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An Empirical Study of Regional Variations in Polysemous Networks:
A Crowdsourced Survey on the Similarity of Word Meanings

NISHIUCHI Sae
Hokkaido University of Education / Project Collaborator, NINJAL

Abstract

This paper examines regional variations in the polysemous networks that shape linguistic knowledge
of polysemous words, using a survey on the degree of similarity in example sentences. The
contemporary Japanese adjective amai serves as a case study. Previous research on polysemy has
typically abstracted individual personal differences, focusing instead on shared linguistic structures.
In contrast, this study investigates regional variations in polysemous word usage, exploring whether
the structure of polysemous networks differs across regions. By analysing similarity ratings, it offers
an empirical perspective on regional differences in polysemous networks and contextualises
multiple theories from previous studies on the semantic extension of amai.

Beyond its primary meaning of ‘sweet,” amai can also mean ‘bland,” as in: “The miso soup in
Kansai is bland.” Prior studies divide amai’s polysemous structure based on whether it originates
from ‘sweet’ or ‘bland.” Dialect studies indicate that in some regions, alternative terms such as usui
or mizukusai convey ‘lacking salt’. Based on dialectal data, this study examines whether regions that
do not use amai for ‘bland’ difter in the expansion process to other senses of the word compared to
those that do.

This study surveyed approximately 300 participants from 11 regions in Japan via Yahoo!
Crowdsourcing, collecting similarity ratings across five categorical meanings of amai. The survey
results reveal that polysemous networks vary in relation to other word meanings, depending on
whether the intuition of ‘not salty enough’is present. Supported by dialectal research, the results
confirm regional differences in polysemous structures and provide explanations for competing
theories of semantic extension.

Keywords: polysemy, regional variations, similarity, polysemy networks, adjective
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