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On the deletion of sentence topics in Japanese compositions
written by foreign students

MIYAJIMA Atsuko

One of the problems in compositions written by students who are learning Japanese
as their second language is that it is sometimes difficult to understand the meaning of the
sentences as the students tend to delete the sentence topics (i.e. the subject) excessively.
As a Japanese teacher, I would like to teach them the rules of when to delete sentence
topics. However, this problem has not studied well. Therefore, this paper analyzes two
compositions written by foreign students learning Japanese as their second language,
based on the “topic deletion rules” proposed by Sunagawa (1990).

Through the investigation, I conclude that in Japanese, we can delete the topic of
a sentence when its referent is the same as that of the topic or subject of the preceding
sentence. However, when there is a spatiotemporal or logical gap between the sentence
and the preceding one, the topic cannot be deleted as Sunagawa claims. In addition, it
seems that if the sentence predicate indicates appearance of a new event in the text, the
topic cannot be deleted: With the predicate “mitsukeru (‘find’)” or “kanjiru (‘feel’)” the
topic cannot be deleted.

Another point we should note is that the topic deletion rules vary according to the
type of text. If the composition is the manuscript for a speech, some deictic expressions
such as “watashi (‘I’)” can be easily deleted even though they do not have an anaphor in
the text. In addition, the student’s native language affects his/her deletion of the sentence
topic/subject. For example, a Spanish-speaking student in the investigation always deleted

the subject of passive sentences, even though this is not preferable in Japanese.
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