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Choosing between the particles ‘wa’" and “ga”
at the end of the discourse:

An analysis of narrative discourse by native and
non-native speakers of Japanese

#® W % 7
TAWARAYAMA Yuji

When non-native speakers of Japanese (NNS) are asked to write an essay or give a
speech, they often fail to close off the discourse in a proper way. This gives an overall bad
impression to the reader or listener. To solve this problem, it is essential that NNS
become skillful in closing the discourse smoothly by keeping a connection to former parts.

This paper investigates the choice of the particles “wa” and “ga” as an expression to
close the discourse smoothly by keeping a connection to former parts of a narrative
discourse. A four-frame comic strip was used to obtain data. Informants were asked to
explain the comic to the listener.

Before investigating the choice between the particles “wa” and “ga”, I analyze the use
by native speakers of Japanese (NS) of the particle that marks the leading character of the
comic strip frame by frame to confirm if the choice of particles is affected by the position in
discourse.

The results show that 1) there is an obvious tendency (9 of 12 informants) to choose
“wa” in the fourth frame (i.e. the end) rather than in the third frame, 2) of these 9
informants four topicalize the leading character using “wa” for the first time in the last
frame. These observations suggest there is a preference among NS to use “wa” especially
at the end of the discourse.

Also, I argue that the topicalization of the leading character by using “wa” puts a
spotlight on the leading character before the narrative discourse reaches the actual finale.
By doing so the speaker indicates his intension to close the discourse.

However, comparing NS and NNS, a considerable number of NNS also use “wa”. In
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spite of this, it is dubious that NNS choose “wa” for the same reason as NS because NNS
choose “wa” throughout the discourse except at the very beginning, or choose “wa” by
mistake in a sentence explaining a reason.

These observations indicate the inclination of the NNS’s choice of particle to mark the
leading character is not as clear as NS’s choice. Besides, NS not using “wa” in the end of
the discourse use other expressions to communicate directly or indirectly that the
discourse is reaching an end, but NNS not using “wa” did not make use of such other
expressions. This presents one of the causes that NNS fail to communicate their intension

of closing the discourse and the punch line of the story.
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