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A bs trac t 

The description o f  sentence complexity in terms o f  grammatical relations or 
in terms o f  configurational properties o f  their surface structure is a basic 
issue in developmental psycholinguistics. The problem has been investigated 
in English, but these studies provide little insight because o f  the peculiar 
properties of word order in the language. A series o f  experiments with Japan- 
ese children is reported in which the configurational demands of the sentence 
are shown to be the critical factor. 

Sentences can be described with respect to the grammatical roles of their 
constituents, or in terms of the linear arrangement of the words. The extent 
to which the parameters specified by these alternative conceptions constrain 
children's language is important in determining the nature of the prepared- 
ness with which humans begin the task of language acquisition. Although the 
question arises in all aspects of investigation in syntactic development, it has 
perhaps been most explicitly asked in the study of relative clauses. 

In this paper, I will first provide a general characterization of relative 
clause structures. This will be followed by a brief review of studies on relative 
clause comprehension with children in English, where it will be shown that 
the evidence is inconclusive on both empirical and theoretical grounds. The 
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arrangement is best resolved in languages where word order is flexible, one 
such language being Japanese. Thus, a series of experiments with Japanese 
children will be reported in which the two variables are independently mani- 
pulated. Across all experiments, in both comprehension and production, the 
surface configurational properties of sentences are shown to be the critical 
parameter. 

Logical possibilities of sentences with relative clauses 

Relative clauses consist of a head' noun and a relativized sentence. The head 
noun has a co-referent within the relativized sentence from which, linguist- 
ically speaking, it has been extracted. The head noun, placed external to  the 
sentence, can come in two positions, either before or after the relativized 
sentence, sketched as follows: 

(a) HEAD NOUN [ RELATIVIZED SENTENCE] 
(b) [RELATIVIZED SENTENCE] HEAD NOUN 

Since these complex noun phrases are embedded within sentences, a de- 
scription of how they interact with the matrix sentence is also called for. 
Greenberg (1963) has noted that an overwhelming majority of the world's 
languages place the subject before the object in the basic underlying order. 
This is a strictly statistical generalization, with exceptions such as Tagalog 
(Schachter, 1976), but for present purposes, we will assume it be a universal 
fact. This leaves us with three logically possible basic orders: Subject-Verb- 
Object (SVO), Subject-Object-Verb (SOV), and Verb-Subject-Object 
(VSO). These are in fact very common basic orders among the world's lan- 
gu ages. 

Since the matrix role of the complex noun phrase can be either Subject or 
Object (Subject Matrix and Object Matrix), the interaction of the language 
type (SVO/SOV/VSO) with the matrix role (Subject Matrix/Object Matrix) 
and head noun position (HN[RS] /[RS] HN) creates a variety of different 
sentence configurations, appearing in Table I .  The sentence configurations 
in which the [RS]  element is flanked on both sides by other constituents 
are the centerembedded sentences, while those with [RS] at the beginning 
or the end of the string are referred to as left-branching or right-branching. 
As it turns out, the world's languages are not evenly distributed in the grid. 
The majority of SOV languages have the [ R S ]  HN head noun position, while 
VSO languages have the HN[RS] position (Greenberg, 1963; Lehmann, 
1973). Kuno (1 974) gives an account of this universal, derived from the fact 
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