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Article 1: Topic and Subject

1. What is a Topic?

Most Japanese sentences have a topic. The topic appears at the head of the sentence
and indicates what is being discussed in the sentence. Sentence (1) below, for
example, establishes ?i ,‘?\ as the topic and then discusses it, stating that it is é‘;ﬁ D
tnx
€)) zijii%i (X I(E:l%:ﬂ gé?%zﬁT‘To Tokyo is the capital of Japan.

Similarly, sentences (2) and (3) below discuss the topics [5 and b7z L
respectively.

2o ‘gﬁéli %; #T¥o. This room is quiet.
Gy brlLlt M 74Xy Fn 752 L
I went to Disneyland last week.

The topic of a sentence is marked by the particle 2. This means that a sentence

with a topic is composed of two main parts, one before the |3 (the topic) and the other

after it (the discourse).
WEFE 1L BRO EHTT.
topic discourse
2. What is a Subject?

The subject of a sentence is the most important element for the sentence’s predicate
(a verb, adjective or noun + T ). For example, with verbs such as ’gzz(o& F ¥ (drink)
or [% ') ¥ 9 (run), the subject is whoever is doing the drinking or running; with verbs
suchas\" EFF orp Y ¢ (be exist), it is the person or thing that exists; with verbs
such as Fé ‘) 4 (rain) or RE T (blow) it is the event's principal actor (1 e. what-
ever is raining or blowing)' with adjectives such as k X\ T (big) or 7%‘ % T7
(famous) or nouns such as % 9‘—._ T (student) or fr‘é ’L'( 7 (illness), 1t is the posses-
sor of the attribute mentioned; and with adjectival predicates such as iﬁ“ T (like)
or i’fg\ VT (fear), it is the experiencer of the feeling mentioned. Thus, all of the noun
phrases underlined in the examples below are subjects.

In sentences that do not have a topic, the subject is marked by the particle %°.

4) @ E—L% é?w ¥ L7, Taro drank some beer.
©) }}Li@ il'f(: gﬁi $') 9, Thereis abook on the desk.




6) *DH @ Fié )& L7, Itrained yesterday.
3. How Do Topics and Subjects Relate to Each Other?

Although topics and subjects are different concepts, they are closely related. In most
sentences with a topic, the topic is also the subject. For example, EfB;; ) O {;-_KHZ A
and 4 7z L in sentences (7), (8) and (9) below are all topics (because they are all
marked with (1), but at the same time they are also subjects (because they are each the
possessor of an attribute or the experiencer of a feeling).

(7) éfl:élzi‘ Al %7%\’(“’9" o Mr. Tanaka is famous.
) &E%ﬁz I AL %—ég T¥. Ms. Sato is a student.
O LI \j\?ﬁ" o Td. I'mscared of dogs.

Although it is relatively common for the topic and subject of a sentence to coincide
like this, sometimes they do not. In sentence (10) below, for example, Z %: is the
topic (because it is marked with (1), but (because it is Efﬂf‘;};Z T A who performs the
action of % ¥FET)IO ‘;ﬁ is not the subject.

t th #

2L
(10) 20 KL BFXAAH £%F L/, Mr Tanaka wrote this book.
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Sentence (10) can be thought of as being sentence (11) with T ¢ 7 % taken as the 161

topic.
IR A (E¥S LA
(IN)BF XA 20 K% F%F L7, Mr Tanaka wrote this book.
(E¥9 IS A A
(12) 2D AKRET BF XA+ F5F L/, Mr Tanaka wrote this book.

(A
In other words, Z @ 7 has moved to the head of the sentence, and is marked with (3

to indicate that it is the topic. However, because % and (3 cannot be used together
when this is done, % is eliminated and only (3 remains, forming sentence (10).
Note that, although #* and % cannot be combined with [, other particles can, so
sentences like (13) and (14) are possible.
(13) BW XAISIE b7 Lhs 56 L2,
I will get in touch with Mr. Tanaka.
(14) LB X A5 D12 KEH K2 AT A,

No reply came from Ms. Yamada.

4. Sentences with and without Topics
Although most Japanese sentences have topics, some do not. In a sentence with a

topic, the subject is marked by (1, and in a sentence without a topic, it is marked by




#%. Some examples of the use of topic-less sentences are given below.
1) When describing an event exactly as seen, heard, etc.
A sentence without a topic is used when describing an event exactly as perceived by
any of the five senses:
(15) . atr‘%_?ﬁ Fﬁﬁ T \¥9, Oh,itsraining.
(16) 74+ ® f‘é‘l fl\\\i‘ \WT¥, Theradio’s [too] quiet.
(17) (fé‘w Eﬁ % Ej)ﬁﬁ LR (AR
(looking out of a window) The moon'’s lovely, isn't it?
2) When communicating an event objectively, or at the start of a story
A topic-less sentence is also used in these cases:
(18) =™ @ 5% ¥ L7, Taro came yesterday.
(19) L;I\Q\Lig N—=F7 4 =% H') FF.,  Theres a party next week.
RO LN LEUH»L 5 YIAIT BLWIALY BEIHIAY wF L

Long, long ago, in a certain place, there was an old man and an old woman.
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Article 2: Clauses

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

A clause is the form that a sentence takes when it is part of a longer sentence.
£

For example, in (1) and (2) below, the sentences B# X L 4% 2 T~ %% L7and

T
L7 %% 1Y) £ 7 have become part of a longer sentence, taking the underlined forms.
£ & i
(YEPXAH TI~ kA LE LEXLE CELLTL A,

When Ms. Tanaka arrived, Mr. Yamada wasn't here.

Q) HLE A Botih, bl AT EHA,

If it rains tomorrow, I'm not going out.

A clause that forms part of a longer sentence in this way is called a subordinate clause,
while the part of the sentence left behind if the subordinate clause is removed is called
the main clause.

A subordinate clause amplifies the meaning of the main clause. For example, the
subordinate clause in example (2) limits what is said in the main clause by specifying %

L7 %%579“‘ Fé—) 7= b as a condition of my not going out.
In Japanese, a subordinate clause usually precedes the main clause.
The subject of a subordinate clause is marked by 7%, not by (4, except when the clause

isa ~#%ora~\7 ¥ clauses.
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