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1   Introduction 
The intensifier system is often considered an ideal choice for the study of linguis-
tic change due to its unstable nature. It is one of the grammatical areas most sus-
ceptible to rapid change and recycling as forms are replaced by newly coined ex-
pressions (Brinton & Arnovik 2006, Hopper & Traugott 1993, Lorenz 2002). For 
this reason, the intensifier system has been extensively studied in many varieties 
(Bauer & Bauer 2002, Labov 1985, Lorenz 2002, Partington 1993, Peters 1994, 
Tagliamonte 2008, Tagliamonte and D’Arcy 2009, Tagliamonte and Robert 2005, 
inter alia) 

However, only a few studies have explored intensifier use in Korean and most 
studies on Korean intensifiers have focused on gender differences found in writ-
ten Korean (e.g. Kang & Kim 2009; Kim 2009; Park 2006). Therefore, little is 
known about synchronic difference or diachronic change with regard to intensifier 
use in spoken Korean. Given that the intensifier system is closely related to collo-
quial usage (Fries 1940) and changes with relative rapidity, studies of the syn-
chronic difference between age cohorts in spoken Korean would provide evidence 
that explains both the ongoing change and variation of Korean intensifier use. 

The current study presents a synchronic quantitative investigation of intensifi-
ers in spoken Korean used in Seoul, Korea. The data are collected from sociolin-
guistic interviews with 42 native Korean speakers between 8 and 49 years of age. 
The distribution of intensifiers according to two internal and two external con-
straints will be examined. Using multivariate analyses, the simultaneous effect of 
these constraints will be tested. 

We first provide the definition of intensifiers and the scope of this study. In 
Section 2, the methodology employed in this study will be elaborated. In Section 
3, results of distributional and multivariate analyses will be presented. In Section 
4, the major findings of the study will be further discussed. 
 
1.1. Intensifiers 
Intensifiers are adverbial modifiers used as scaling devices (Quirk et al. 1985). In 
their system, intensifiers belong to broader sets of degree adverbs named amplifi-
ers. There are two types of such adverbs: intensives and downtoners. Intensives 
are adverbs that “maximize or boost meaning” or “scale a quality up” (Bolinger 
1972:17) as do very and really in (1a) and (1b), respectively. Downtoners, on the 
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other hand, “scale downwards from an assumed norm” as a little in (1c). The 
scope of analysis in this paper is limited to an analysis of intensives. 
 

(1)  a. They are very nice. 
b. She is really cute. 

              c. She is a little cute. 
 

Intensifiers have a number of labels, including intensives adverbs (Stoffel 
1901), degree words (Bolinger 1972: 18) and amplifiers (Quirk et al. 1985: 567). 
Given its wide usage in recent works (e.g. Maucaulay 2006, Rickford et al. 2007, 
Tagliamonte & D’Arcy 2009), in this paper, we uniformly call them intensifiers.  

Intensifiers can occur with a broad range of syntactic heads. They can boost 
the meaning of an adjective, verb, another adverb, or even an entire sentence, as 
really does in (2) (Lorenz 2002). In (2a), really boosts the meaning of the verb 
like, whereas it modifies the adjective boring in (2b). Really intensifies the mean-
ing of “being in love” in (2c) and it modifies the entire sentence in (2d). 
 

(2)  a.  I really like linguistics. 
b.  Linguistics is really boring. 
c.  She is really in love with linguistics. 
d.  Really, I went there. 

 
The scope of intensification in this paper, however, is restricted to the effect 

of the prototypical function of intensifying grading adjectives. Other contexts 
such as noun or verb intensification are ruled out. 
 
2 Data and Method 
2.1. Participants and data collection 
Forty-two native speakers of Korean stratified by age and sex participated in the 
study. Sixteen were male while remaining twenty-six were female and partici-
pants ranged in age from 8 to 49. All participants was born and raised in Seoul, 
Korea. The participants were grouped into four age cohorts:1) elementary school 
students between the ages of 8 and 12, 2) teenagers between the ages of 13 and 19, 
3) college students between the ages of 20 and 29 and 4) adult speakers between 
the ages of 30 and 49. The demographic information of the subjects is outlined in 
Table 1. 
 

Sex / 
Age 

Kids 

(8–12) 

Teens 
(13-19)

College students 

(20 –28) 

Adults 
(30-49) 

Total 

Female 8 6 7 5 26 
Male 3 4 4 5 16 
Total 11 10 11 10 42 

Table 1: Demographic information of participants. 



 

For data collection, sociolinguistic interviews were conducted. Before the in-
terview, participants were told that the interview would be purely for research 
purposes and that their anonymity would be ensured. All interviews were record-
ed in the participants’ home or at a familiar location in their neighborhoods. The 
average length of interviews was about 45 minutes. The topics of conversation 
were mainly daily lives, friends, family, hobbies and problems with family or 
friends. 
 
2.2   Data analysis 
2.2.1   Circumscribing the variable context 
In line with previous quantitative sociolinguistic studies on intensifiers (e.g. Ma-
caulay 2006, Tagliamonte 2003, 2005, 2008) all adjectival heads that actually ap-
peared in the data and could be intensified were considered in the analysis. For 
example, the intensifiers nemu and toykey modifying the adjective kwiyepta ‘cute’ 
in (2a) were included, as were the adjectives without intensification in (2b). Any 
contexts that do not allow for intensification, such as comparatives and superla-
tives in (2c-d), were ruled out. Negative contexts as in (2e) were also excluded 
because intensifiers modifying negatives do not really have the meaning of higher 
degree that we intend to see. Only affirmatives were included. 
 
(2) 
a. Ce inhyeng–un nemu kwiyep–Ø–ta.   
 that doll–TOP very cute–PRS–DECL   

‘That doll is very cute.’ 
b. Ce inhyeng–un Ø kwiyep–Ø–ta.   
 that doll–NOM  cute–PRS–DECL   
 ‘That doll is cute.’  
c. Ce inhyeng–un i-inhyeng pota te kwiyep–Ø–ta. 
 that doll– TOP   this doll than more cute–PRS–DECL 
 ‘That doll is cuter than this doll.’ 
d.  Ce inhyeng–un choykolo kwiyep–Ø–ta.   
 that  doll–TOP best cute–PRS–DECL   
 ‘That doll is the cutest doll.’ 
e.  Ce inhyeng–un cengmal an kwiyep–Ø–ta.  
 that doll– TOP really not cute–PRS–DECL  
 ‘That doll is not really cute.’  
 
2.2.2   Data Coding and Analysis 
All the adjectival heads were coded based on whether they occurred with intensi-
fiers or not, along with two linguistic constraints (function and semantic type of 
an adjectival head) and two social factors (age and sex). For each speaker, an av-
erage of 50 tokens of adjectival heads was coded. The percentage intensification, 



 

following the principle of accountability (Labov 1972: 72), was calculated as fol-
lows: 
 

% Intensification 
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	 	 	 	 	
 

 
3  Results 
3.1   Distributional analysis 
3.1.1   Overall distribution  
Table 2 provides a breakdown of the intensifiers that occur more than 10 times in 
the data. Of the 1,849 adjectives that could have been intensified with an intensi-
fier, 621 were actually intensified. Although there are a variety of intensifiers, the 
vast majority are represented by a small group. Nemu and toykey account for 56 
percent of the intensifiers used in the data. The following analysis will be limited 
to these two major intensifiers, nemu and toykey. 
 

Intensifiers Percent (%) Number of Tokens 
nemu 11 203 
toykey 7.9 146 

koyngcanghi 3.1 62 
cengmal 2.7 55 
cincca 2.4 51 
manhi 1.3 35 

acu 1.1 21 
wancen 1.0 18 

All other items 1.6 30 
Overall intensification 33.6 621 

No intensification 66.4 1228 
Total 100 1849 

 
Table 2: Frequency of intensifiers by lexical item (N >10) 

 
3.1.2 Distribution by age and sex 
Figure 1 shows the distribution of the most frequent intensifier, nemu, which oc-
curs with 11 percent of the intensifiable adjectives in the data. Nemu robustly oc-
curs in all age groups, but its use gradually decreases from older to younger gen-
erations.  
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4.2   Rising toykey and its adolescent peak 
In contrast, the runner-up toykey appears rapidly rising: the use of toykey is high-
est among teenagers but it sharply decreases to older generation. To look at the 
etymology of toykey, the inception of toykey dates back to the fifteenth century, 
and the original meaning of toykey was the combination of the adjective  toyta 
‘thick without moisture’ and the adverb suffix key ‘-ly’ (Ahn 2003). It then has 
gained the abstract meaning of ‘challenging + -ly’ as well as ‘excessively’. It then 
has functioned more frequently as an intensifier without original denotational 
meanings. Its use as an intensifier has been much more recent than that of nemu. 

The first possible interpretation is that toykey is rising rapidly. In the apparent 
time trajectory of toykey, we find an adolescent peak, which suggests a change in 
progress. This relates to Labov’s (2001) and Tagliamonte and D’Arcy’s (2009) 
findings that in linguistic change in progress, there appears a peak in the teenager 
group, which indicates that adolescents use the innovative forms more frequently 
than their immediate youngers because younger speakers have not had enough 
incrementation of change. Therefore, this seems to suggest that the rise of toykey 
is a change in progress. 

If the rise of toykey is a change in progress, who leads the change? The sepa-
rate multivariate analyses of toykey reveal that the strongest condition on the use 
of toykey was gender. Teenage boys highly prefer the use of toykey. We can fur-
ther presume these teenage boys are leading the diffusion of toykey. This result is 
quite interesting because it contradicts previous findings in literature that women 
usually lead the diffusion of innovative forms (Labov 1990). 

However, we suggest some possible explanations on the basis of the social or 
listener perception of toykey. Toykey has largely been regarded as informal, ver-
nacular or even slangy rather than as formal or standard language (Ahn 2003: 
150). These findings in the current study may suggest a possibility that teenage 
boys may actively lead diffusing innovative forms when they are strong vernacu-
lar or non-standard forms.  

Adolescent years are characterized by ‘a peer-based social order’ and adoles-
cents establish ‘communities of practice’ whose members share a set of orienta-
tion constructing the boundaries of membership and indexing their own identity 
(Eckert 2005, Meyerhoff 2002). Such an orientation includes linguistic features. 
In the community of practice among Korean teenage boys, toykey, combined with 
other linguistic features, may function as an index of their own identity distin-
guishable from that of adults. The use of toykey, which is considered somewhat 
slangy, can indicate their desire to keep autonomy and distance from the institu-
tionalized society such as school. Given the fact that adolescents are excluded 
from the adult society and confined to age-homogeneous institution (Coleman et 
al. 1974), we may well conjecture there might be some anti-institutional sentiment 
within the group. A group of speakers that has anti-institutional feelings expresses 
those feelings by using strong vernacular (Eckert 1989, 1996, 2000, Labov 1972a, 
Laks 1983). Therefore it is presumable that it is not the entire teenage male popu-



 

lation that leads the diffusion of toykey, but rather some groups of speakers who 
wish to break free from the restrictions of their institutions.  

Still, the same story can support another possible interpretation: age-grading.  
Under this interpretation, the use of toykey is most frequent in one’s teens and its 
use decreases across one’s lifespan. It is plausible that this teenage boy group can 
be considered a group of speakers who are using strong vernacular or slangy 
forms exceptionally frequently and this renders the apparent time pattern where 
teenage boys’ use of toykey is most frequent. Teenage boys with these strong anti-
institutional feelings may use this innovative form and they abandon later in their 
life.  
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