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Volitional and Non-Volitional Verbs in Japanese and their Structural Characteristics

(research note)
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The relationship between the (non-)volitionality of a verb and its structural
characteristics (particularly those concerning its valency with nouns) has not attracted
much research. In order to conduct comprehensive future research into the issue, this
research note mainly considers volitional verbs and examines the case markers of
nouns which are obligatory arguments of verb.

The study ascertains the following points: (1) Very few volitional verbs
take only the noun marked by the ga case as their obligatory argument. Numerous
volitional verbs take nouns with wo, ni, kara, or to case markers as their obligatory
arguments; (2) The grammatical meanings (i.e. semantic roles) of nominal arguments
combined with volitional verbs are extremely varied; (3) A basic examination of verbs
expressing a person’s non-volitional actions and verbs expressing the movement of
objects revealed that they possess different structural characteristics from volitional
verbs.

The characteristics pointed out in this note, especially for the volitional verbs
will suggest that almost all volitional actions by a person involve them actively
exerting influence on or being involved with the outside world (viz. things, other
people, society, space, or matters). This is reflected by the fact that the various

relations with the outside world are expressed using a variety of nominal arguments.



