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A comparative study of categorical structures of the polysemous
verb kiru “cut” between Chinese learners and native speakers of
Japanese:

A psychological experiment to verify the semantic analysis

Yu Wang

Graduate School of Language and Culture, Osaka University
1-8 Machikaneyama-cho, Toyonaka, Osaka, 560-0043 Japan

Abstract The purpose of this study is to investigate how meanings of the typical Japanese
polysemous verb kiru “cut” are categorized. The study also aims to claim how differently the
semantics of kiru is perceived between learners and native speakers of the Japanese language.
In addition to semantic analysis based on the cognitive theory of force dynamics, I conducted a
psychological experiment with native speakers and Chinese learners of Japanese in order to
verify the findings from the qualitative analysis through a statistical approach. As a result of
semantic analysis, the super-schema of kiru was extracted with each meaning reclassified into
four semantic patterns. In the psychological experiment, the validity of the four patterns was
verified, suggesting a need for further investigation. The experiment revealed that native



speakers and learners have different semantics perception of the verb kiru. While native
speakers tended to show a relatively more coherent set of semantic categories based on the
features of the object argument, learners did not seem to fully recognize the relationship
between the verb and the object argument. Learners had difficulty capturing the relationship
between the meanings of the main verb and the compound verb with learners’ categorization
less likely to be structured.

Keywords polysemy, force dynamics, verb of cutting/severing, categorization
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