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Analysis of the Marker Wa in the [NP + wa?] Format in Early Japanese

Language Development

MATSUFUIJI, Shigeko
Laboratory of the English Language
Nippon Veterinary and Life Science University

Abstract

This study examines the function of the marker wa in the [noun + wa?] format used
by children during the early stages of Japanese language development. The findings of
previous research indicate that children begin using the fixed expression [noun + wa?]
with a rising intonation from approximately the age of two—the first stage of Japanese
grammatical development. They employ this structure when recognizing an unexplained
aspect of the referent expressed by a noun and ask questions to prompt a listener for an
explanation. Subsequently, they produce declarative sentences such as [noun + wa +
noun] and partial declarative forms such as [noun + wa]. While previous studies consider
wa in the [noun + wa?] format a topic marker, the current study, which presents an
analysis based on linguistic features observed around the age of two, the phonetic
characteristics of wa, and the usage contexts, proposes that it primarily functions as a
contrastive marker. It then discusses this function in light of Noda’s (1996) theory, which
posits that the topic and contrastive uses of wa exist on a continuum based on the
prototype theory. Additionally, it considers the structural property of the topic marker wa,
which divides a sentence into two major parts, namely, topic (entity) and comment
(property). Lastly, it argues that after the abovementioned age, children must learn
expressions that correspond to varying degrees of contrast and acquire the structural

characteristics of the topic marker wa.



