
Epithets in child Italian: locality and anti-logophoricity 
 
Background: Early accounts of epithets (the good man, the idiot, the sweetheart), argued that 
these expressions are subject to Condition C (Lasnik 1976; Postal 1972) on the basis of 
sentences like (1a) in which coreference with a preceding c-commanding DP is disallowed. An 
alternative view (Dubinsky and Hamilton 1998; Patel-Grosz 2014; Yashima 2015; Charnavel 
2019, a.o.) is that epithets are pronouns subject to Condition B. In fact, while coreference with 
a local antecedent is blocked (1b), an epithet can be anaphorically linked to a non-local 
preceding DP under c-command (1c). However, the distribution of epithets in non-local 
domains is restricted by an anti-logophoric constraint: their antecedent cannot be a perspective 
holder. This rules out the epithet in (1a) as it is contained in an attitude (de se) domain. 
(1)  a. Hei thinks that the idiot*i is smart. 
 b. Hei praised the idiot*i. 
 c. Hei bumped into a fan who really loves the idioti. 
  
Child grammar provides a natural test for these analyses. While Condition C is acquired early 
(Guasti and Chierchia 2000), Condition B is delayed (a phenomenon which Chien and Wexler 
(1990) call ‘DPBE – Delay of Principle B Effect’). In languages with clitic pronouns, like 
Italian, the DPBE is sensitive to coargumenthood: children make no errors in simple transitive 
sentences (McKee 1992), but make coreference errors in ECM sentences such as ‘he saw him 
jump’ (Brunetto 2015). This leads to a clear prediction: in child Italian, epithets should give 
rise to coreference errors in simple transitive sentences if children treat them as pronouns, but 
not if they treat them as R-expressions. Moreover, if the anti-logophoric constraint is acquired 
later than Condition C, children should make more coreference errors with epithets compared 
to R-expressions in non-local configurations. 
Investigating epithets in child grammar is also important to shed light on the relation between 
the acquisition of Condition B and the acquisition of logophoric point of view. If epithets are 
anti-logophoric, i.e. de re pronouns (Patel-Grosz 2014), while regular pronouns can be de se 
or de re, comparing the acquisition paths of these two classes of anaphoric elements can help 
us understand the extent to which children’s Condition B delay is related to mastery of the 
conditions regulating logophoric perspective and its interaction with locality.  
The experiment: 38 Italian children (mean: 5;5) were tested in two sessions in a within-subjects 
design with factors: NP-type (epithet, pronoun, R-expression) and clause-type (simple, ECM, 
complex) (see Table 1). In session 1, children watched short videos centred around the 
misadventures of two chipmunks (Alvin and Simon) and judged statements made by a puppet. 
The target sentences were six simple clauses with psych-verbs (praise, blame, defend) and six 
complement clauses introduced by the communication verb ‘say’, for a total of 12 test items 
(targeting ‘no’ answers), interspersed with six fillers which targeted ‘yes’ answers. In session 
2, children were tested on ECM sentences introduced by the perception verb see, testing 
pronouns and epithets. The task was presented as a guessing game in which one of two 
characters performed an action in front of a mirror (ride a bike, play a guitar, jump on a bed, 
etc.) while the other watched, and a third character, hiding behind the mirror, made a guess as 
to what had happened. Children’s task was to tell this character whether their guess was right 
or wrong. This task included 12 items, 6 in which a ‘yes’ answer was associated with the 
grammatical (disjoint) interpretation and 6 in which it was associated with the ungrammatical 
(coreference) interpretation.  
Results: Overall, children’s interpretation of clitics in simple sentences (coreference errors: 
M=0.10) and R-expressions in complex sentences (M=0.09) was adult-like, confirming 
previous findings on the early acquisition of Condition B (in coargumenthood contexts) and 
Condition C. However, children’s performance split in the ECM condition. Of the 40 children, 



those who made at most one coreference error with clitics (N=22, M=0.14) were taken to have 
fully acquired Condition B (no-DPBE group). The remaining children (N=16) were below-
chance (M=0.58). The two groups differed remarkably in their interpretation of epithets in local 
domains: in the DPBE group, the rate of coreference interpretations was close to chance level 
in both simple and ECM sentences (M=0.44 and M=0.40). On the other hand, in the no-DPBE 
group coreference errors were low in both simple and ECM sentences (M=0.27 and M=0.14); 
pairwise comparison did not reveal a significant difference (p=0.3). 
In non-local domains, both groups made coreference errors with epithets, showing chance-
level performance on the anti-logophoric constraint (no-DPBE group: M=0.48; DPBE group: 
M=0.56). These findings lend support to the hypothesis that the interpretation of epithets is 
regulated by Condition B. Children’s performance with clitics in ECM sentences was a reliable 
predictor of their performance with epithets in local domains. At the same time, no effect of 
coargumenthood was found for epithets: as expected (being non-clitic), epithets triggered a 
DPBE in simple transitive sentences, but they did not trigger an ‘extra-DPBE’ in ECM 
sentences. Finally, the anti-logophoric constraint ruling out an epithet inside an attitude domain 
is acquired later than Condition B: children who were past the DPBE stage continued to find 
epithets with non-local antecedents ambiguous. This suggests that the anti-logophoric 
constraint might not be operative until the child is able to construe de se perspective across 
non-local domains.  

 

Complement 
clause  

R-expression 
Lui ha detto che Alvin è stato il più bravo 
He said that Alvin was the best 

Epithet 
Alvin ha detto che il birichino ha fatto cadere la torta 
Alvin said that the naughty boy dropped the cake 

Simple clause  
Clitic 

Simon lo ha difeso 
Simon defended him 

Epithet 
Simon ha difeso il birichino 
Simon defended the naughty boy 

ECM clause  
Clitic 

Alvin lo ha visto suonare la chitarra 
Alvin saw him play the guitar 

Epithet 
Alvin ha visto il birichino suonare la chitarra 
Alvin saw the naughty boy play the guitar 

Table 1. Experimental items 


