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The semantic structure of a Japanese polysemous verb “KIRU”
—A psychological approach beyond the introspective method—

Shin MORIYAMA, Ochinomizu University

Abstract

This study tested the validity of semantic structure research with the introspective method by using
a psychological approach, which was analyzed by non-metric multidimensional scaling and cluster
analysis.

The study dealt with a Japanese polysemous verb “KIRU (cut)” and revealed the results as fol-
lows.

1) In the classification of the word meanings, the result of cluster analysis was similar to that of
the introspective method in many respects, which means that the introspective method was verified by a
psychological approach to a considerable extent.

2) By conducting a psychological experiment and analyzing the results, we could get more de-
tailed information about the word-meaning extension, with which we could complement the results of
the introspective method.

The study also discussed the advantages and disadvantages of these methods as tools for analyzing
word meaning.

1) The introspective method has the advantage of a researcher precisely analyzing meaning.
However, it has the weak point of subjectivity because a researcher makes decisions on his/
her own during analysis, which might make the conclusion subjective.

2) On the other hand, the characteristics of the psychological approach are completely opposite
to those of the introspective method mentioned above. Although analysis using the psycholog-
ical method allows a researcher to obtain results more objectively from a large number of
subjects, these procedures might lack accuracy in results because analyzing is done by general
non-experts.

3) In conclusion, from the new point of methodology, it should be said that we should not use
only one of these methods, but rather use both the introspective and the psychological meth-
ods. Comparing the results and analyzing differences in the results would increase the accura-
cy of the analysis of the semantic structure of words.

At the same time, this study also showed the semantic structure of the basic Japanese verb

“KIRU”, as follows.

1) The prototypical meaning of “KIRU” is “(a volitional person) {cut) {a continuous thing)
(with an edged tool)”, such as in the example sentence, “she cut the rope with a knife.”

2) There are four extended meanings, “cut open,” “cut off,” “kill, die, injure,” “issue (a docu-
ment),” which derive from the prototypical meaning due to metonymy.

3) There are also eight other meanings such as “remove (an unwanted part),” “break off, turn
off,” “judge, criticize,” “cut across,” “fall below,” “do completely,” “do forthwith,” “shuffle
(cards),” that extend from the prototypical meaning or from one of the metonymically ex-
tended meanings due to metaphor.



