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Laterality during lexical decisions of words in hiragana

Atsuko Nakagawa

Dept. of Neuropsychiatry, Kanazawa Medical University

The pattern of semantic priming in English
(Nakagawa, 1991) was replicated with the
Kanji characters (Nakagwa, 1994). The current
study extends the methodology to the study of
words in Hiragana. In written Japanese, Kanji
characters are nonphonetic graphic symbols for
lexical morphemes and Hiragana characters are
phonetic symbols for syllables.

In this study, a single priming word is fol-
lowed after a short (67 ms) or long (750 ms)
prime to target delays by a target Hiragana
string which may either be a word or a nonsense
string. The prime-target relationships were oppo-
site (strong association), remote association,
unrelated and neutral. The target is presented
lateralized to the left or right of fixation and is
presented so briefly that its direct projections
are to one hemisphere. The subjects respond by
pressing a key whether the /target is a word
or not. Previous studies with this method have

shown that priming by semantically related word
lowers reaction time (facilitation) over a neut-
ral condition while priming with an unrelated
word raises reaction time (inhibition).

The pattern of laterality of semantic coding
found for English was replicated with Hiragana.
That is, visual word targets presented directly
to the left hemisphere showed an early facilita-
tion and a late developing inhibition. On the
other hand, targets presented to the right hemi-
sphere showed a late developing facilitation of
both strongly and distantly related words. While
English, Kanji and Hiragana showed similar
semantic patterns there was a general advantage
for the left hemisphere with Hiragana and
English and no such advantage for single Kanji
characters. It is believed that this reflects diffe-
rences in visual processing between the Kanji
and Hiragana.



