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Research Contents ‘ Centering Theory in Japanese discourse

It has been said that the grammatical subject is the most salient entity in an utterance, followed by the
grammatical object and other semantic entities. This ranking is based on English discourse. Due to the
difference in syntax and grammatical functions from English, however, a different ranking needs to be
applied to Japanese discourse. The most salient entities (the highest-ranked entities) in a Japanese
utterance are an entity with the topic maker —wa, and zero pronouns, neither of which is seen in English.

(1) Mary ate the cake.

The grammatical subject Maryis the entity which is the most preferred entity (called “center”) to maintain
coherence with regard to the following utterance, and is likely to be the most preferred entity in the next
utterance as well.

(2) Mary-ga keeki-o tabe-ta
Mary-NOM cake-ACC eat-Past.
“Mary ate the cake.”

In the above Japanese utterance, Mary, which is marked with —ga (the nominative case marker), is the
most preferred entity in this utterance, and is likely to be the most preferred entity in the next utterance as
well.

(3) Keeki-wa Mary-ga tabe-ta.
Keeki-TOP Mary-NOM eat-Past.
“As for the cake, Mary ate it.”

In (3), “cake,” the grammatical object, is the most preferred entity in this utterance as it is marked with the
topic marker —wa. From (2) and (3), it can be seen that the entity with the topic marker is the
higher-ranked center than the grammatical subject.

The difference in the position of the head between English (a head-initial language) and Japanese (a
head-final language) is also considered in analyzing centers in complex sentences.
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