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Chinese -ma (W) and Japanese -jan(aika):
A Contrastive Analysis of Chinese and Japanese
Sentence-final Forms in Terms of Information Structure
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Abstract
This paper is an attempt to characterize the roughly corresponding Japanese and Chinese sentence-final
particle constructions -jan(aika) and -ma (W) by comparing them in terms of information structure. Data
collected from some corpora are evaluated according to the following criteria: (i) proximal vs. distal, (ii)
known vs. unknown, and (iii) old vs. new. It is shown that (1) while -jan(aika) has a strong tendency to
mark new information, -ma (W) is not biased toward either old or new information and (2) -jan(aika) is
used preferentially when the speaker is informationally superior to the addressee, whereas -ma (W) is most
likely to occur with old information, irrespective of the addressee’s state of knowledge, which makes it
easier for -ma (W) than -jan(aika) to mark information recoverable from the context. It is further suggested
that these contrasting characteristics are manifestations of some general differences between Chinese and

Japanese.
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