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Testing for Theme in Japanese
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Michael Halliday (1994: 37) has described the particle wa as the Theme
particle in Japanese. This claim has been quite readily accepted as truth
among systemic functional linguists—at least, no one has directly chal-
lenged this claim. However, before investigating the validity of this claim,
it is first necessary to test for the existence of Theme in Japanese as the
existence of the functional category of Theme has also been assumed.

This paper will 1) discuss the systemic functional and non-systemic
functional realizations of Theme found in the literature; 2) define Theme
from a systemic functional point of view, arguing that the category of
Theme does indeed exist in Japanese; and 3) report the results of a pilot
test designed to prove that the systemic functional category of Theme does
operate in Japanese.

Systemic Functional Model of Language

1 Metafunctions

Let me begin by stating that the functional notion of Theme under dicussion

here is that notion arising out of systemic functional linguistics. The systemic

functional model of language claims that any particular language has resources

available to construe meanings. Within the model, meaning is organized into

three categories which relate to the purpose of the text. These three categories

of meaning or metafunctions are:

iy Ideational meanings, that is, language encodes our experience in and of

the world. The clause is viewed as a representation of the natural world
in which we live.
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ii) Interpersonal meanings, that is, language encodes our relationships
with and between each other. The clause is viewed as an exchange
between interlocutors.

Textual meanings, that is, language organizes itself into a coherent
message. The clause is viewed as a message carrier. (Halliday 1994:

36).

iii)

2 The Textual Meta-function

The notion of Theme relates to the construal of textual meanings within the
textual meta-function. The textual meta-function is concerned with the orga-
nization of what we say and write. This meta-function employs a range of
lexico-grammatical systems that deal with textual meanings, such as cohesive
systems of reference, conjunction, ellipsis, and substitution; the organization of
information into “new” and “given”; and the organization of information as
Theme or Rheme.

3 The Definition of Theme and Rheme

Michael Halliday has defined Theme as “. . .the element which seves as the
point of departure of the message; it is that with which the clause is concerned.
The remainder of the message, the part in which the Theme is developed is
called in Prague school terminology the Rheme” (1994: 37). This definition
excludes any conflation between the organization of information into “new”
and “given” with the organization of a message into Theme and Rheme. This
departs from other schools of thought which do define Theme as given, or as
previously introduced.

Theme, as defined by Halliday, is a functional label. In other words, the
notion of Theme can be realized by different languages using different realiza-
tion devices. 'T'o understand this distinction, let us look at the realization of
Theme in English.

Theme in English

1 Theme: First Position in the Clause
Theme in English is realized by first position in the clause (Halliday 1994: 37).
Consider the following examples in Figure 1 below which were used by
Halliday to illustrate his claim.

In each example above, Theme is realized not by the grammatical category of

(1) The duke
(2) Very carefully,
(3) For want of a nail,

‘ has given my aunt that teapot.

she put him back on his feet again.
’ the shoe was lost.
1

THEME

RHEME

.

Fig. 1 From Halliday, 1944: 38-39
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subject in (1), adverbial phrase in (2), or prepositional phrase in (3) but by the
position these elements occur in, that is, first position.

2 Methods of Development

While these examples are at sentence level, Fries has demonstrated that the
notion of Theme correlates with the method of development of a text and the
nature of the text (Fries 1983: 119). In other words, by following the themat-
ic progression of a text one can see clearly the argument or purpose of that text.
Tracking Theme makes explicit the purpose of a text. In the text below the
underlined section is the Theme which is derived from the preceding Rheme.
The Themes are underlined and the italized element in the Rheme is what is
made prominent as Theme in the following clause or clause complex.

1. The process of learning is essential to our lives.

2. All higher animals seek it deliberately.

3. 'They are inquisitive and they experiment.

4. An experiment is a sort of harmless trial run of some action which we
shall have to make in the real world, and this, whether it is made in the
laboratory by scientists or by fox cubs outside their earth. ,

5. 'The scientist experiments, and the cub plays; both are learning to correct
their errovs of judgement in a setting in which errovs are not fatal.

6. Perhaps this is what gives them both their air of happiness and freedom
in these activities.

(J. Bronowski, 1959, I1II in Fries 1983: 23)
By tracking Theme, the development of the text becomes explicit. This
text talks about “the process of learning” by “all higher animals” who
“experiment.” “Scientists” experiment “safely.” Fries found this thematic
development fitted nicely into one of the patterns of Theme/Rheme progression
as found by Dane$. This pattern is illustrated below in Figure 2 and is a repre-
sentation of how what is Rheme in the preceding clause is picked up as Theme
in the following clause. This linear thematic progression patterning has been
described as a “zig-zag” pattern by Eggins. “In monologic segments such as
narratives, thematic choice is likely to draw on the zig-zag strategy” (Eggins
1994: 305).

Theme 1 — > Rheme 1

Theme 2 ——— Rheme 2

Theme 3 Rheme 3

Fig. 2 Linear Thematic Progression. From Danes, 1974: 118-19
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Thematic patterning enables the writer or speaker to create strong cohesive
ties between clauses. “Overall, a carefully written text will not “surprise” us
with its Thematic choice: what gets to be Theme will come from somewhere in
the nearby text” (Eggins 1994: 305).

However, the discussion thus far, has looked at Theme and thematic develop-
ment in English. Let me now turn to the notion of Theme in Japanese.

Theme in Japanese

Despite the fact that the systemic notion of Theme is widely accepted, little has
been done in Japanese to demonstrate whether the category of Theme exists
and if so, how it is realized and how it contributes to textual organization. In
many cases, assumptions have been made that Theme does exist without it hav-
ing been tested. Before testing the assumption that Theme exists, allow me
firstly to discuss existing and commonly held notions of Theme in Japanese.
Outlined below are two commonly accepted notions or what constitutes Theme
in Japanese, the non-systemic functional notion and the systemic functional
notion of Theme.

1 Non-systemic Functional Notion of Theme in Japanese
Senko Maynard, in her book An Introduction to Japanese Grammar and Com-
munication Strategies, talks about the structure of the Japanese sentence as
a Topic/Comment dichotomy. The topic is “what is being talked about. . .
The topic-comment relation is based on how information is structured in
communication. It is an overall umbrella-like system of distinguishing what is
being talked about (topic) in actual communication, and what is being intro-
duced as information added (comment) to the topic.” (Maynard 1990: 53).
Maynard explains that the topic can be a number of grammatical elements,
such as a grammatical subject, object, locative, but in each case the topic is
marked by the particle or post-position wa. Wa is often translated as “As for
1. Koko ni wa kudamono ga arimasu
Topic | Comment
([lit. As for here, there is fruit.] There is fruit here.)
(Maynard 1990: 53)
2. Tanaka-san wa nihon-jin desu.
Topic | Comment
([lit. As for Mr. Tanaka, he is Japanese.] Mr. Tanaka is Japanese.)
(Maynard 1990: 54)
3. Z06 wa hana ga nagai desu.
Topic | Comment
([lit. As for elephants, trunks are long.] Elephants’ trunks are long.)
(Maynard 1990: 57)
Maynard further explains that the choice of wa as topic marker depends
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on the status of the information it marks as either new or given information.
Topics marked by wa are “given” information. She suggests a three-step proc-
ess when a grammatical subject is topic.

1. The new information is introduced as subject [Noun+-ga].

2. The topic is established [Noun+wa].

3. The established topic is deleted [¢ (zero)]. (Maynard 1990: 54)

Maynard’s explanation of sentence structure as Topic-Comment in Japanese
is very widely accepted and is used in Japanese as a second/foreign language
textbooks.

At sentence level the above explanation is perfectly adequate. However,
when looking at texts rather than clauses, problems begin to arise. Among
other things, particle wa is not always a topic marker and when it is, it is often
optional. It can also mark for contrastive meanings. For this reason it is
necessary to analyze texts, not just sentences, in order to begin to understand
the operation of wa and more broadly the process of thematic development in
Japanese. But there is another difficulty that must be clearly dealt with, and
that is the different definitions of the term, Theme in the literature.

1.1 Defining Topic and Theme

Recently, the term “topic” has been replaced by “theme” (Fujii 1991: 195) in
the non-systemic community. In her book, Fujii says, “One of the important
functions of wa in present-day Japanese is theme-maintenance, to signal para-
graph theme/topics.” In non-systemic terms, this tendency appears to be a sim-
ple terminological replacement without any meaning change. This replace-
ment may have resulted from the translation of the Japanese word wadasi.
Wadai is translated as both Topic and Theme.! However, this creates
problems when the systemic functional notion of Theme is under discussion.
Maynard’s definition of “topic,” in systemic functional, terms implies a confla-
tion of “topic” with “given” information. This is implied in her three-step
process for establishing a topic outlined above. This is not a definition of
Theme from a systemic functional point of view which clearly separates Given/
New information organization with Theme/Rheme organization. Fries ex-
plained this distinction in great detail in his paper “On the Status of Theme in
English” (1983: 116). The confusion can be traced back to the definition of
“theme” or “topic” as first proposed by Vilém Mathesius in 1939. “[The
theme] is that which is known or at least obvious in the given situation and
from which the speaker proceeds” (translated by Firbas, 1964, in Fries 1983:
116). But in the school of systemic functional linguistics, information struc-
ture in a clause, whether or not it is new or given, is seen as a separate system
within the language. Thus Thematic choice does not depend on what informa-
tion is to be treated as given or new, rather it depends on how one wishes to

! Refer to Sanseido New Concise English Japanese Dictionary. 1985, Tokyo: Sanseido
Company Ltd.
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develop the message.

2 Systemic Functional Notion of Theme in Japanese

Halliday, in his discussion of the Theme/Rheme relationship, has described wa
as the thematic® rather than topic particle. “. . .in Japanese for example, there
is a special postposition-wa, which signifies that whatever immediately precedes
it is thematic” (1994: 37). Admittedly, Halliday was using the particle wa to
illustrate the different ways Theme can be realized while giving a full and de-
tailed description of thematic organization in English. It was useful to illus-
trate the functional nature of the category Theme. In English, Theme is real-
ized in first position, while in Japanese, it is realized by postposition “element-+
wa.” 'This claim by Halliday has been widely accepted and taught in many an
introductory course in systemic functional linguistics. An example of this can
be found in Eggin’s book, An Introduction to Systemic Linguistics (1994: 275).
Again, she exemplifies how Theme is realized differently by different gram-
mars. In English it is by first position in the clause while in Japanese it is
realized by the “specific” grammatical particle wa. As far as I know, the claim
that wa is thematic is not based on any extensive discourse analysis of Japanese
from a systemic functional point of view. On the surface, this claim about the
function of wa looks very convincing.

One implication of this description of wa is that you would expect wa to
move around within a clause, and interestingly enough, it does precisely that.
In English, first position in the clause realizes Theme and one cannot change
the position of the element without changing the Theme. But in Japanese, if
wa marks Theme, then theoretically, the element marked by wa can locate any-
where within a clause. In the clause below, the element+wa occurs in second
position within the clause.

Kono yoki no naka, zen’kokukakuchi no jin’ja ya otera de wa Setsubun-sai no

gyojt ga nigiyaka ni okonawareta. (Mizutani and Mizutani 1981: 122)
In this climate, at temples and shrines throughout each distvict, the annual
setsubun, festivals were joyously held. (my translation)

Further, another implication of claiming wa as the Theme marker is that wa
could be expected to mark things other than grammatical subject, which it
does.
1.  Koko de wa tabako o suwanaide kudasai.
Please don’t smoke here.
2. Biru wa nomimasu.
(I) drink beer.
(taken from Makino and T'sutsui 1986: 518-19)
In sentence (1) above, wa marks a locative, koko de (in this place or here),
while in sentence (2), wa marks the direct object, biru (beer). It thus appears,

2 The use of the term “thematic” here, is the systemic functional definition of the word,
that is to say, it excludes any reference to information organization along the lines of
“given” or “new.”
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that Halliday’s claim that wa marks Theme is substantiated. However, this
claim needs to be investigated at discourse level. At sentence level things look
substantive, but this claim does not hold up when analysis is undertaken at
discourse level.

Arguing the Case for Theme in Japanese

1 Background

Before Halliday’s claim that wa marks Theme can be investigated, the question

of whether or not the category of Theme, as defined by Halliday exists in

Japanese needs to be verified. This has not definitively been established.
Interestingly, there lies justification for the existence of Theme within the

grammatical structure of Japanese. The following discussion explains this

Jjustification.

1.1 Japanese Is Like a Train

Japanese sentence structure has been likened to a train (Tsukuba Language
Group 191: 14). The verb is always sentence final (the train engine) with the
other elements preceding the verb in packages of “element—-particle,” that is to
say, these packages are Participants and Circumstances in the Transitivity
structure. 'These packages are like the train cars. “The engine of the train is
pulling a passenger car, a dining car and a freight car. The order of the cars
can change, but the engine always comes in rightmost position” ('T'sukuba Lan-
guage Group 1991: 14). The salient point here is that the order of the “cars”
can change. Students of Japanese, myself included, are told that the order of
the elements does not matter provided the verb is always sentence final. Yet,
from a systemic functional point of view this is a weak argument. Halliday has
argued that choice in language is never unmotivated. If you have a choice
in where to put parts of a sentence, then that choice must be motivated by
something. Usually this motivation relates to the creating and organizing of
textual meaning. “Systemic theory is a theory of meaning as choice...”
(Halliday 1994 : xiv).

Here lies justification for the existence of Theme in Japanese. Is the motiva-
tion behind the choice of positioning elements in a Japanese clause related to
Thematic organization? Samuel Martin strongly suggests this in his book A4
Reference Grammar of Japanese when he says, “ Japanese is usually said to have
a free word order with respect to the adjuncts. This means that so long as you
put the predicate (the nuclear sentence) at the end, where it belongs in a well-
planned sentence, you are free to present each of the build-up pherases early or
late as you see fit. ... Thematization, for example, will place an adjunct at
the beginning of the sentence.” (Martin 1988: 35).

1.2 Typical or Unmarked Clause Structure in Japanese and English

Another justification for the existence of Theme lies in the clause structure.
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English is often described as an SVO (Subject, Verb, Object) language. The
typical or unmarked word order is Subject" Verb”Object.® Japanese also has a
typical word order of SOV (Subject, Object, Verb). The grammatical subject,
that is the Actor/Agent in the transitivity structure, tends to be in first position.
The Actor precedes the Process (the verb) thereby enabling a Theme/Rheme
structure expressed by the sequence of the elements in the clause. It follows
then that the grammatical subject comes first, unless there is a good reason not
to position it so. In both cases, the subject precedes the verb thereby enabling
a Theme/Rheme structure expressed by the sequence of the elements in the
caluse.

In Halliday’s explanation of Theme in his An Introduction to Functional
Grammar, he talks about when and how a language might organize clause
constituents as a Theme/Rheme structure. He argues that “if in any given
language the message is organized as a Theme-Rheme structure, and if this
structure is expressed by the sequence in which the elements occur in the
clause, then it seems natural that the position for the Theme should be at the
beginning, rather than at the end or at some other specific point” (1994 : 38).

Typically speaking, in English the grammatical subject is the unmarked
Theme unless there is motivation to make some other element Theme. En-
glish and Japanese share the phenomenon of grammatical subject as first
element. Is it not possible then that they also share the phenomenon of
Theme as first position? Yet, Halliday stated that particle wa marks Theme
in Japanese. Here we have a clear discrepancy. What constitutes Theme
in Japanese, first position in the clause or the element marked by wa? This
discrepancy needs to be looked at closely. The following section describes a
simple experiment designed to test if first position in the clause contributes to
the constual of Theme in Japanese.

2 Testing for Theme

When testing for the existence of Theme, it is necessary to keep in mind a
series of steps as outlined by Fries and Francis (1992: 56). They have this to
say about descriptions of Theme in other languages:

“T'wo steps are critical in this development of the description of Theme in

any language:

1. We must develop explicit descriptions of how Theme is realized in the
various structures.

2. We must develop a set of examples, arguments, and descriptions which
demonstrate the uses and interpretation of Theme in context. These
examples, arguments and descriptions should explicitly link Thematic
content to the interpretations of texts.”

Bearing in mind Fries and Francis, the following test for Theme involves using
authentic Japanese material in context and results in an explicit description of

* The symbol (/) represents the phrase “. . . is followed by .. ..”
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what constitutes Theme in Japanese. Further, the examples, arguments, and
descriptions certainly link thematic content to the interpretation of the texts.

2.1 Hypothesis

Theme, in Japanese, is realized by first position in the clause. If first position
is salient for thematic organization of a Japanese text, then changing the first
element of the clause should disrupt the Theme thereby making the message in
the text difficult to retrieve.

2.2 Methodology

Two newspaper articles were selected. (Both texts are to be found in the
Appendices.) These newspaper texts appear in the textbook An Introduction
to Newspaper Japanese by O. and N. Mizutani (1981). This textbook uses
authentic material to teach second language learners of Japanese how to read
newspaper articles.

Whith the help of a native speaker of Japanese, both texts were rearranged by
changing the first element in each clause. Effectively, the order of the “train
cars” changed without changing the logical relationships between them or their
grammatical structure. The individual clauses in the “tampered” texts were
all grammatical, however, the cohesion between the clauses was, in some cases,
dirupted due to the order change.

Text 1, Samusa Yurunde, Setsubun is a newspaper report on the Setsubun
(Bean Throwing) Festival held annually in Japan. It describes what happened
at the Asakusa Senso Temple in Tokyo. Text 2, Ginké ni Tan’ji Goto:
San’patsu Hassha, 200 man’en Ubatte Toso is a report on a bank robbery giving
details about location and the events involved in the incident.

Thirty native speaker informants were given two versions, the original and a
tampered version of the Setsubun and Ginko texts. They were asked to read
the texts and decide which were easier to read and unferstand. The texts were
not identified as either original or tampered to the readers.

2.3 Results and Informants’ Justifications

As anticipated, the readers preferred the original texts. The original Setsubun

Table 1 Text Preferences
Text 1: Setsubun (25 out of 30 informants responded.)

No. of responses Preferved original Preferred tampered
25 19 (76%) 6 (24%)

Text 2: Ginko (22 out of 30 informants responded. )

No. of responses Preferred original Preferved tampered
22 21 (95%) 1(5%)
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text was preferred by 769 of informants, while 959%, of the informants pre-
ferred the original Ginko text The results are tabulated in Table 1.

2.4 Informants’ Justifications

Even though the informants were not asked to explain their choices, some
informants felt obliged to explain why they preferred the original texts. These
explanations are summarized below. The informants chose the original over
the tampered texts because:

the “element-+wa” was better positioned;

the “word linking ” method was better;

the subject was clearer and straightforward;

you get lost in the tampered text;

the organization of information in the tampered text was difficult to
follow;

the SOV structure was clearer in the original texts;

the word order is wrong in the tampered text.

Sl e

N o

2.5 Test Conclusions

From the pilot test results and justifications above, it appears that first position
plays a role in thematic development. The readers found they got lost or else
found it difficult to follow the point of the texts when they had their first posi-
tion element changed. In the original texts, the first position element appears
to function as an orienter for the message. Without this orientation, the
readers found the point of the information difficult to follow. The “element+
wa” did not seem sufficient as an orienter for the message. This test was only
a pilot and more tests using a larger sample of informants should be undertaken
to verify the above results. The question that still remains unanswered relates
to whether or not the clauses that lost their cohesive ties as a result of the first
position change within the text affected the results. However, in the mean-
time, it is useful to look at someimplications arising out of the claim that first
position realizes Theme in Japanese.

2.6 Thematic Development in the Newspaper Texts

The two original texts were analyzed to see if a pattern of orientation was evi-
dent by tracking the first position element in each clause complex and simplex.
As a comparison and cross check to the results above, “element+wa” was also
analyzed to determine if any message orientation was evident there. The issue
at stake here is whether or not wa is contributing to thematic development.
According to Matthiessen (1995: 575), “methods of development include organi-
zations that are temporal, spatial, lists, general to specific, object to attributes,
object to parts, and compare and contrast.” If thematic development does not
depend on the existence of “element+wa” then doubt will be cast on wa’s
assumed role as Theme marker. In Tables 2 and 3, the first position element
in each clause of Setsubun and Ginko are listed respectively. If an element+
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Table 2 First Position Elements in Setsubun
Clause | First position element Transitivity Role
1 Mikka wa Participant: Identified (Token)
2a Hobo zen’kokutekt ni Circumstantial Adjunct: Location
b samusa Participant: Actor
c tstikin’kyaku no nakae ni wa Circumstantial Adjunct: Location
3 Kono yoki na naka Circumstantial Adjunct: Contingency
4 Tokyo Asakusa no Sen’soji de wa Circumstantial Adjunct: Location
En’jifuku no ue ni kamishimo o
kikonda en’ji 570nin wa Participant: Actor
6a (...en’ji 570nin wa) Paritcipant: Actor
b (...en’ji 570nin wa) Participant: Actor
c (...en’ji 570nin wa) Participant: Actor
d 190130 Circumstantial adjunct: manner
7a “ud ud” to iu oni no koe no haitta tépu | Participant: actor
ga
b shokuin ga fun’shita aka-ont, ao-oni ga | Participant: Actor
8 Issei ni Circumstantial adjunct: manner
9a Chikara ippai negeta mame wa Participant: Actor
oni wa Participant: Actor
c (oni wa) Participant: Actor
10 Yéi shita 78 kiro no mame mo Participant: Actor

wa is also evident in each clause in first position, it is boldened. A bracketed
element indicates co-referential ellipsis.* Each first position element is further
identified by its Transitivity role.’

In the Setsubun text, there are ten sentences, six of them clause simplexes
(only one process) and four of them clauses complexes (more than one process
per sentence). Each simplex and each clause in the clause complex has its own
Theme. There are a total of 18 Themes that break down as shown in Table 4.

In the Ginko text, there are nine sentences, four of them clause simplexes
and the other five, clauses complexes. Again, each simplex and each clause in
the clause complex has its own Theme. There are a total of 22 Themes that

* Co-referential ellipsis of the Actor/Agent, is a feature of Japanese. Once the Actor/Agent
has been established, then provided it remains the focus of the following clauses, it need
not be repeated. This pattern of ellipsis, is illustrated in Setsubun in sentences 5 and 6.
Sentence 5 introduces enji (children) in first position. Ewnji is the Actor and is marked by
wa. The rest of the sentence gives information about the children, namely, gozen juuji ni
Kaminarimon mae ni seizoroi (they gathered at 10 ae.M. in front of Kaminari Gate). Sen-
tence 6 continues to provide information about the childrens’ activities and so the Actor,
enji is ellipsed. This ellipsis continues until the Participant is changed. This occurs in
clause 6d, the Participant now being, mamemaki (bean throwing).

For a detailed description of the transitivity roles, refer to Martin, Matthiessen, and
Painter, 1997, pp. 100-130.

v
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Table 3 First Position Elements in Gin’ko

Clause | First position element " | Transitivity role
la Tsuitachi gozen kuji gojugo-fun goro, | Circumstantial adjunct: temporal and spa-
Fukui-shi Kasuga-cho 238-1, Fukui | tial
Ginko Kasuga Shiten=Katd
Tomomasa Shiten-cho (44)=ni,
(...otoko) Participant: actor
c (...o0toko) Participant: actor
d (...otoko) Participant: actor
2a Yoshino-san ga Participant: actor
b (...otoko) Participant: actor
c uchi ippatsu wa Participant: actor
3 Hoka no nihatsu wa Participant: actor
4a Yoshida-san ga Participant: actor
b otoko wa Participant: actor
c (Yoshida-san ga) Participant: actor
d otoko wa Participant: actor
e (otoko wa) Participant: actor
f (otoko wa) Participant: actor
Déshiten wa Circumstantial adjunct: spatial
Uchi joser Participant: existent
7a Han’ko shiten nai ni wa Circumstantial adjunct: spatial
b keganin wa Participant: existent
8 Han’nin ga shin’nyn shite toso suru | Participant: identified
made (no jikan)
9a Fukui-ken kei no shirabe de wa Circumstantial adjunct: angle
(han’nin wa) Participant: actor
c (han’nin wa) Participant: actor

Table 4 Breakdown on Theme Types in Setsubun

1. Participants as Theme 66.6%
2. Circumstantial Adjuncts as Theme 33.3%

Table 5 Breakdown on Theme Types in Ginko

1. Participants as Theme 829

2. Circumstantial Adjuncts as Theme 18%

break down as shown in Table 5.

Halliday has labeled grammatical subjects as unmarked Themes. This is
because the grammatical subject typically comes first in a clause (Halliday
1994: 43) and the grammatical subject is most typically a nuclear partici-
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pant.® However, Themes other than participants are also possible as illustrated
above. These Themes, circumstantial adjuncts, etc., are labeled as marked
Themes because they have greater textual prominence (Martin, Matthiessen,
Painter 1997: 24). 'The distinction between marked and unmarked Theme as
described by Halliday applies equally in Japanese because the grammatical sub-
ject typically occurs in first position as explained in the section on typical or
unmarked clause structure above. Thus the unmarked Theme in Japanese is
a grammatical subject functioning as participant. The marked Theme is a
circumstantial adjunct which will “specify the spatial or temporal location of
the process, its extent in space or time, its cause, the manner of its occurrence
and so on (Matthiessen 1995: 198).

In each text, unmarked participant Themes are more frequent than the
marked, circumstantial Themes. This clearly establishes that the texts develop
through the participants, with Ginké having more participant Themes than
Setsubun. However, each text does have circumstantial Themes which are
strategically located at the beginning of each text to foreground both time and
location, that is to say, each of these newspaper articles set the time and place in
which people act out some event, either the Seisubun festival or a bank robbery.
This scene setting is achieved through using circumstantial adjuncts in first
position. This circumstantial thematic foregrounding occurs very early in each
text in order to estabish a condition in which the action, brought about by the
participants within the text, occurs and is therefore described. In Setsubun,
the marked Themes appear in sentences 2, 3 and 4, while in Ginko, a marked
Theme occurs in sentence 1.

In Setsubun, the writer sets the time and scene for the reader and then
“zooms-in” to the participants. The Themes in this text start broad and zoom
into detail. We have the date, location, and weather conditions as a broad
opening and then the text moves down into the detail of the people and things
involved, namely, the children and the beans. This is rather like a funnel and
brings the reader down into the detail of the festival. This method of orienta-
tion is most certainly motivated and the resource within the language for this
orientation is placing elements in first position.

In Ginko, the first Theme in the text locates the entire message in both time
and place. It is acting like an umbrella under which the rest of the text occurs.
In other words, the incident described in the following clauses occurred in “the
Kasuga branch bank on the 1st at 9:55 A.M.” and nowhere else. The subse-
quent Themes are mostly the participants, namely, otoko, the robber and
Yoshino-san, the bank employee. Toward the end of the text, a few circum-
stantial Themes are introduced for spatial location, that is, doshiten and han’ko
shiten nai ni wa, both referring to the bank.

Most interestingly, particle wa does not appear to contribute to the thematic

¢ “Participants” are “inherent in the process; they bring about its occurrence or mediate
this occurrence” (Matthiessen 1995: 198).
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development of these two texts. Were it functioning as Theme marker, then
you would expect it to be evident and operating in each simplex and complex in
each text. This is not the case. Sentence 1 in the Ginkd text does not contain
an element+wa. Yet, this clause clearly sets the scene, as it were, orienting the
reader to the time and location of the robbery. This circumstantial Theme in
clause 1a is not marked by wa. In Ginko, wa is also absent in clauses 1b, Ic,
1d, 2a, 2b, 4a, 4c, 4e, 41, 6, 9b, 9c¢, that is to say, 12 out of 22 clauses (55%) have
an absence of element+wa. In Seisubun, wa is absent in clauses 2a, 2b, 6a,
6b, 6¢, 6d, 7a, 7b, 8. Again, 9 out of 18 (50%) of the clauses are without ele-
ment wa. My point is that, given the absence of wa, it seems a misnomer to
describe it as the Theme marker. It does not play a substantial role in the-
matic development. Rather, thematic development is occurring in first posi-
tion, and different types of thematic progression are evident. The question of
how the particle wa function(s) still remains. This will be briefly addressed in
the section below.

As previously mentioned, Dane§ and Fries have described different kinds of
thematic progression. One example is the linear thematic progression type
where a new Theme is picked from the previous Rheme, as illustrated in Fig-
ure 2. Another is the continuous thematic progression type that “enters into a
relation with a number of different Rhemes” (Fries 1995: 320) which is illus-
trated below in Figure 3.

[ Theme 1 }———{ Rheme 1 |

|
| Theme 1 Rheme 2 |

Fig. 3 Continuous Thematic Progression

Both types of thematic progression are evident in the two newspaper articles.
Sentences 4, 5, and 6 in Seisubun illustrate linear and continuous progression
in Figure 4 below. The same patterning is evident in Sentence 9 in Ginkd in
Figure 5.

In each example, the second Theme is picked up from the preceding Rheme,
en’ji (children) in Figure 4 and han’nin (criminal) in Figure 5. This is an
example of linear progression after which these established themes, en’: and
han’nin then participate in a continuous thematic pattern within a clause chain.’
Consequently the participants, en’j7 and han’nin, are co-referentially ellipsed.

7 A clause chain as described by Matthiessen (1995: 177) is when “clause complexes are
built up of dependent, non-final clauses with verbs in ‘medial’ form, culminating in an
independent final clause with the verb in ‘final’ form. The full specification of mood and
tense/aspect is delayed along the chain until the culminating clause with the final verb.”
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THEME RHEME

4. Tokyo Asakusa. no ‘kono hi gozen Sen'soji yochien no ENJI

Sen'soji de wa ni yoru mamemaki ga -okonawareta

5.Enjjifuku no ve ni o év(r)uzen juji Kaminarimon mae ni seizoroi

kamishimo o kikon'da

ENYJI 570 nin wa

|6a I Nakamisedori o nigiyaka ni koshin shite,

| 6b | Sen's6ji hon'do mae de mame no haitta masu o
morai,

|60 | sen'sei no "byoki ka kega o motte kuru oni o

gen'ki yoku taiji shimasho" to iu setsubun no
hanashi o kiita ato,

| 6d. iyoiyo I mamemaki.

Fig. 4 'Thematic Progression in Setsubun

THEME RHEME

9a Fukui-ken kei no HAN'NIN wa shin'cho 175 sen'chi kurai,
. |~

shirabe de wa |

|9b h | haiiro no shatsu o Kkite ori,

fgc l shiroi tozan'bo o kabutte ita.

Fig. 5 Thematic Progression in Ginko

Martin (1988: 59) confirms this description when he states that grammatical
subjects tend to be ellipsed in Japanese. However, despite the fact that they
are co-referentially ellipsed, Theme is still operational, the element in first posi-
tion being an unmarked Theme.

The Function(s) of “Wa”

The discussion so far has described the operation of Theme in the two newspa-
per articles without reference to element+wa or its function(s). However,
from the above analysis, it is clear that element+wa does appear in first
position and can therefore function as Theme. Can it then be labeled as the
Theme marker? No. As suggested above, for wa to be labeled as the Theme
marker, it would seem reasonable to expect it to mark every Theme. This is
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not the case.

It seeems the question of the function(s) of particle wa remains to be
described in systemic functional terms. Further, a systemic functional descrip-
tion of the function of wa will need to address the more established views of
linguists, such as Samuel Martin. Samuel Martin writes in detail about par-
ticle wa, and his description of the uses of wa is very helpful. As a first start
in the description of wa, let us consider his description. He states that wa
contributes to the focus of attention in a clause.

“The particles wa and mo signal opposite focus: mo highlights, wa subdues.

Attention is concentrated by mo, it is shifted elsewhere by wa. ... We can

speak of the function of wa as backgrounding or “out-focusing” and that

of mo as foregrounding or “in-focusing.” But generally we will speak of a

phrase marked by wa as SUBDUED, and one marked by mo as HIGH-

LIGHTED.” (Martin 1988: 52)

Further on in his discussion, Martin talks about wa having three uses, that is to
say, there are three situations that will lead to the choice of backgrounding
using particle wa. The three situations are:

1. when you are asking or answering a question about some other part of

the sentence:
Ano hito wa dare ga yon’da? *“Who called him?”
Amno hito wa dare o yon’da? “Whom did he call?”
2. when you are denying something about some other part of the sentence
Tabako wa nas. “There aren’t any cigarettes.”
using wa in this context denies the statement contained in the nucleus
(existence vs. non-existence).
3. when you are supplying information about the points of contrast between
grammatically parallel adjuncts in two sentences.
Kore wa oki ga, sore wa chisai “THIS is big, but THAT is
little.”
Ryori wa ove ga suru ga, kaimono wa ototo ga suru “The cooking is
done by ME and the shopping by my little BROTHER” (Martin
1988: 60-64).

Martin then states that these three situations all involve a meaning of con-
trast: “contrast with a grammatically parallel counterpart in a paired sentence,
contrast with an interrogated adjunct within a single sentence, and contrast
with a negativized nucleus of a single sentence” (Martin 1988: 64). He then
groups situations 1 and 2 above as types of UNCONFIRMED information
and stituation 3 as a type of CONFIRMED information. In other words,
Martin has, in a round-about way, described wa as playing a role in the informa-
tion system of the language, that is to say, he has described wa as functioning
to ascribe a certain information status to the element it marks. As mentioned
at the beginning of this paper, the organization of information is treated as a
part of the grammar that realizes textual meaning. In other words, wa does
contribute to the organization of language into a coherent message, it is part
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of the grammar of the textual meta-function, but it does not operate in the
Theme/Rheme structure. Rather, it operates in the information structure of
the clause.

T'o investigate and illustrate how wa functions in the information system of
Japanese is beyond the scope of this paper. It is, however, very important that
this possibility be investigated and previous work by other linguists (Kuno
1972, 1976; Ono 1973; Chafe 1976 and Inoue 1980) be scrutinized. In so
doing, it will be necessary to look at how wa operates in the different types of
transitivity processes at clause level, that is to say, wa may have a distinctive
role in the grammar of identifying and attributive relational processes, and in
the existential process. Also, the question of why wa appears a Theme needs
to be addressed. This will relate in part to the fact that Themes, once they
have been introduced into a thematically well wormed text, will naturally
construe “given” and “contrastive” information thematically.

Closing Remarks

In conclusion, I wish to reiterate the purpose of this paper. Firstly, I dis-
cussed the notion of Theme in order to determine whether or not Theme, as
defined by Halliday exists in Japanese. In order to test for the existence of the
Hallidayan notion of Theme, I argued that the particle wa should not be
described as the Theme marker in Japanese, as suggested by Halliday, because
other features of the grammar suggest that first position in the clause construes
Theme—these features being 1) the typical unmarked order of the elements in
a Japanese clause (S"O"V) and 2) the moveability of the elements within the
clause. I then hypothesized that first position is salient for thematic organiza-
tion of a Japanese clause and tested this by moving the first position elements
in two newspaper texts and testing readers’ reactions. Overwhelmingly, the
tampered texts were perceived by the readers as difficult to read and under-
stand. 1 have interpreted this difficulty to be the result of a lack of thematic
organization brought about by changing the first position element in each text.
Having claimed that first position realizes Theme in Japanese, I then looked
at the thematic development evident in the two newspaper articles, illustrating
examples of linear and continuous thematic progression. This pattern of pro-
gression displays a method of development centering around the participants
with strategically placed circumstantial adjuncts of time and location. In other
words, I have shown how the texts develop thematically without relying solely
on element+wa. Particle wa does not appear to play a direct role in Thematic
organization as claimed by Halliday and accepted by his following.

However, this claim that first position in a Japanese clause realizes Theme
raises interesting questions about the function of wae. This particle needs
further investigation from a systemic functional point of view. Only with
more thorough analysis of texts will light be shed on the nature of this particle.
Further, care should be taken to separate the system of Theme/Rheme from
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Information organization which functions to assign “given,” “new,” and maybe
even “contrastive” status to elements within a text. 'This separation of sys-
tems, I believe, is necessary in order to clearly describe the function(s) of wa.
Theme must be viewed as separate from “given” and “new.” 'To date this has
not been the case and may be the reason why particle wa continues to be an
enigmatic feature of Japanese.
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Appendix 1: The Original Texts

The notation “||” marks the Theme/Rheme boundaries in each clause. The Gram-
matical Subject is in bold type. The Japanese is in italics, the English in plain text.
The Theme in Japanese is translated as the Theme in English. Each sentence is
numbered. If the sentence contains more than one clause then the clauses are labeled
alphabetically.

1. Samusa Yurunde Setsubun
The Cold Eases and (It’s) Setsubun

1. Mikka wa || setsubun.
The third || was the Setsubun Festival.

2. a) Hobo zen’kokuteki ni || aozora ga hirogari,
Throughout the whole country || blue skies have opened up,
b) samusa mo || yurun’de,
the cold too || has eased and
c) tsiakin’kyaku no naka ni wa || kéto o nuide te ni motsu hito mo.
within the commuting public || people who have removed their coats and
are holding them too [exist].

3. Kono yoki no naka ||, zen’kokukakuchi no jin’ja ya otera de wa setsubun-sai no
2yoj1 ga nigiyaka ni okonawareta.
In this climate, || at temples and shrines throughout each district, the annual
setsubun festivals were joyously held.

4. Tokyo Asakusa no Sen’soji de wa || kono hi gozen, Sen’sdji yochien no en’ji ni
yoru mamemaki ga okonawareta.
At Tokyo’s Asakusa Sensoo Temple this morning, || bean throwing by the
temple’s kindergarten children was held.

5. En’jifuku no ue ni kamishimo o kikon’da en’ji gohyakunanajinin
wa || gozen juji ni Kaminarimon mae ni seizorot.
570 children wearing the kamishimo over their uniforms || gathered at
10 A.M. in front of Kaminari Gate.

6. a) (ellipsed Theme) || Nakamisedori o nigiyaka ni koshin shite
(The children) || marched noisily along Nakamise Street and,
b) (ellipsed Theme) || Sen’soji hon’do mae de mame no haitta masu o morai,
(They) || received a container-ful of beans in front of the main Sensoo Temple
building and,
c) (ellipsed Theme) || sen’sei no “byoki ka kega o motte kuru oni o gen’ki yoku
taiji shimashd” to iu setsubun no hanashi o kiita ato
(They) || listened to the teacher’s Setsubun chant, “Let’s exterminate totally
the devil that brings illness and injury,” after which,
d) dyoiyo || mamemaki.
eventually || bean-throwing [began].

7. a) “ud uo” to iu oni no koe no haitta teepu ga || nagareru to,
A tape which contained the voice of the devil saying, “Oo Oo” || was heard
when,
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b) shokuin ga fun’shita aka-oni, ao-oni ga || hariko no kanabo o motte tojo.
red and blue devils who were staff disguised, || appeared carrying papier
méché rods.

Issei ni || en’ji kara “oni wa soto, fuku wa uchi” no koe ga agatta.
Altogether || from the children, voices saying, “Out with the Devil, in
with Good Fortune,” rose up.

a) Chikara ippai nageta mame wa || pachipachi to kokimi yoku ont ni atart,
The beans which (they) threw vigorously || hit the devils point blank and,
b) omni wa || uésao shita ageku,

the devils, || running here and there, after which

c) (ellipsed Theme) || kosan.

(They) || surrendered.

Yéi shita nanajihachi kiro no mame mo || sugu ni naku natta.

The 78 kgs of prepared beans also || quickly disappeared.

2. Ginko ni Tan’ju Goto: San’patsu Hassha, 200 man’en Ubatte Toso.

Armed Bank Robbery: 3 shots fired, (Robbers) stole 2 million yen and fled.
1.

a) Tsuittachi gozen kuji gojugo-fun govo, Fukui-shi Kasuga-cho 238-1, Fukui
Ginko Kasuga Shiten=Kato Tomomasa Shiten-cht (44)=ni, || sen’jussai
kurai no kuroi san’gurasu no otoko ga kyaku o yosootsute hairikomi,

On the 1st around 9:55 A.m. at the Kasuga Branch of the Fukui Bank 238-1
Kasuga-chd managed by Kato Tomomasa (44) || a man about 30 years old
wearing black sunglasses in disguise entered the bank,

b) (ellipsed Theme) || raiten’chii no doshi Itagaki-ché Shimonawate, shufu,
Sugawara Kimiyo-san (30) o ushiro kara tkinari ha ga ijime ni shita ue,

(The man) || suddenly grabbed from behind Mrs. Kimiyo Sugawara, a house-
wife from Fukui city Itagaki-cho Shimonawate who was visiting the bank at
the time. In addition to this, '

c) (ellipsed Theme) || kaunta chao ni ita suito gakavi no Yoshino Toshiyuki-san
(29) ni pisutoru o muke,

(the man) || pointed a gun at Mr. Yoshino Toshiyuki (29) a bank clerk standing
behind the counter, and

d) (ellipsed Theme) || “Okane o dase, hayaku dase” to odoshita.

(the man) || demanded, “ Take out the money quickly!”

a) Yoshino-san ga || odoroite tachiagatta to tan,

Mr. Yoshino || stood up in surprise, at that moment,

b) (ellipsed Theme) || pisutoru o san’patsu hatsusha,

(the man) || shot the gun 3 times.

c) wuchi ippatsu wa || yaku 5 metoru hanareta Yoshino-san no tsukue no ue no
gen’kin ukezara ni meichu.

The first shot || hit the cash tray on Mr. Yoshino’s desk which was about 5 m
away.

Hoka no nihatsu wa || kabe ni atatta.

The other two shots || hit the wall.

a) Yoshino-san ga || soba ni atta ichiman’en no satsutaba futatsu (ker 200
man’en, obifutsuki) o kaunta ni oku to,
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Mr. Yoshino || put the two piles of cash (totalling 2 million yen) which were
close to him on the counter, when,

b) otoko wa || “kochira ni hore” to kaimono-bukuro o nagekomi,

the man || threw him the shopping bag saying, “ Throw it here.”

c) (ellipsed Theme) || satsutaba o irete nagekaeshita to tan,

(Mr. Yoshino) || put the money in the bag & returned it when no sooner than,
d) otoko wa || fukuro o washizukam? ni shite,

the man || snatched it and

e) (ellipsed Theme) || omote ni tobidashi,

(the man) || ran quickly to the shop entrance and,

f) (ellipsed Theme) || doshiten nishigawa ni tomete atta joydsha de tso shita.
(the man) || escaped by a car parked on the western side of the bank.

doshiten wa || Kato Shiten-chora koin hachinin.

In the bank || there were 8 people including the manager.

Uchi || josei san’nin.

Of these || three were women.

a) Han’ko toji shiten nai ni wa || san’nin no kyaku ga ita ga,

In the bank at the time of the robbery, || there were three customers but

b) kega nin wa || nakatta.

injured people || there weren’t.

Haw'nin ga shin’nyi shite 16s6 suru made (ellipsed subject) || yaku 5 fun
kan datsuta.

(The time) it took for the man to enter and escape || was within about 5
mins.

a) Fukui-ken kei no shirabe de wa || han’nin wa shin’cho 175 sen’chi kurai,
According to the Fukui-ken police investigation || the suspect is 175 cm tall,
and

b) (ellipsed Theme) || haiiro no shatsu o kite ort,

(the suspect) || is wearing a grey shirt and

c) (ellipsed Theme) || shiroi tozan’bo o kabutte ita.

(the suspect) || is wearing a white mountain-climbing hat.
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Appendix 2

Below are the two newspaper texts as they were used in the Theme test. Each article
had an original and a tampered version. The numbering of the texts was random.

Text 1: Setsubun

Text 1(1) #&BA THS

ZHREHS. BESERNCEEREN YRS LEAL T, BPEoRIcEa— FERWTEICES>ADL. &
OEROH, 2EEH O RBF THEIOROTEN R ELMIThbi.

HREEOKRESFTIZZ 0 BN, REFYHBORKRICL2TEEN Thhl. BRRO LIZH(MD%
L) eFZARBREE AT HRFCEMRIISEZ A 0. pRHEA D &I &0 00Tl L THRESY
ABEFITEDORWoTev 2 &L bW, FED THERL 7y Takio T 2RETKICBBELELLY) 0
SENOELEBMVWEDLVWIVWITEE. "o Fd—, YA — LVIROFOASTZT— I BN D &,
BN SA LRI, FRSED Z0BER - TR, —FICER»S TRIZ—4, Bid—m, oF» Lk
Bofe. Do E 0BT RGEAF AF LANKBRE S RITY Y, RIEEFEALEDT L, BB HEL
fettN\FeoE LTkl ai.

Text 1(2) &igi cHI%

I =ZH. FEBENY, BZEREHEESLEAT, 2 - ERWTFCEo>AbBEHEOHIZW
o, BINEROTENZ OBFRNH, RESHOHHCBF TCRIZESHITbAL

BESOMEOBRIC I 2HEEPHERREEOE L FTIXZOREFH, Thhiz FEitwcEERS L
KHEMALL) ZEZEIAFBREEEHFAREMRICBEEA V. KELNpRIEED 27# L TEDIZW
Sl AR BEFAEFTLOY, BEDO THRERLr FEFE > T ARETKICBHRLELEI Y, )
EDOFELEBMWEZEHEVWIWVWITEEE, "T04—, UF—, LWOHROEOA-LT—7BHEIZ &, &
DZOEEERE-> TIENSA LR, FRABE. TR, BE—KN, oFR—FIcER»S L2
Sl BV WIBT TR ASF AF LANERE My, REEREFELEZDT L, BE +in
{lpole, HELEETFN\Fe0FE L.

Text 2: Ginko

Text 2(1) $FICEHINE—3 HIEH 200 FHE > Tk

EHREL 6 V0RWY LT ADER—BFRIRETES DA, BHTERT-=A0—, @HERITRE
ARG = R EREE (M) =2, B2 CADIRA, KEFORBHEN TRE iR BRAER
SAEQ)EBAPDLNERVFANRWEEDIZLES R, by 2 —hRiWEHNGROEERES A ()
ez bR, TeriE, BOME, LK

BNTERIALNRIL ENoklkA, B2 M EIZREH, WEA— ML ERS A 0RO Lo
SZITESILH b—RiaMmh. BhoR@3 YoMk, 2@ o—FHOLKEZ>GIZHEHFH, #
HESEEHIABRI Yy — B L, T2bbikiEoh, LBEBVRERITIAL, LREANTE
FIR LI bTzh, BEBIDLLSHRICLTREROHL, RAZEREHIIIED T - RAEckEL .
IR EE S AXTEIITBAAN. 2 b= A. SAOENLITHBERIENITII WA, TR ANiZkr-o
fo. FIESEIZ o7, LPABBAL THEET S T
PAZEHBREORANTEIE—LHEE L FLBW, REDY Yy Y EEFETED, BOBWLUEE»E-> T
7z,

Text 2(2) $TICEHIRE—3 BRH 200 5% > Tkt
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—HEFIIRESIST 5, BHTFREANS/A\0—, EBHETEBE=NESEXEE (mUm) =z,
EHRABVORNY LT 2A0BEREEE S TAVIAAL, RERORHMREN THRE, £/, TREER
EL(EO)ERAMLOLVERIFDBVREDICLIEY 2, B Y ¥ —dRiznWi RO EHBE S A (THh)
CEX MAERY, Takie, BOHE, LB LK.

EHSAPENCAULERoTctich, CR M EZEREY, 9b—RIWHA — MV EHRIALO
WMo EOHESHEbicfMp. MoZRBEIC Yo/, EHIARZTTEH > —FHOLKE=-» G
BHA, #EAX)E v o2 —BLE, B TobbikiEdon, LBEVWIEERITIAL, LREANT
BFR LA, BRBSEbLbLSMAHICLT, BRROCBL, FIXERBRICIED Th->RAETkE L
7z,

B ME IR ER SITERAAN. 9 b= A, LITFYUERERICIEZEADES NN, T8 AE2h-
oo BABMBAL THES S £ TRESFEE 7.
BHEEORRTRPAZEE—LEHE L FLBW, REDV ¥ Y EETEY, BWEUEEZAE->TW
Iz.



