;4) participated in 
this experiment with TVJT. Example (25) is one of the target items in this 
experiment. In (25), the dative marker –ni is attached to the subject, 
instead of the nominative marker –ga, in order to avoid a structural 
ambiguity. 
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(25) Butai-ni-wa    inuj-ga     zibuni/*j-no     heya-kara   tatak-e-ta. 
 pig-DAT-TOP    dog-NOM  self-GEN        room-from  hit-can-PAST 
  (lit.) The pigi was able to hit the dogj from selfi/*j’s room. 

 
The topic marker –wa is added to the dative subject to make the

sentence sound natural (Shibatani 2001). Two types of verbs – tataku “hit”
and tutuku “poke” – were used in the target items, attached to the potential
suffix –e “can”. Thus, the predicates are stative as a whole. Zibun’s
antecedent can be the dative subject pig but not the nominative object dog.

Four target items were given to children in matching and mismatching
scenarios. A sample mismatching scenario for the target items is the
following: There are two rooms near a tree. One is a dog’s, the other a
pig’s. The dog and pig play tag with a stick. The pig, as tagger, looks for
the dog and goes to the PIG’s room. He finds the dog hiding behind the
tree and tries to hit the dog from the PIG’s room, but he fails because the
tree is in the way. Then, he goes to the DOG’s room, and succeeds in
hitting the dog from the DOG’s room (For a matching scenario,
capitalized PIG replaces DOG and vice versa). The final scenes of the
mismatching and matching situation are shown in (26) and (27),
respectively.
 

(26)  Situation: the pig hits the dog from the dog’s room. 
                    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(27)  Situation: the pig hits the dog from the pig’s room. 
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Sentence (25) is false for the mismatching situation in (26), but if 
children regarded the nominative object dog as a subject, then they would 
accept it in the story. In the matching scenario in (27), the sentence in (25) 
is true. If children know the dative-marked phrase pig is the subject, 
children should accept it in the matching situation. 

The result of the target items is as follows. In the mismatching 
scenario in (26), children correctly rejected the target items such as (25) at 
the rate of 96.7% (29/30). On the other hand, in the matching scenario in 
(27), they correctly accepted them at the rate of 86.7% (26/30). It means 
that children did not take the nominative object as zibun’s antecedent but 
instead took the dative subject as the antecedent. It seems that the 
nominative-marked DPs in sentences like (25) do not behave as subjects in 
child Japanese, contrary to the prediction discussed above. However, it is 
possible to suspect that the children gave correct answers in this task for 
other reasons. 

First, consider the possibility that children gave correct answers to the 
target items without interpreting the sentences. Recall that in the matching 
scenario in (27), the pig is in his room in the final scene of the story, while 
he is not in his room but in the dog’s room in the last scene of the 
mismatching scenario (26). Therefore, children may have 
accepted/rejected the target stimulus sentences, depending on whether or 
not the pig is in his room in the last scene. To exclude this possibility, 
control sentences such as (28) were included just before the target items. 
 

(28) Buta-ni-wa inu-ga inu-no heya-kara tatak-e-ta. 
pig-DAT-TOP dog-NOM dog-GEN room-from hit-can-PAST 
The pig was able to hit the dog from the dog’s room. 

 
A phrase inu-no heya-kara “from the dog’s room” is used in (28), 

instead of zibun-no heya-kara “from self’s room” in the target item (25). 
The control items are presented in the same scenarios used in the target 
items. Contrary to the target items, this control items become true for the 
situation in (26) and false for the situation in (27). If children responded 
“true” or “false” depending on whether the pig is in his room in the final 
scene of the story, then they would give wrong answers to the control 
items like (28) because it is true in the situation where the pig is in the 
dog’s room. 

There were two trials of this control item for each child: one for 
Situation (26) and the other for Situation (27). All of the 30 trials with (28) 
except one response in the situation in (26) were correct answers, which 
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means that children did not rely on such a strategy in giving correct 
answers to the target items. 

There was another control item. In the target item (25), since pig is not 
only the subject but also the first phrase of the sentence, it is possible to 
suspect that children took it as zibun’s antecedent because it is the first 
phrase. This strategy was tested by means of control sentences like (29). 

 
(29)  Butai-ni-wa    inuj-ga       zibun*i/j-no  heya-kara   booru-o 

pig-DAT-TOP   dog-NOM self-GEN   room-from  ball-ACC 
nage-ta. 
throw-PAST 
(lit.) To the pigi, the dogj threw a ball from self*i/j’s room. 

 
Here, I used the verb nage “throw,” which takes an indirect object. 

Since (29) does not have the potential suffix –e, the predicate is not a 
stative, which means nominative objects and also dative subjects cannot 
appear in (29). Note, however, that this control item is the same as the 
target item in (25) regarding the NP-ni-wa NP-ga order. The difference is 
that the first phrase pig is a topicalized indirect object in (29). The subject 
of (29) is the nominative marked phrase dog. Therefore, the antecedent of 
zibun is the second phrase dog but not the first phrase pig. If children took 
the first phrase in a sentence as zibun’s antecedent, they would incorrectly 
interpret the control item in (29). 

There were two trials with control items like (29): one with a matching 
story and the other with a mismatching story. The matching story for (29) 
is as follows: a dog and a pig play with a ball. The dog tries to throw the 
ball to the pig from the PIG’s room, but he cannot because there is a tree 
between the dog and the pig. Then, he moves to the DOG’s room and 
throws the pig the ball from there (For the mismatching story, capitalized 
PIG replaces DOG and vice versa). 

Out of 30 trials with this control, only one response in the matching 
scenario was a wrong answer. The correct answer rate is at 96.7% (29/30). 
This result suggests that children do not simply take the first phrase in a 
sentence as zibun’s antecedent. 

5.2. Discussion 

Recall that it is predicted under the UPR that immature children cannot 
construct the Agree relation between objects and T and move objects to 
TP Spec because both operations are blocked by phases created by the 
UPR. Accordingly, NOCs and passives should both be delayed in 
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acquisition under the UPR because the former includes the Agree relation 
and the latter both operations. 

The result of the experiment demonstrates that 5-year-old children 
know that nominative objects cannot be the antecedent of zibun. 
Considering that they easily identify zibun’s antecedent in NOCs, it 
clearly shows that they do not “misanalyse” nominative objects as 
subjects.9 This suggests that the Agree relation between the nominative 
object and T is not problematic for children at this age, in contrast to the 
prediction of the UPR. 

Note that the age of success with NOCs is before the age of success 
with the Japanese passive. Given this, the observed delay in passives is not 
relevant to the Agree relation but to movement of the object. Thus, it 
seems that the UPR is too strong to be maintained. 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, I investigate what causes children’s delayed acquisition 
of verbal passives. Given the Universal Phase Requirement proposed by 
Wexler (2004) and the Phase Impenetrability Condition, one possible 
answer to this issue is the movement of the internal argument to Spec TP. 
Another possible answer is the Agree relation between the internal 
argument and T. If such an Agree relation is problematic for children, 
Japanese nominative object constructions should also be delayed in 
acquisition.  

The result of my experiment demonstrates that Japanese children 
around age 5 do not have trouble with nominative objects. Acquisition of 
Japanese nominative objects suggests that children allow the object to be a 
goal for the T probe in contrast to the prediction of UPR. It suggests that 
the delay of passives is not caused by Agree between T and an object. 
Rather, it would be related to movement of the object to TP Spec. In this 
sense, UPR is too strong to be maintained. Thus, the maturational 
hypothesis should be related to movement as stated in the A-Chain Deficit 
Hypothesis (Borer and Wexler 1987), the Universal Freezing Hypothesis 
(Hyams and Snyder 2006; cf. Snyder and Hyams 2015) or the Argument 
Intervention Hypothesis (Orfitelli 2012). These hypotheses all claim that 
children’s grammar is unable to create a certain type of movement. In 
order to determine what type of movement is delayed, we need to wait for 
further studies. 
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Notes 
1  The PIC introduced in Chomsky (2000) is different from the one given in 
(Chomsky 2001) in terms of the condition of Spell-Out. Under the former, Spell-
Out is applied once a phase is completed, while it must wait until the next higher 
phase head is introduced under the latter. Wexler (2004) seems to adopt the former 
version. It appears that the UPR cannot attribute children’s delay of passives to 
violation of the latter version of PIC. In this paper, I assume the version of the PIC 
introduced in Chomsky (2000). 
2 The UPR seems to assume that children cannot take an option of moving the 
internal argument to the target position, TP Spec, through the edge of vP. If this 
option were available for children, the UPR would lose the ability to explain 
children’s delayed passives because such a movement does not violate the PIC. 
3 Here, I assume that the nominative object cannot undergo movement or 
scrambling to the edge of vP in order to be Case-valued by T without the PIC 
violation. See also f.n.2. 
4 Similarly, it is reported by Hirsch and Wexler (2007) that 6-year-old children 
also have difficulty with verbal passives in English. 
5 As to theta roles in (15), Babyonyshev et al. (2001) mention that children fully 
know Baker's (1988) Uniformity Theta Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH) but they 
can violate it. Thus, although the “internal” argument the mail is base-generated in 
the external position, that is, the specifier of vP, it possesses the correct theta role 
theme in (15). 
6 This is similar to the structures proposed by Saito and Hoshi (1998), Shibatani 
(2001), and Takano (2003) in that nominative objects are base-generated outside of 
the predicate. See Takahashi (2010) for arguments against supposing such a 
structure in NOCs. 
7 Although I suppose that the nominative “object” moves to Spec TP to satisfy 
EPP in (17) as usual subjects do, it is possible to consider that the nominative 
“object” stays in the base-generated position Spec,vP. The choice of the movement 
does not affect the discussion. 
8 See Isobe and Okabe (2013) for the acquisition of dative subjects in Japanese. 
9 One may suspect that children just selected the dative subject as zibun’s 
antecedent in the target sentence in (25) although they regarded nominative objects 
as subjects. It means children have a tendency to choose a distant and dative-
marked subject between two possible antecedents of zibun. Okabe's (2008) 
experiments might be helpful to consider this point although constructions used in 
her experiments and my experiment are different. Studying a construction that has 
two subjects, she found that children from 4 to 6 prefer to take the nominative-
marked subject as zibun’s antecedent in sentences like (i), in which the embedded 
subject is marked with dative Case. And if both subjects are nominative marked as 
in (ii), children prefer the one that is nearer to zibun. 

(Bold shows children’s preference for zibun’s antecedent) 
(i) Butai-ga   [kumaj-ni     zibuni/j-no bousi-o kabur]-ase-ta. 
     pig-NOM    bear-DAT     self-GEN hat-ACC put.on-cause-PAST 
 (lit.) The pigi made the bearj put on selfi/j’s hat. 
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(ii) Butai-wa [kumaj-ga zibuni/j-no keeki-o tabe-ta] no-o mi-ta.
 pig-TOP bear-NOM self-GEN cake-ACC eat-PAST COMP-ACC see-PAST
 (lit.) The pigi saw that the bearj ate selfi/j’s cake.
Given this, if children consider that there are two subjects in (25), they should
choose the nominative object as zibun’s antecedent because it is nominative-
marked, and it is the closest potential antecedent to zibun. From this, I speculate
that children’s performance on the target items in my experiment reflects their
knowledge of grammar, not their preference in choosing zibun’s antecedent.
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