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A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF WORD ORDER IN CHINESE AND JAPANESE LANGUAGES:
PREVAILING PERCEPTIONS AND THE REAL SITUATION

Summary. Among linguists, there is a very widespread view that the Chinese and Japanese languages have a fixed
word order. Indeed, in these languages, as in the absolute majority of languages, there is a basic word order that domi-
nates: in Chinese it is SVO (subject—predicate—object), and in Japanese it is SOV (subject—object—predicate). However,
over the past half century, when interlingual and intercultural relations grew rapidly in the conditions of globalization
of economic and information space, when the mastery of foreign languages in Northeast Asia became a vital need, the
norms of using the basic or peripheral word order acquired a certain structural and semantic regulation. The purpose of
this study is to reveal the originality of solving the issue of basic and peripheral word order in the Chinese and Japanese
languages. The object of study is the models of a simple sentence in these languages, the subject of study is the actual
semantic-grammatical and pragmatic irregularity of basic and peripheral word orders in a comparison of the Chinese and
Japanese language systems. The result of this research is the following eonelusions. The Chinese and Japanese sen-
tence structures regarding the order of subject, object, and predicate are flexible at three levels: syntactic, semantic, and
pragmatic. Despite the basic SVO order, sentences with the SOV order function in the Chinese colloquial style: “4 (ba)
clause”, and “} (jiang) sentence”. Passive sentences have OSV order determined by the service words “#%(bei)”, “ik:

(rang) 7, “MY (jiao) 7, or “45 (g&i) 7. SOV and OSV word orders are considered peripheral. In a Japanese sentence,
the large number of case paradigm particles allows structural flexibility with respect to word order. In addition to the basic
SOV order, there are also three peripheral variants: OSV, SVO, and OVS, which have the effect of highlighting syntactic,
semantic, and pragmatic aspects. Sentences with peripheral word orders have a special pragmatic load.

Key words: the Chinese language, the Japanese language, word order, flexibility of structure, comparative analysis,
sentence, system, syntactic, semantic, linguopragmatic.

Foreword

Any language linearly arranges along the time axis and in a specific direction, thus giving rise to in-
flections. Moreover, different languages have different inflectional restrictions and varying flexibility [4,
p. 9], so inflections are an essential vehicle for the study of the world’s languages. J. Greenberg analyzed
30 languages and summarised six types of inflections: SOV, SVO, VSO, VOS, OVS, OSV [3]. M. Dreyer
extended the range of languages to 1377, among which 565 (41 %) languages have SOV word order;
488 (35.5 %) languages have SVO word order; 95 (6.9 %) languages have VSO word order; 25 (1.8 %)
languages are VOS word order; 11 (0.8 %) languages have OVS word order; 4 (0.3 %) languages have
OVS word order; and the remaining 189 (13.7 %) languages belong to other non-dominant inflections
[2]. Japanese belongs to the SOV order, and Chinese belongs to the SVO order, which is the second in
terms of number only to SOV but is the most spoken languages in the world. On this basis, this paper
makes a comparative study of the inflections of Chinese and Japanese, especially the inflections of the
essential components (S — subject, O — object, and V — predicate), which helps to form a deeper un-
derstanding of the Chinese and Japanese languages.

The Flexibility and Word Order of Chinese
Chinese lacks morphological changes in the strict sense, and many grammatical meanings and sen-
tence types often have to be expressed through inflections, so inflections are particularly important in

Chinese grammar. Zhang Shilu proposed to determine grammatical categories based on word order: "%
VB L Vg, SEVURET A RA R [5]. It mentions the role of the word order in the study of gram-
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mar to a very high position. It is generally believed that the syntactic function of Chinese word order is
powerful, the word order is strictly limited, and the mandatory nature of the word order forms a specific
and regular type of basic word order [6]. The basic Chinese word order is SVO, and the predicate is
usually placed between the subject and the object, which is the most important feature of Chinese word
order. As the following example:

(D) KWK (S) 3% T (V) Kig#E (0) o [Cinderella fell crystal slippers].

(2) ZeAk (S) FT#E (V) JE&#HL (0) o [Witch breaks the magic mirror].

(3) JHK (S B (V) #2k (0) . [Tears soak the pillow].

Although Chinese word order reflects more syntactic functions, it is also closely related to language
expression and comprehension [7], Chinese word order should involve the needs of syntax, semantics,
and pragmatics at three levels, which gives rise to some variant word order, making Chinese word order
very flexible. In Chinese, variant inflections are usually regulated by markedness [8], becoming marked
sentences.

The first one is “Ba (3t%)” sentences, which is undoubtedly a marked syntactic structure as far as the
basic order of modern Chinese is concerned [9]. The above three example sentences of SOV order can
be replaced by “Ba” sentences:

(17 ) REHIR () fEKEEE (0) % F T (V) . [Cinderella ba crystal slipper fell].

(27 ) Ak (S) fEEEEE (0) 4TH (V) . [Witch ba the magic mirror breaks].

(37 ) JHK (S) 48k (0) ZiE (V) . [Tears ba the pillow soak].

In modern Chinese, the most crucial feature of the “Ba” sentences is its order pattern [10]. To em-
phasize the object, the “Ba” sentences is structured so that the object is put in front of the predicate and
inverted into the SOV order. It is a particular linguistic phenomenon [11]. In the above three sentences,
the typical subjects 744 (cinderella), % Ak (witch), and JH/K (tears) are all placed in front of the word
“Ba”; the typical objects of 7K #&f#E (crystal slipper), E#%i (magic mirror) and ¥k (pillow) are placed
behind the word “Ba”, while the predicates 7 I I (fell), T 1% (breaks), and {2 % (soak) are placed at the
end of the sentence. There is a written variant of “f2 (Ba) ” in the form “¥ (Jidng) ”, so the three
“Ba” sentences above can also be replaced by “¥ (Jiang) ”:

(17 7)) KR (S WK (0) & M1 (V) o [Cinderella jiang crystal slipper fell].

(27 7 ) LAk (S) ¥gmESE (00 F#E (V) . [Witch jiang the magic mirror breaks).

(3”7 ) THK (S ¥#k (0) R (V) . [Tears jiang the pillow soak].

However, the application of “Ba” sentences is subject to semantic constraints, the verb of “Ba” sen-
tences must be an action verb in a transitive verb [12]:

(4 MFREmpER, & S JEHA (V) {50 (00 . [Iam very confident of this exam].
(47 ) WFRRPFER, & S BEL O FEFE D .

The predicate “f7” in the example sentence (4) indicates existence meaning. It is a non-action verb,
which is very common in Chinese SVO order. Still, when it is converted into the SOV order of “Ba” sen-
tences, as in the example sentence (4’), it is very awkward and does not conform to Chinese pragmatic
conventions. Secondly, “Ba” sentences is mainly found when the verb is followed by a complement [13],
“R” is the tendency complement of the verb “7%” in example (1), “f%” is the resultant complement of
the verb “47” in example (2’), and “¥2” is also the resultant complement of the verb “%” in example (3”).
All these show that the “Ba” sentences lacks productiveness.

On the other hand, “Ba” sentences is more often used in colloquial expressions, such as “F&A/1EE
ANFTHCT  (we ba the enemy defeated),” “J243 32 {2 T (ba the rubbish took out)”, “3t% /"1 J (ba the
window opened)”. These show that the existence of “Ba” sentences expands the Chinese word order into
a marked SOV order, but its scope of application is still limited. i

Another kind of marked sentence in modern Chinese is the “Bei (#7)” sentences, This is the
most typical type of Chinese passive sentence, which belongs to OSV order. The passive marker
can distinguish the giver and the receiver, and avoid ambiguity in the sentence [14]. The object
before “Bei” is the recipient, and the subject after “Bei” is the giver. The word “Bei” is often used
in negative semantics, such as “suffered”, “caused”, “accidental”, or “affected” [15], and the object
is placed at the beginning of the sentence to get special emphasis, indicating that it is the affected
element of the event. The above three examples of SVO order can also be replaced with the “Bei”
sentences:

(177 7 ) KEREE (0) BRWHIR (S) ¥ T (V) o [Crystal slipper was fell by Cinderella].

(277 7 BB (0) #ilcAk (S) #T# (V) o [The magic mirror is broken by witch].

(37 77 ) Bk (0 #gHK (S) ®iIE (V) . [The pillow is soaked by tears]. ‘

“¥%” is the most commonly used passive marker in modern Chinese. In terms of stylistic features, “#%”
is more colloquial. It also has three colloquial variants: “it: (rang) ", "y (jiao) and “oh (géi) ™,
which are semantically different from "#7”, and they cannot wholly replace the word “#%”. “Example
sentences are as follows:

(5) %t (0) ik (rang) M (S) Wz 7 (V) . [That fish was eaten by the cat].
(6) IFaFRIsE (0 M (jiao) N (S) 414 T (V) o [A good view was disturbed by someone].
(7) KM (0) 45 (geid K (S) KT (V) o [Clothes were blown away by the wind].
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There also exists a kind of unmarked passive sentence in Chinese, which is also of OSV order, except
that the marker “Bei (#%)” is omitted. This kind of passive sentence serves as the predicate of SV, which
has th? same order as the Chinese active sentence, with a relatively strong declarative nature [14]. For
example:

(8) XA (0) £ (S) FHiF (V) . [This book was read by me].
(9 71 (0) & (S) #HET (V) o [I picked up child].

Therefore, in modern Chinese, because of the semantic and pragmatic needs, the language structure
of “Ba” sentences and passive sentences appear. “Ba” sentences is in SOV order, and passive sentences
are in OSV order. They break the basic word order and reflect the flexibility of Chinese word order. Of
course, SOV and OSV are special linguistic structures in Chinese, and their proportion is limited, SVO
is still the main language order in modern Chinese.

The Flexibility and Word Order of Japanese

Japanese word order is generally flexible, and the subject, predicate, and object can interchanged
in many cases. For example, the Chinese sentence “Ji (S) iz (V) HiZkfi (0D (The cat ate that
fish)” can be expressed in different ways in Japanese:

(10) Jins (s) BXfz (v) « ZDfi% (o) . [The cat ate that fish].

(1) 20fa% (o) BN/ (v) s (s). [That fish was eaten by the cat].
(12) 2Dfa% (o) Jin (s) FXfz (v) . [That fish was eaten by the cat].
(13) Jin (s) ZDfa%E (o) X1z (v) . [The cat ate that fish].

Although the order of these sentences has changed, they are semantically the same, and the sentenc-
es are still valid. This situation is because Japanese belongs to the adhesive language, there are a large
number of case particles, subject and object of Japanese are mainly composed of "noun + case particle",
the position of the case particle is much more important than the noun, and it even can be thought that
subject and object of Japanese are entirely determined by the case particle, not by their position, so
the Japanese word order becomes very various. In the above four examples, it is evident that no matter
whether "} (cat)" appears in the front, middle, or back of the sentences, as long as the case particle “
737 follows it, "Jii (cat)" is the subject of the sentences. Similarly, "f& (fish)" becomes the object of the
sentences because of the case particle “% ” behind it.

The flexibility of Japanese inflection also implies the diversity of the essential inflectional components
S, V, and O. Japanese belongs to the typical SOV language, and its basic inflectional order is SOV, such as:

(14) Fhhs (S) FAL%E (0 3 (V) . [Ipost the letter].
(15) ZESAH (S) Rupi# % (00 o (V) o [Ligot a good grade.]

Since the subject of Japanese is determined by the auxiliary word "#3", and the object is determined
by the auxiliary word "% ", in addition to the basic SOV order, there is also a different order of OSV.
For example, the example sentence (12) "Z O fi% (o) iz (s) &7z (v) ", which switches the
position of the subject element “J# 3" and the object element “% " in the typical example sentence (13)
"W (s) 2DfmE (o) BNz (v) 7, they stay the same semantic meaning, and the sentence (12)
is also still valid. Similarly, we can change the above SOV sentences (14) and (15) to OSV:

(147 )F4%E (0) FAAH (S) H ¥ (V) . [The letter is posted by me].

(15" )RVREEZE (0) ZESAD (S) Hlo7z (V) o [A good grade was gotten by Li].

Of course, SOV is more common than the Japanese OSV order, and OSV cannot be a basic order,
because OSV order is often used in a particular discourse requirement, placing the object constituent
foremost to emphasize the importance of that information [4, p. 73]. In addition, OSV order is also used
in long Japanese sentences, for example:

(16) FEmRL LAz (Att) FzE (00 s (S) BWHLA (V). [The woman
chased a cat, which ate delicious fish].

In this sentence, “Jf(cat)" and "Z¢ 14 (woman)” are both nouns, and “4#(cat) (0) "has a long modifier,
while "% (woman) (S)” has no modifier. Since the Japanese word order tends to mean that long struc-
tures are often put before short structures [16], it is reasonable to put “J#i(cat) (0)" which has a long
definite modifier before "Zcf4 (woman) (S)”. In addition, according to Japanese, if the above sentence
is expressed with the basic SOV order, it will become “Z A (S) L W a N f (Att)
iz (0) JBWHL 7 (V) ” and the linguistic inertia would make people think that “# £ is the
subject, “f4" is the object, and "X X 7z” is the predicate, which is regarded as the SOV order. However,
as the sentence continues, it becomes clear that “Z2#k L > f % X 7-” is just an attribute modifying “
Mi(cat)", “Jffi(cat)" is the real object, and "iE > Hi L 727 is the real predicate, so human has to break up
and reorganize the sentence, which adds to the burden of comprehension, and therefore, according to the
Principle of Language Economy, in order to express the semantics with concise components as much as
possible, “J#i(cat) (O) " which has a long modifier is placed in front of "% (woman) (S)” which has no
modifier, it is the requirement of language itself, and the OSV order also come into being.

In addition to the two inflections SOV and OSV, the expressions (10) “J3 (s) X7z (v). Z D
% (0)" and (11) "Z D f % (o) BJz(v) A (s)” also exist, the predicate is usually preceded from
the basic SOV order. Similar expressions include:
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(7)) FA (S) b e oz (V) KfH % (0) . [Ilost time track].

(18) KsfH % (0) BB oo/ (V)  BA (S) o [Time is lost track by me].

(19 B8BESAD () MELREL 2 (V) . E % (0) . [The customer tried on the clothes
many times].

%,20) ME () fIELHEL L (V) . 8K SAH (S) o [The clothes were tried by the cus-
tomer many times].

These sentences are often used in spoken language, where the verb is moved forward by one position
in order to emphasize it, and where the predicate needs to be marked off from the following subject or
object by a comma, with a shorter sentence structure, a firmer tone, and a sense of attaching something
new to the sentence when it has finished, and belong to the category of inverted sentences [4, p. 73]. In
this sense, the SVO and OVS sequences in Japanese mainly play a role at the pragmatic level.

Although the Japanese word order is relatively free, it has four structures: SOV, OSV, SVO, and
OVS, there is also a certain strictness. According to Noda Shoushi, in Japanese, big units have a freer
order than small units: “/N & Z BAL & ) K & 4 Qéﬁ@ﬁfﬁ FellEAH BT & %7 [18]. The large unit or-
der in Japanese includes the order between S, V, and O, the small unit order covers the order of the noun
and case particle, and Japanese adopts the order of the noun followed by the case particle, they can not
be interchangeable[15]. For example, in the Japanese example sentence (13) “Jfi%3 (s) Z D fii# (o) &
~N 7z (v)”, although “%i (S)" can appear at any position in the sentence, the subject constituent must be
rendered as "} 23" instead of " 7!732%}? ', and similarly, the object constituent of the sentence can only be "
fi1 % " instead of "% 4", which demonstrates the strictness of the Japanese inflection order. In addition,
the predicate in written Japanese is fixed at the end of the sentence, which is one of the more typical
features of Japanese word order. Example sentence (12) % D% (o) 25 (s) B\ 7z (v), and example
sentence (13) i (s) T O f#% (o) B\ 7z (v), are both in written Japanese, and their predicates are
both "& X 7z (eat)", which must be located at the end of the sentence.

Overall, Japanese has a flexible order, its basic order is SOV, and due to the presence of case parti-
cles, the subject, predicate, and object can be switched at will to become heteroglossia OSV, OVS, and
SVO structures. However, there is also a strict side of Japanese word order, the noun and case particle
order within a sentence is restricted, the order of nouns must be followed by case particles, and predi-
cates often appear at the end of the sentence in the written language.

Concluding remarks

Analyzing basic Chinese and Japanese constituent utterances, we find that Chinese word order occu-
pies an essential position in grammar and lacks formal changes. However, language itself has flexibility
in the process of use. Because of semantic and pragmatic requirements, Chinese also produces some
variant word order, which breaks through the constraints of the word order in the syntax, it means the
word order of Chinese embodies a certain amount of flexibility in the strictness. In Japanese, due to
the large number of case particles, the subject, predicate, and object are mainly determined by the case
particles that follow, which provides flexibility. The change of inflections will not cause a semantic con-
tradiction, and this flexibility satisfies different pragmatic demands of the Japanese language. Of course,
this paper is limited to essential inflectional components, and there are more considerations for complex
sentences, which the author will continue to explore in future research.
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HNOPIBHAJBHE JOCJILIKEHHA NOPANKY CJIB Y KHTAMCBHKIN I ATOHCHKIN MOBAX: YABJIEHHA,
10 JOMIHYE, TA PEAJIBHHI CTAH

Anorania. BeabMu nomupeHuM cepej; MOBOSHABIIB € IIOTVIA HA KUTANCHKY Ta ANOHCHKY MOBU AK Ha MOBH i3 ()iKCOBAHUM
nopaakoM ciaiB. JlificHo, y IuX MOBax, fAK i B a0COJIOTHIi GiJIbIIOCTI MOB, € 0A3UCHUII TIOPAMIOK CJIiB, IO JOMIHY€E: B KUTaM-
cpkift MoBi e SVO (cy6’exT—npenuraTr—o6’exT), a B AnoHchkin — SOV (cy6’ekT— 006 ekT—npenurar). OfHak 3a ocTaHHI
HiBCTOMITTSA, KOJU BUCOKUME TEMIIAMH 3POCTAJIHM MEHMOBHI il MIKY/JIbTYPHI CTOCYHKH B yMOBaX ri06aJisallii eKOHOMIYHOTO
Ta iH(popMaIiiHOr0 IPOCTOPY, KOJIU BOJIOAIHHA iHO3eMHUME MoBaMu y kpainax IliBHiuno-CxinHoi Asil cTago HaraJpHOO 110-
Tpe6010, HOPMH BUKOPUCTAHHA 6asucHOro abo nepugepiitHoro opAAKy caIiB HaOY/IH IeBHOI CTPYKTYPHO-CEeMaHTHIHOL ypery-
JbOBaHOCTI. MeTa boro TOCHiIHEeHHA I0IATaE Y POSKPUTTI CBOEPIIHOCTI BUPIIeHHA TUTAHHA 0a3MCHOTO Ta NepudepiiiHoro
TOPAMKY CJiB y KATANCHEIH i AMOHCHEIH MoBax. ()0 €KTOM BUBUEHHSA € MOJIEJi TIPOCTOTO PEIEHHSA B IUX MOBAX, HPEIMETOM
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BUBUEHHA — (PAKTHIHA CEMAHTHKO-IPAMATHIHA i IIparMaTHdHa YHOPMOBaHicTb 6asucHUX i mepudepifiHUX NMOPAIKIB CJIiB
y sicTaBIeHHI KUTAHCHKOI | ATOHCHEOT MOBHUX cucteM. Pe3yaprarom nochimxeHus ¢ Taki BHCHOBEH. CTPYRTYPH KATARCHKOTO
Ta ANOHCHKOTO PeYeHHA IIOZO0 NMOPAIKY pO3TAIlyBaHHA cy6’€KTa, 00’€KTa i IpefUKaTa Ha CyYaCHOMY eTalli PO3BUTKY MOB
€ THYYKUMH Ha TPHOX PiBHAX: CHHTAKCUIHOMY, CEeMAaHTHIHOMY Ta mparMatudHoMmy. HesBasmatoun Ha 6asucHuii mopagox SVO,
y KATalichKOMY PO3MOBHOMY CTWJII (yHKIIOHYIOT pederHd i3 mopamkom SOV: I (ba) pewenna» i <l (jidng) pedenns.
Peuenns nacusHoro crany Maiorb nopagok OSV. ITeit mopagok 3yMoBIo0TH HaABHI B HUX cay#060Bi caoBa «f (bei)», «ik
(rang) », M (jiao) », abo «%; (g&i) ». Hopanku cai SOV i OSV BeamatoTs nepudepiitaumu. Y ATOHCHKOMY pedeHHi
BeJIMKA KiIbKICTh YaCTOK BiIMiHKOBOI apaiurMu 3a0esIedye THYUKICTh CTPYKTYpPH W00 HopAAKY caiB. Kpim 6asucHoro mo-
panky SOV, € Tarkosm Tpu nepudepiiinux Bapianra: OSV, SVO ta OVS, — axri mMaloTh egeKkT mifcBiTyBaHHA CUHTAKCHIHUX,
CeMAHTHYHUX 1 MparMaTHIHUX acmekTiB. PedenHsa i3 mepudepifiuMu mopagkaMu cJiB MaioTh 0COGIMBE MparMaTHIHEe Ha-
BaHTAMKEHHA.
KmouoBi ciroBa: kuTaiichka MOBa, ANOHCHKA MOBA, NMOPANOK CJIiB, THYYKICTh CTPYKTYDH, 3icTaBHUil aHaJi3, peueHH ,
CHCTeMa, CHHTAKCUIHUH, CeMAHTUIHUH, JIHTBOIPATMATHIHU.

Cmammio ompumarno 25.03.2024 p.
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