A functional-typological study on Korean relative clauses

Yeon, Jaehoon

The aim of the research is to investigate the typological universals of relative clauses with
reference to Korean, and to explore how morpho-syntactic and pragmatic factors interact with
extra-linguistic factors in the interpretation of Korean noun-modifying clauses. The noun
phrase accessibility hierarchy (NPAH) has been widely accepted to account for the
acquisition difficulty of relative clause types. We argue that noun-modifying clauses in
Korean are qualitatively different from those in European languages. We have maintained
that Korean does not have relative clauses with a gap but, rather, have attributive clauses,
which involve simply attaching modifying clauses to the head noun. With regard to NPAH,
recent experimental studies on East Asian languages have shown conflicting results although
those on European languages generally comply with the prediction of NPAH. In this study, a
computer-assisted grammar test on Korean relative clauses has been conducted to test the
typological universals of RCs in L2 Korean with typologically different L1 backgrounds
(English, Japanese and Chinese). The result shows that Korean does not comply with NPAH
illustrating the limitations of such a hierarchy. This paper also demonstrates that
interpretation of Korean relative clauses depends on context and pragmatic factors.
Semantico-pragmatic factors play important roles in acceptability judgments. We believe that
this paper has successfully proven the significant role played by extra-linguistic factors in the
interpretation of relative clauses in Korean.
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accessibility hierarchy (NPAH), second-language acquisition, semantico-pragmatic
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