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Abstract :

Spoken and written language have been demonstrated to differ in a number of regards, includ-
ing in the phenomenon of ellipsis. In Japanese, function words are omitted much more frequently
in written language. Ellipsis of function words is a practical strategy in maximizing efficiency
for the sender of a message. From the perspective of a message receiver, however, this poses the
cognitive burden of inferring missing information from whatever pieces are retained. After the
elimination of such function words as case particles or a function verb ‘suru,” what is left often
forms a simple word-like structure which can be difficult for a receiver to unpack. This difficulty
can be attributed to the inherent transient nature of spoken language : there is no record of a
message as it is transmitted. With this lack of retroactivity, it cannot be referred back to for
clarification. A receiver must rely only on memory to balance the tasks of reconstructing abstract
relations among the retained pieces and processing the stream of incoming information. Ellipsis
of function words in spoken language is, then, a less viable strategy than in written language, as

it puts a cognitive burden on message receivers and runs the risk of misunderstanding.
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