A change in progress or age-grading?
‘A quantitative analysis of intensifier use in Seoul Korean

The use of intensifiers (e.g. very, really, so, ...) provides an ideal site for research into linguistic
change because of its unstable nature (Bolinger, 1972). The original denotational meanings of
intensifiers usually dissipate as they increase in frequency and an existing intensifier is often replaced by
a new one (Stoffel, 1901:2). For example, very has lost much of its original modal meaning of ‘truly’ or
‘genuinely” as it occurs more frequently and has waned in frequency, giving way to other rising
intensifiers such as so, really, etc. (Ito & Tagliamonte, 2003). It has been revealed that intensification
systems of a number of speech communities change rapidly (Macaulay, 2006; Rickford et al., 2007;
Tagliamonte, 2008; Tagliamonte & Roberts, 2005). Korean is no exception to having such dynamic
nature of intensification system. However, virtually no attention has been given to the use of different
intensifiers in spoken Korean.

This study presents a synchronic quantitative study of the use of intensifiers in Seoul Korean.
Drawing from 40 sociolinguistic interviews with native Seoul Koreans from four age groups, a total
1912 of tokens were coded for two linguistic constraints (functional and semantic type of adjectival
heads occurring with intensifiers) as well as two social factors (age and gender) and submitted to
multivariate analyses through GoldVarb X. Our analyses answer three main research questions:

(1) What effects do intralinguistic and extralinguistic factors have on the intensification system in
Seoul Korean?

(2) What are the noticeable patterns of synchronic variation that may reflect a change in progress of
the intensification system in Seoul Korean?

(3) If we assume the pattern suggests there is a change in progress, who is leading the change of the
intensification system in Seoul Korean?

The results show that age is the most significant factor in the change of Seoul Korean
intensification system. A close examination of two most robustly occurring intensifiers in the data, nemu
and toykey, reveals that while nemu is gradually waning (Range of factor weight in Age: 34), holding its
status as the most dominant intensifier in Seoul Korean, toykey, the runner-up, on the other hand, is
rapidly rising (Range of factor weight in Age: 38). Our results corroborate Labov (2001) and
Tagliamonte and D’Arcy’s (2009) findings of an adolescent peak in that the frequency of toykey is
highest among adolescents and decreases to the oldest generation. Contrary to the general pattern that
women usually lead the diffusion of innovative forms, the use of toykey appears to be led by teenage
boys.

We also consider a possibility of age-grading: toykey can be used most robustly among younger
speakers because the use of toykey is associated with “being innovative” or “being cool” among
teenagers. Toykey has been regarded as informal, vernacular or even slangy (Ahn, 2003). Therefore, this
innovative variant can be used most vigorously in one’s teenager years and abandoned across one’s
lifespan.



Reference

Ahn, Joo-Hoh. 2003. A Study on the Degree Adverb ‘toykey (very)’ in Korean Spoken Language. The
Journal of Linguistic Science 24, 149-66. [Written in Korean]

Bolinger, Dwight L. 1972. Degree Words. The Hague and Paris: Mouton.

Ito, Rika & Sali Tagliamonte. 2003. Well weird, right dodgy, very strange, really cool. Language in
Society, 32, 257-279.

Labov, William. 2001. Principles of linguistic change, vol. 2: Social factors. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Macaulay, Ronald K. S. 2006. Pure grammaticalization: The development of a teenage intensifier.
Language Variation and Change 18, 267-83.

Rickford, John R., Buchstaller, Isabelle., Wasow, Tom. & Zwicky, Arnold. 2007b. Intensive and
quotative ALL: Something old, something new. American Speech 82 (1), 3-31.

Stoffel, Cornelis. 1901. Intensives and Downtoners. (Anglistische Forschungen 1). Heidelberg: Winter.

Tagliamonte, Sali A. 2008. So different and pretty cool! Recycling intensifiers in Toronto, Canada.
English Language and Linguistics 12(2), 361-394.

Tagliamonte, Sali A. & Chris Roberts. 2005. So weird; so cool; so innovative: The use of intensifiers in
the television series Friends. American Speech 80 (3), 280-300.

Tagliamonte, Sali A. & Alexandra D’Arcy. (2009). Peaks beyond phonology: Adolecence,
incrementation and language change. Language 85(1):58-108.



