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On Ellipsis in Japanese and Korean viewed through a
Study of Contrastive Discourse

Hiroko Oki

Abstract

It is pointed out that an expression such as “Coffee?” is natural in Japanese but not
so in Korean in a similar situation. This paper explains the reason why in Japanese a
sentence can end with a noun whereas in Korean a predicate is required in a similar
situation. The author proposes that ellipsis can be analyzed at both the emic level and the
etic level. Emic-level ellipsis is explained at the abstract level and etic-level ellipsis at the
concrete level. At the emic level, a sentence ending with a noun like “Coffee?” is classified
as a sentence in which the predicate has been omitted. On the other hand, at the etic level
of concrete discourse, this sentence would be classified as an appropriately unmarked
expression with no omissions.

From the above argument, it can be assumed that the difference in acceptability of
the expression “Coffee?” between Japanese and Korean is caused by the difference in the
Discourse Construction Attitude. In Japanese, the speaker and the listener stand separated
from one another; the speaker sees the object and, at the same time, the listener’s
perception of that object. The listener, on the other hand, sees the speaker and the
speaker’s perception of the object, a structural pattern known as the Ternary Relationship.
Therefore, for the Japanese speaker and listener, it is relatively easy to reconstruct the
meaning of the utterance if the sentences have omitted predicates. Conversely, in Korean
Discourse Construction Attitude, the speaker and the listener are separated from one
another; the speaker is less conscious of the object and the listener’'s surroundings; the
speaker and the listener see each other and the speaker focuses their attention on the
listener in the conversation. Korean Discourse Construction Attitude has no Ternary
Relationship. Therefore, it is hard to represent the speaker’s expressional meanings

without predicate sentences.

Keywords: ellipsis, ending a sentence with a noun, Discourse Construction Attitude,

contrastive discourse study, Japanese, Korean
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