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The Structural Ambiguity and Focus Shifting  
in Restrictive Focus Expressions in Japanese and Chinese 

 

LI Zhe
 

This article analyzes the structural ambiguity and focus shifting in restrictive focus 

expressions in Japanese and Chinese. Although both languages are characterized by 
structural ambiguity, Chinese tends to further allow multiple interpretations than 

Japanese. The position of Japanese restrictive focus particles is relatively free and 

consistent with the dominant word order, resulting in structural ambiguity. Conversely, 
the position of Chinese restrictive focus adverbs is relatively fixed and deviates from the 

dominant word order, causing multiple interpretations. Both languages are prone to 

exhibiting structural ambiguity when a sentence contains complex predicate elements. 
Most focus particles cannot shift focus, while Chinese sentences with restrictive focus 

adverbs generally allow focus shifting with multiple interpretations. 
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