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The L2 acquisition of Japanese Relative Clauses by Chinese-speaking Learners

University of Hawaii at Manoa
Yunchuan Chen

Japanese and Chinese are different in terms of the available interpretations of an anaphor within
the head noun of relative clauses.

1) Daisyj-ga  Mickey,-ga arat-ta jibunje-no  booshi-o yogoshi-ta.
Daisy-NoM  Mickey-NOoM wash-psT self-GEN hat-acc  stain-psT
‘Daisy stained the hat that Mickey washed.’

@) Daisiy; nongzang-le Mickeyi Xi de zijij-de maozi.
Daisy  stain-psT Mickey wash DeE self-DE hat
‘Daisy; dirtied selfj/i’s hat that Mickeyy washed.’

It has been claimed that, in Japanese relative clauses such as (1a), the anaphor jibun inside the
head noun can only refer to the main subject Daisy, not the relative clause subject Mickey (e.g.,
Hasegawa, 1988). In contrast, in Chinese relative clauses such as (1b), the anaphor ziji inside the
head noun can refer to either the main subject Daisy or the relative clause subject Mickey (Aoun
and Li, 2003). Therefore, Japanese is more restrictive than Chinese concerning the interpretation
of the anaphor within the head noun of relative clauses. This leads to a question in the context of
native Chinese speakers learning Japanese as a second language: can they acquire the knowledge



of the constraint that jibun within the head noun of relative clauses cannot refer to the relative
clause subject? This is an important issue because, for native Chinese learners, the target Japanese
knowledge cannot be derived from input, classroom instruction or learners’ native language.

To address this issue, two picture-matching Truth Value Judgment Task (TVJT) studies were
conducted with Japanese and Chinese respectively. A total of 28 native Japanese speakers
participated in the Japanese task and 69 Chinese-speaking learners of Japanese
participated in the Japanese and Chinese tasks. The learners were further categorized into
35 advanced learners and 34 intermediate learners by Marsden’s (2004) Japanese
proficiency test. The results suggest the intermediate learners rely on their Chinese
knowledge to interpret the anaphor jibun within the head NP of Japanese relative clauses
while the advanced learners have the knowledge that the Japanese anaphor jibun is more
restrictive than the Chinese anaphor ziji in its interpretation within the head NP of relative
clauses.



