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Inter-speaker variation in Korean pronouns
Abstract: This paper investigates the bound variable construal of Korean
overt third-person pronouns. There is no general agreement in the literature
concerning the interpretative status of ku ‘he’ (and kunye ‘she’). Two experimental studies were conducted to explore this issue, and the findings demonstrated that some speakers of Korean consistently allowed ku to induce a
bound variable interpretation while others consistently did not. This result is
highly suggestive of inter-speaker variation regarding the interpretation of ku.
Following Han, Lidz, and Musolino (2007), we argue that due to the paucity
of input concerning overt pronouns, child learners of Korean must randomly
choose between the “demonstrative grammar” and the “pronominal grammar”
for ku, only the latter of which licenses a bound variable construal. This thus
results in two groups of speakers in the Korean speech community regarding
the grammar of ku. Adopting the syntactic typology of pronouns in Déchaine
and Wiltschko (2002), we then propose that two types of ku, pro-DP ku and
pro-FP ku, co-exist, with distinct binding-theoretic status.
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1 Introduction
There is much disagreement in the literature as to whether Korean thirdperson pronoun ku ‘he’ (and its feminine counterpart kunye ‘she’) can be
interpreted as a bound variable. That is, for some researchers the pronoun
ku can be construed as a variable bound by the quantificational expression
motwu ‘everyone’ in sentences such as (1a) and (1b) (Kang 1988; Suh 1990;
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Noguchi 1997; Koak 2008) while for others, it cannot be so construed (Hong
1985; Choe 1988; Kanno 1997; Kang 2000).1
(1)

a. Motwu 1 -ka
ku 1 -uy emeni-lul salangha-n-ta.
everyone-nom he-gen mother-acc love-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 loves his1 mother.’
b. Motwu 1 -ka
ku 1 -ka chwukkwu-lul cal ha-n-tako
everyone-nom he-nom soccer-acc well do-prs-comp
sayngkakha-n-ta.
think-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 thinks that he1 plays soccer well.’

The co-existence of these two conflicting intuitions suggests the possibility
that variation across native speakers of Korean may exist regarding the availability of a bound variable construal for ku. If this disagreement is indeed
a reflection of inter-speaker variation, the analyses proposed in the previous
studies listed above would be problematic in that none of their conclusions,
whatever they are, correctly represents Korean in general. Furthermore, one
pronominal item with two contradictory binding possibilities would pose a
challenge to the existing binding theories in the generative tradition (e.g.,
Chomsky 1981; Reinhart 1983, 1986).2
The objective of this paper is two-fold. First, we aim to provide a solid
empirical basis for elucidating the precise picture of Korean third-person pronouns, with respect to the availability of bound variable construal. We conducted two experimental studies to meet this objective, and found that some
speakers of Korean consistently accepted the use of ku as a bound variable
while others consistently did not, suggesting an existence of inter-speaker variation regarding the interpretative status of ku. Second, we intend to provide a
principled account for why the variation phenomenon arises and how it can be
captured in binding-theoretic terms. Taking into consideration the historical
background and present status of ku, we have been led to the conclusion that
child learners of Korean may not have sufficient and clear evidence from the
input data regarding the grammar of ku. We propose, following Han, Lidz, and
Musolino (2007), that due to such a lack in input, they must randomly choose
between two competing grammars of ku, only one of which allows a bound

1 The Yale Romanization is used for transcribing the Korean data.
2 Following Tanya Reinhart’s theory of anaphora (Reinhart 1983, 1986; Grodzinsky and
Reinhart 1993), we assume that there are two types of pronominal anaphora, binding and
coreference, and the binding theory (or the grammar) only governs binding.
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variable construal. This thus results in two groups of speakers in the Korean
speech community. We then attempt to provide theoretical support for this line
of analysis by adopting the pronominal typology in Déchaine and Wiltschko
(2002), wherein each type of pronoun has a distinct binding-theoretic status.
The remainder of this paper proceeds as follows. In Section 2, we briefly review some of the previous approaches to the bindability of pronouns in various
languages, and evaluate whether and how they can be applied in elucidating
Korean pronouns. Section 3 presents the methodology of the two experimental
studies, along with the finding that there is inter-speaker variation regarding
the status of ku. An account of the empirical findings and a discussion of theoretical implications are presented in Section 4. Section 5 concludes with an
overall summary and a discussion of future research.

2 Previous views on bindability of pronouns
In this section, we discuss the competition-based, constraint-based, and structural approaches.

2.1 Competition-based approach
The core concept of the competition-based approach is that an overt pronoun
in pro-drop languages such as Spanish and Japanese cannot function as a
bound variable if a null pronoun (henceforth pro) is available in the same configuration (Montalbetti 1984; Kanno 1997, among others). This is illustrated
in (2) and (3).3
(2)

Spanish

3 Montalbetti’s (1984: 94) actual proposal is put forth with the name Overt Pronoun
Constraint (OPC), as follows.
i.

Overt Pronoun Constraint:
An overt pronoun cannot link to a formal variable if and only if the alternation
empty/overt obtains.

In (3), the Japanese long-distance anaphor zibun ‘self’ can appear at the embedded subject
position, and thus could also be considered as competing with kare ‘he’ for a bound
variable interpretation (see Huang 1991).
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Nadie 1 cree
que pro1 /él ∗1 es inteligente.
nobody believe.prs comp pro/he cop intelligent
‘Nobody1 believes that he1 is intelligent.’
(Montalbetti 1984: 93)
(3)

Japanese
Dare 1 -ga pro1 /kare ∗1 -ga sore-o
mi-ta-to
it-ta
no?
who-nom pro/he-nom
that-acc see-pst-comp say-pst q
‘Who1 said that he1 saw that?’
(Kanno 1997: 266)

In non-pro-drop languages such as English, on the other hand, an overt pronoun can readily be construed as a bound variable, as implied from the English
translations above, because these languages lack pro, and thus there would be
no competition for a bound variable interpretation.
The fundamental problem with the competition-based approach is that it
implicitly assumes the unbindability of overt pronouns to be a universal characteristic of all pro-drop languages (Kanno 1997; White 2003, among others),
and thus can be falsified by even a single counter-example. In fact, the observed
variable status of ku, an overt pronoun in Korean (a pro-drop language), undermines its tenability. Additionally, in certain structural positions where no
competition exists with null pronouns, overt pronouns would be predicted to
be capable of functioning as bound variables. This prediction is, however, not
borne out. In Japanese, for instance, pro cannot be bound or be coreferential
at the embedded object position (Noguchi 1997), but kare still cannot receive
a bound variable interpretation in this configuration, as illustrated in (4).4
(4)

Daremo1 -ga Mary-ga pro∗1 /kare ∗1 -o sitteiru-to it-ta.
everyone-nom Mary-nom pro/he-acc
know-comp say-pst
‘Everyone1 said that Mary knew him1 .’
(Noguchi 1997: 774)

It can be thus concluded that the notion of competition cannot capture the
precise distribution and interpretation of overt pronouns in pro-drop languages.

4 One might argue that in (4), pro and kare are not acceptable since zibun ‘self’ is fine
in this context. This “strict” competition-based argument, however, fails to explain why
both pro and zibun then should be available in (3). See Kang (1988: 195) for a similar
argument.
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2.2 Constraint-based approach
Several constraint-based explanations have been given in the literature to handle the data of pro-drop languages discussed above. For instance, the following
constraints have been proposed for the general observation that Japanese kare
cannot be construed as a bound variable.
(5)

a. Kare must be operator-free (Katada 1991: 307).
b. Kare must be A0 -free (Aoun and Hornstein 1992: 5).

Hong (1985) also proposes a constraint on pronominal binding, which
is subject to parametrization, as stated in (6a). Adopting Chomsky’s (1986
[1984]) notion of local binding (6b), she claims that while in non-pro-drop
languages an overt pronoun can be A0 -bound as long as it is not locally A0 bound, an overt pronoun in pro-drop languages cannot be A0 -bound at all.
This parametric difference is illustrated in Japanese (7a) and English (7b),
the intended interpretations of which are identical.
(6)

a. Constraint on pronominal binding:
Overt pronouns must be A0 -free at LF in pro-drop languages.
Overt pronouns must be locally A0 -free at LF in non-pro-drop languages.
(Hong 1985: 95)
b. Local binding:
X locally binds Y if X binds Y and there is no Z such that X binds
Z and Z binds Y.
(Chomsky 1986[1984]: 164-165)

(7)

a. *Daremo-ga 1 [t 1 [kare 1 -no hahaoya-o] aisite-iru]
(not A0 -free)
b. Everyone 1 [t 1 loves [his 1 mother]]
(non-locally A0 -bound, so locally A0 -free)

The problem with the constraint-based treatments is that a proposed
constraint is only a circular description of the given phenomenon, which in
turn invites another question (Noguchi 1997; Elbourne 2005). Under Aoun
and Hornstein’s (1992) proposal, for instance, the unbindability of kare is attributed to the constraint that kare must not be A0 -bound, but it then raises
another question: why must kare not be A0 -bound? Regarding the issue of the
inconsistent binding theoretic status of the Korean pronoun ku, the main concern of this paper, it would not be satisfactory to simply suggest a constraint
such as “Korean ku may or may not be A0 -free,” which would again raise a
question as to why it should be so.
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2.3 Structural approach
The structural approaches of Noguchi (1997) and Déchaine and Wiltschko
(2002) have in common the assumption that different binding properties of
pronouns in various languages derive from their different structural properties.
However, it is crucial to note that they fundamentally differ on whether the
binding theory is sensitive to differences in the internal structures of pronouns
or differences in their syntactic projections or categories. First, consider (8)
from Noguchi (1997).
(8)

a. D-pronoun

b. N-pronoun
DP

DP
D
he

D

NP
N
kare

According to Noguchi’s (1997) proposal, there are two types of pronouns in
languages: D-pronouns that behave like a determiner and N-pronouns that
behave like a lexical noun, which English he and Japanese kare respectively fall
into. We see above that within a DP, the D-pronoun he is placed at D and the
N-pronoun kare at N, each of which is thus claimed to have a distinct internal
structure. Assuming the hypothesis that binding only applies to functional
(not lexical) items such as determiners, he proposes that D-pronouns can be
bound as well as be coreferential while N-pronouns can only be coreferential.
From a purely syntactic point of view, his structural approach can be said to
imply that the binding property of a pronoun is determined by its internal
structure−whether the pronoun is placed at D or N within a DP.
Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002), on the other hand, propose that there are
three types of pronouns in languages: pro-DP, pro-FP, and pro-NP.5

5 In Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002: 410), FP is considered to correspond to “any intermediate functional projection that intervenes between D and N” and encodes F-features
(e.g., number, gender, and person).
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a. Pro-DP

b. Pro-FP

DP
D
tú

c. Pro-NP
FP

FP
F

NP

tl’o

∅

NP

F

NP

N

newí7-s/he

∅

kare

Assuming that the grammar can only see the maximal projection of a pronoun
for binding, Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002) argue that the three pronoun types
project different syntactic categories, DP, FP, and NP, each exhibiting distinct
binding-theoretic properties: pro-DP, as a definite description, functions like
an R-expression, subject to Condition C; pro-FP behaves as a (free or bound)
variable, corresponding to the “standard Condition B pronoun”; pro-NP is
inherently a constant, undefined regarding its binding-theoretic status. In their
approach, accordingly, only pro-FPs (e.g., Shuswap newí7-s ‘he or she’ and
English he) can enter into binding while pro-DPs (e.g., Halkomelem tú-tl’o
‘he or she’) and pro-NPs (e.g., Japanese kare ‘he’) cannot.
In the structural approaches, whether a pronoun can function as a bound
variable is accounted for by the essential nature of the pronoun itself rather
than by the “external” factors such as competition with its alternatives
(competition-based approach) or the nature of its antecedents (constraintbased approach). Given the earlier discussion on the problems with the other
two approaches, the structural approaches seem to provide a more principled
explanation on the issue in question. However, the observed contrasting binding possibilities of the Korean pronoun ku is still difficult for the structural
approaches to deal with, since they assume that the binding property of a
given pronoun correlates (in one-to-one fashion) with the type it belongs to.
If there indeed exists inter-speaker variation regarding the bound variable use
of ku, a possible approach compatible with the structural approaches would
be to postulate that a single pronoun may fall under two distinctive structural
types. In Section 4, we will adopt this line of approach and attempt to capture
the aforementioned variation of ku by postulating two different types of ku,
each with distinct binding properties.
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3 Experimental investigation
As noted in the introduction, much disagreement exists as to the availability
of a bound variable construal for the Korean pronoun ku. However, there
appears to be a lack of experimental studies in the literature to clarify the true
nature of ku. We thus conducted two truth-value judgment task experiments
(Experiment 1 and Experiment 2). What we found from these experiments is
that while some speakers of Korean consistently allowed ku to be construed as
a bound variable, others consistently did not. This empirical finding strongly
suggests the presence of inter-speaker variation regarding the status of ku. In
the remainder of this section, the methods and findings of the two experiments
are presented.
Before moving on, it should be emphasized that in contrast to ku, the
long-distance anaphor caki ‘self’ and pro can readily yield a bound variable
interpretation in Korean, as illustrated in (10), indicating that native speakers
of Korean are capable of establishing bound variable anaphora. Note also that
it is commonly accepted that ku and pro can freely enter into (intra-sentential)
coreference, as shown in (11).6
(10)

a. Motwu 1 -ka
caki 1 -uy/pro1 emeni-lul salangha-n-ta.
everyone-nom self-gen/pro mother-acc love-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 loves his1 mother.’
b. Motwu 1 -ka
caki 1 -ka/pro1 chwukkwu-lul cal ha-n-tako
everyone-nom self-nom/pro soccer-acc well do-prs-comp
sayngkakha-n-ta.
think-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 thinks that he1 plays soccer well.’

(11)

a. Minswu 1 -ka ku 1 -uy/pro1 emeni-lul salangha-n-ta.
Minswu-nom he-gen/pro mother-acc love-prs-decl
‘Minswu1 loves his1 mother.’
b. Minswu 1 -ka ku 1 -ka/pro1 chwukkwu-lul cal ha-n-tako
Minswu-nom he-nom/pro soccer-acc well play-prs-comp
sayngkakha-n-ta.
think-prs-decl
‘Minswu1 thinks that he1 plays soccer well.’

6 Caki ‘self’ is also available at the position of ku and pro in (11), and is construed as a
bound variable (Cho 1996; Kim and Yoon 2009; Han and Storoshenko 2012).
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3.1 Experiment 1
Experiment 1 was conducted (i) to investigate whether the Korean pronoun
ku can be construed as a bound variable, and subsequently, (ii) to see if there
is indeed inter-speaker variation regarding the interpretative status of ku.7

3.1.1 Task
A truth-value judgment task was employed in Experiment 1.8 First, sentences
describing a context followed by a target sentence were presented to participants on a computer screen. The participants were then asked to indicate
if the target sentence truthfully depicts the given context by assigning 1 for
True and 0 for False.

3.1.2 Participants
18 adult native Korean speakers living in Vancouver, Canada, participated in
Experiment 1.9 Socio-linguistic factors such as gender, age, and social status
were assumed to not be associated with bound variable anaphora, and thus not
controlled in this experiment. In order to minimize the probable L2 influence

7 The study based on Experiment 1 was presented at the 22nd Japanese/Korean Linguistics Conference at the National Institute for Japanese Language and Linguistics, Japan,
in October 2012.
8 The truth-value judgment task is an experimental methodology for investigating
whether a certain interpretation assigned to a sentence can be licensed by a participant’s
grammatical competence (Crain and McKee 1985; Crain and Thornton 1998; Gordon
1998). In a truth-value judgment task, a discourse context is provided in a story acted
out in front of a participant usually using toys, and the participant is asked to judge
whether the target sentence is true in the provided context. The participant’s judgement,
acceptance or rejection, is then interpreted as revealing the state of his or her grammar
regarding the linguistic phenomenon being investigated. The truth-value judgment task
was originally designed to assess children’s linguistic competence. However, since this
method has several advantages, such as reducing performance variables (Gordon 1998),
it has also been popularly adopted in the literature to investigate adults’ grammars.
9 The participants were aged between 19 and 29 (average age: 22 years). Most of them
were undergraduate students of Simon Fraser University, and the rest were ESL students or visitors from Korea with working holiday visas. All experimental sessions were
conducted in a classroom at the Burnaby campus of Simon Fraser University, and each
participant received $5 for his or her participation.
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on L1 judgment, however, participants were required to have spent no more
than 3 years living in countries other than Korea and to have never attended
any non-Korean schools before the age of 16.

3.1.3 Design and materials
Each target sentence contained a proper name or motwu ‘everyone’ as a matrix
subject and pro or ku as an embedded subject, and each context was biased
towards an interpretation of the embedded subject as anaphorically dependent
on the matrix subject. Hence, two within-subjects factors with two levels each
were tested: Subject Type (the matrix subject is referential or quantificational)
and Pronoun Type (the embedded subject is a null or overt pronoun). The
test conditions are summarized in Table 1.
Table 1. Test conditions in Experiment 1

Subject Type

Pronoun Type

Referential

Null

Quantificational

Null

Overt

Overt

The condition of interest was the Quantificational-Overt condition as our
concern was whether ku can be interpreted as a bound variable. The other
three conditions thus functioned as controls given that in Korean, pro can
be coreferential or bound, and ku can be (at least) coreferential. It should
also be noted that the experimental design made it possible to additionally
test the tenability of the competition-based approach discussed in Section 2,
through a comparison of the participants’ responses in Quantificational-Null
and Quantificational-Overt conditions.
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(12) illustrates a test trial for the Quantificational-Overt condition.10 In
the corresponding Referential-Null trial, motwu ‘everyone’ and ku in the target
sentence were replaced with one of the characters’ names in the given context
and pro, respectively (e.g., Hanswu-ka nongkwucang-eyse pro nongkwu-lul
cal ha-n-tako malha-yess-ta. ‘Hanswu said at a basketball court that he plays
basketball well.’).
(12)

a. Context:
Hanswu, Cinswu, and Minswu were playing basketball at a basketball
court. Hanswu said that self (caki) plays basketball well. Cinswu also
said that self (caki) plays basketball well. Minswu also said that self
(caki) plays basketball well.11
b. Target sentence:
Motwu-ka
nongkwucang-eyse ku-ka nongkwu-lul
cal
everyone-nom basketball.court-at he-nom basketball-acc well
ha-n-tako
malha-yess-ta.
do-prs-comp say-pst-decl
‘Everyone said at a basketball court that he plays basketball well.’

3.1.4 Procedure
The experiment was implemented using the WebExp software package, a webbased program for conducting linguistic experiments (Keller et al. 2009), and
was run on a personal computer. The experimental session began with 3 practice trials to train the participants to fully understand their task. After the
practice trials, 16 test trials (4 trials per condition) and 24 filler trials followed
in a uniquely generated random order. The participants were asked to enter 1 if
the target sentence on the last line truthfully described the context given in the
preceding sentences, and 0 if it did not (see Figure 1). The crucial assumption
was that the participants’ assignment of 1 or 0 in the Quantificational-Overt
corresponds to their acceptance or rejection of the bound variable reading of
ku.

10 Each condition was repeated four times using different background scenes with distinctive characters, places, and topics. For the names of characters, typical Korean male
names were used.
11 Only English translations of the context sentences are presented here to save space.
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한수, 진수, 민수가 농구장에서 농구를 하고 있었다.
한수는 자기가 농구를 잘 한다고 말했다.
진수도 자기가 농구를 잘 한다고 말했다.
민수도 자기가 농구를 잘 한다고 말했다.

모두가 농구장에서 그가 농구를 잘 한다고 말했다.

Fig. 1. Screen shot of a test trial in Experiment 1

3.1.5 Findings
Figure 2 summarizes the mean acceptance rates by condition: 92% and 81%
in the Referential-Null and -Overt conditions, and 96% and 54% in the
Quantificational-Null and -Overt conditions. Data were fitted to generalized
linear mixed-effects models using the lmer function in the R statistical software (Bates et al. 2012) to analyze the participants’ responses as a function
of pronoun type and subject type, with participant and sentence as random
effects. First, the analysis revealed a main effect of pronoun type (coefficient
estimate = -4.18, s.e. = .77, z = -5.43, p < .001): regardless of subject type,
speakers are significantly more likely to accept sentences with null pronouns
than overt pronouns. Second, a significant interaction between pronoun type
and subject type was found (coefficient estimate = 2.87, s.e. = .95, z = 3.02,
p < .01): for overt pronouns, speakers are more likely to accept referential
subject as antecedents than quantificational subjects, while accepting both
quantificational and referential subjects as antecedents for null pronouns.
Pairwise comparisons of the mean acceptance rates using Tukey’s tests
revealed that in the quantificational subject condition, null pronouns are significantly more likely to be accepted than overt pronouns (p < .001) while in
the referential subject condition, the acceptance rates of null and overt pronouns are not significantly different from each other. The analysis also revealed
that for overt pronouns, referential subjects are significantly more likely to be
accepted as their antecedents than quantificational subjects (p < .001), but
for null pronouns, no significant difference is found between the acceptance
rates of quantificational and referential subjects. Taken together, the results
suggest that the acceptance rates in the Referential-Null, Referential-Overt,
and Quantificational-Null conditions (but not the Quantificational-Overt con-
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Fig. 2. Mean acceptance rates by condition in Experiment 1

dition) are uniformly high. In fact, this is predicted from and compatible
with the earlier discussion on coreference and bound variable anaphora in Korean: pro can enter into both coreference and binding, and ku can enter into
coreference. This result strongly supports that the experimental design was
appropriate for assessing participants’ grammars of anaphora, thus ensuring
that the 54% acceptance in the Quantificational-Overt condition, the main
concern of the current research, was indeed a result from ku being interpreted
through binding.
A closer inspection of the data from each participant was conducted to
further identify the true nature of the acceptance rate in the QuantificationalOvert condition. That is, all participants (n=18) were distinguished into three
different groups according to their individual acceptance rates on the bound
variable interpretation for ku, as demonstrated in Figure 3: accept (more than
or equal to 75% acceptance), ambivalent (equal to 50% acceptance), and reject
(less than or equal to 25% acceptance). Consequently, a bimodal distribution
of responses was observed: the participants nearly always accepted or nearly
always rejected the bound variable interpretation for ku. In other words, the
54% in the Quantificational-Overt condition is not derived from each participant accepting the bound variable reading of ku 54% of the time, but from
54% of the participants accepting it. This finding supports the presence of
between-speaker (not within-speaker) variation regarding the interpretative
status of ku in Korean.
Experiment 1 was also designed to investigate whether there is a competition between ku and pro for a bound variable interpretation. Under the
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Fig. 3. Bimodal distribution of responses to bound variable construal of ku in Experiment 1

competition-based approach (e.g., Montalbetti 1984), an overt pronoun cannot be bound if a null pronoun can be bound in the same context. Given that
the acceptance rate in the Quantificational-Null condition is near 100%, the
54% acceptance in the Quantificational-Overt condition vitiates the validity
of the competition-based approach in a strict sense, as it would predict (near)
0% acceptance of the bound variable interpretation of ku. Additionally, in the
competition-based approach, a clear split found between speakers regarding
the acceptance of bound variable ku would mean that there are two groups of
speakers: those who accepted only the bound variable reading of pro belong to
the group who is sensitive to the putative “pro-ku competition mechanism,"
and those who accepted the bound variable reading of ku as well as pro belong
to the group who is not sensitive to the mechanism at all. This is, however,
an undesirable explanation which raises a complicated question as to what
would cause such differences in speakers’ sensitivity to the competition mechanism. Given the other problems with the competition-based approach raised
earlier, it is difficult to conclude that ku indeed competes with pro for a bound
variable interpretation.

3.2 Experiment 2
Experiment 2 was motivated by Kang’s (1988) observation that the availability
of a bound variable construal of ku may differ depending on clause type. He
reports that a bound variable reading of ku is fine in a single clause, as in
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(13a), while it is very marginal across a clause boundary, as in (13b). Note
that only sentences with embedded clauses similar to (13b) were used as test
stimuli in Experiment 1.12
(13)

a. Motwu 1 -ka
ku 1 -uy emeni-lul coaha-n-ta.
everyone-nom he-gen mother-acc like-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 likes his1 mother.’
(Kang 1988: 195)
b.??Motwu 1 -ka
ku 1 -ka hyenmyengha-tako sayngkakha-n-ta.
everyone-nom he-nom wise-comp
think-prs-decl
‘Everyone1 thinks that he1 is wise.’
(Kang 1988: 194)

Experiment 2 was thus conducted (i) to test if there is indeed a difference between the bound variable construal of ku in a single clause and across clauses,
and subsequently, (ii) to see if the findings from Experiment 1 (the interspeaker variation regarding the status of ku) could be further substantiated.13

3.2.1 Task
The same version of the truth-value judgment task was employed as in Experiment 1. The participant’s task was to judge whether the target sentence
describes the given context truthfully.

3.2.2 Participants
37 adult native speakers of Korean were tested.14 All participants met the
same requirements for eligibility for participation as in Experiment 1.

12 Kang (1988: 195) maintains that ku generally can be interpreted as a bound variable
while cases such as (13b) are exceptions, being controlled by some unknown pragmatic
factors.
13 The study based on Experiment 2 was presented at the Impact of Pronominal Form
on Interpretation Workshop at the University of Tübingen in November 2013.
14 The participants were aged between 20 and 26 (average age: 24 years). Most of them
were ESL students, and the rest were visitors from Korea with working holiday visas. All
experimental sessions were conducted in the library of Simon Fraser University at Harbour
Centre, Vancouver, and each participant was paid $10 for his or her participation.
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3.2.3 Design and materials
Each target sentence contained motwu ‘everyone’ as the matrix subject, and
ku as a possessor in a simple clause or as a subject in an embedded clause.
Each given context forced ku to be interpreted as anaphorically dependent
on the matrix subject. The experiment thus had one within-subjects factor
with two levels, resulting in two different conditions: Simple condition (ku is
a possessor) and Embedded condition (ku is an embedded subject).
(14) illustrates a test trial for the Simple condition. The test trials for the
Embedded condition were drawn from those for the Quantificational-Overt
condition in Experiment 1 (e.g., Motwu-ka nongkwucang-eyse ku-ka nongkwulul cal ha-n-tako malha-yess-ta. ‘Everyone said at a basketball court that he
plays basketball well.’).
(14)

a. Context:
Hanswu,Cinswu,and Minswu were playing basketball at a basketball
court. Hanswu drank self’s (caki) beverage. Cinswu also drank self’s
(caki) beverage. Minswu also drank self’s (caki) beverage.
b. Target sentence:
Motwu-ka
nongkwucang-eyse ku-uy umlyoswu-lul
everyone-nom basketball.court-at he-gen beverage-acc
masi-ess-ta.
drink-pst-decl
‘Everyone drank his beverage at a basketball court.’

3.2.4 Procedure
Experiment 2 used the same procedure as in Experiment 1, except that 8 test
trials (4 trials per condition) and 24 filler trials were presented instead.

3.2.5 Findings
Figure 4 summarizes the mean acceptance rates by condition: 43% in the
Simple condition and 36% in the Embedded condition. As in Experiment 1,
generalized linear mixed-effects models were used to analyze the participants’
responses as a function of clause type, with participant and sentence as random
effects. The analysis revealed no significant effect of clause type, indicating
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Fig. 4. Mean acceptance rates by condition in Experiment 2

that the acceptance rates in the Simple and Embedded conditions are not
significantly different from each other.
Additionally, linear regressions testing the correlation between the participants’ acceptance rates in both conditions revealed that the correlation
coefficient is significantly different from zero (R2 = .62, t = 7.49, p <.001),
indicating that those participants who accepted the bound variable reading of
ku did so for both simple and embedded clause types, and those who rejected
the bound variable reading did so for both clause types (see Figure 5). Taken
together, it can be concluded that there is no significant difference between
the availability of a bound variable construal of ku in a single clause or across
a clause boundary, contradicting Kang’s (1988) observation that clause type
may affect the availability of a bound variable construal of ku.
As in Experiment 1, the acceptance rates of each participant in both
conditions were looked into, and we found a tendency that some speakers of
Korean consistently accepted the bound variable interpretation of ku while
others consistently rejected it, as illustrated in Figure 6. In other words, the
43% and 36% acceptance rates in the Simple and Embedded conditions are
derived from 43% and 36% of the participants accepting the bound variable
reading of ku, not from each participant accepting it 43% and 36% of the time.
This strongly supports the existence of inter-speaker variation regarding the
status of ku, thus substantiating the findings from Experiment 1.
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4 Discussion
From the two experimental studies, we found evidence supporting the existence of inter-speaker variation in the availability of a bound variable construal
for Korean third-person pronouns. Thus, it seems that the lack of consensus
regarding the interpretative status of ku in the literature is indeed a reflection of this inter-speaker variation. An important discussion question arises
at this point: why does the variation phenomenon emerge? As a preliminary
step in providing a principled answer to this question, we first consider the
historical background and the present status of ku from a language acquisition
perspective.
The Korean pronoun ku has a somewhat idiosyncratic status among pronouns across languages: in contrast to pronouns in other languages such as
English he, it is a rare pronominal item which was “artificially” introduced
into the language by a certain group of speakers. It is generally accepted by
Korean historical linguists that ku was first used by Korean writers in the
early 1920s. It is worth noting the following excerpt from the autobiographical essay by Dong-In Kim (1900-1951), who is considered a pioneering novelist
in using ku as a third-person pronoun (An 2008, among others).15

15 Ku was first used as a gender-neutral pronoun. Kunye ‘she’ was later coined by those
writers who were using ku as a masculine pronoun and thus needed a corresponding
feminine form (An 2008).
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I sometimes felt annoyed and tired with repeating the same names to refer to a
character in a novel. I wanted to use a lexical item corresponding to English he or
she, but Korean has nothing like that [...] among the candidates for a third-person
pronoun, ku ‘that’ seemed to be nicer conventionally than ce ‘that’ and others, so I
just chose and used it without any hesitation (From Kim 1948; quoted in An 2008).16

As implied from above, the pronominal ku historically originated from and
is thus homophonous with the demonstrative ku ‘that,’ which forms one part
of the Korean tripartite demonstrative system, as illustrated in (15). The
demonstrative ku can refer to an object close to hearer or invisible (but known)
to both hearer and speaker while i ‘this’ and ce ‘that,’ respectively, refer to
an object close to speaker and an object distant from both hearer and speaker
(? 1990; Sohn 1999).
(15)

a. i

chayksang ‘this desk’

b. ku chayksang ‘that desk’
c. ce chayksang ‘that desk’
The use of ku as a personal pronoun seems to have been introduced to
Korean speakers about 90 years ago, and it is thus a relatively recent linguistic
evolution in Korean language while the use of ku as a demonstrative determiner has a much longer history (Kang 1988). This historical background of

16 This quote was originally written in Korean, and translated here into English by the
authors.
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pronominal ku may have resulted in its unique status in present-day Korean.
That is, ku is seldom used as a personal pronoun in colloquial speech, either
as a coreferential pronoun or as a bound variable. Rather, it is predominantly
used in written texts (Suh 1990; Han 2006; An 2008). Accordingly, native
speakers of Korean are scarcely exposed to the pronominal usage of ku at an
early age: rather, they generally first encounter it in written forms in essays
or novels at school age. Even in the written texts, however, the pronominal
ku tends to be avoided: in fact, repetition of full noun phrases is preferred
in anaphoric contexts (Lee et al. 1997). Moreover, even when the pronominal
ku is used, it mostly takes a discourse referent rather than an intra-sentential
one (Suh 1990). Given this situation, we have reached a conclusion that child
learners of Korean may not receive sufficient or clear evidence from the input
data regarding the grammar of ku.17
Following the two-grammar hypothesis by Han, Lidz, and Musolino (2007),
we propose that such a paucity in input concerning the pronominal ku may be
the source of the inter-speaker variation regarding the availability of its bound
variable construal. According to Han et al., when the primary linguistic data
that child learners of a given language are exposed to is compatible with (at
least) two competing grammars, along with the lack of relevant input data that
would assist them to choose between the two, they have to choose one grammar
at random. As a consequence, some learners may acquire one grammar and
others may acquire another, thus resulting in the presence of two groups of
speakers in the given language community.18
We argue that the situation of the pronominal ku is similar to the situation
described in Han et al. (2007). The input data regarding ku to child learners of
Korean is compatible with two competing grammars, the pronominal grammar
and the demonstrative grammar. The relevant input to aid them to choose
one grammar over the other is scarce, and so they must choose one grammar
at random. Accordingly, some may acquire the pronominal grammar for ku,
in which case it can be construed as a bound variable and be referential as

17 As noted in Section 3, this does not necessarily mean that the child learners are not
able to establish bound variable anaphora as they might already have acquired it easily
with the long-distance anaphor caki ‘self’ or pro.
18 Han et al.’s proposal is based on the experimental evidence of the inter-speaker variation in judgment of negation and quantifier scope in Korean, which is argued to be
compatible with two competing grammars: verb-raising grammar and non-verb-raising
grammar. As Korean is a head-final language, they argue, the input data provide little
indication of (non-)verb raising to child learners, and the leaners thus have to choose one
grammar at random.
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well, and others may acquire the demonstrative grammar for ku, in which
case it can only be referential. We suggest that this is how the inter-speaker
variation regarding the bound variable construal of ku emerges and exists in
Korean. If our arguments based on the two grammar hypothesis are indeed
valid, it should be admitted that there exist two kinds of pronoun ku: one
kind of ku which can be bound and the other which cannot be bound. If this
is so, another important question arises: how can the two kinds of ku with
contrasting binding properties be captured in binding-theoretic terms?
We attempt a proposal based on the work of Déchaine and Wiltschko
(2002). In their structural approach, they propose three types of pronouns
which respectively have different maximal projections: pro-DP, pro-FP, and
pro-NP. This distinction of pronouns is fundamentally distinguished from
Noguchi’s (1997) approach, wherein two types of pronouns (D-pronoun and
N-pronoun) are placed at different syntactic heads, D and N, but are uniformly of the same syntactic category DP. It has been discussed that such a
fundamental contrast between the two structural approaches is a reflection of
their different underlying views on whether distinct binding properties must
be represented by distinct syntactic projections or distinct internal structures.
We follow Déchaine and Wiltschko’s (2002:409) argument that the grammar
(or syntax) cannot see the inside of a DP and therefore, internal structural differences of pronouns cannot lead to their “external” differences (i.e., binding
properties). We therefore assume that the binding theory cannot be considered to be sensitive to the internal structure of a given pronoun when its outer
layer is a DP (cf. Koak 2008).
Adopting Déchaine and Wiltschko’s (2002) typology of pronouns, we propose that the two kinds of ku present distinct binding properties because they
are of different syntactic categories. First, one of the two kinds is of category
FP, as illustrated in (16), with the binding-theoretic status of an ordinary
Condition B pronoun such as English he, and it thus can be used as a bound
or free variable.
(16)

Pro-FP ku
FP
F

NP

ku

∅

The other ku is of DP, as illustrated in (17), and has the binding-theoretic
status of an R-expression (see Kwon and Polinsky 2011 for a similar argument
that overt pronouns in Korean function as R-expressions). The pro-DP ku,

22

Kyeong-min Kim and Chung-hye Han

subject to Condition C, cannot be construed as a bound variable, and can
only refer.19
(17)

Pro-DP ku
DP
D
ku

FP
F

NP
∅

To summarize the proposal, given the lack of relevant input data, child
learners of Korean must choose at random either the pro-DP ku or the pro-FP
ku: some may acquire the pro-FP ku, which complies with the pronominal

19 Under the assumption that the Korean demonstratives, ku ‘that’, ce ‘that over there’
and i ‘this’, are heads of DP (Kang 2001; Chang 2009, among others), the pro-DP ku
shares the same syntactic structure with the demonstrative ku, and thus can be claimed
to be a demonstrative pronoun (a demonstrative determiner used pronominally with an
empty NP). This pro-DP analysis of ku can be cross-linguistically supported by German
demonstrative pronouns, which are argued to be pro-DPs in Déchaine and Wiltschko
(2002) and Baltin et al. (2013). In (spoken) German, the definite articles der, die, and
das can be used as demonstrative pronouns that are inflected for case, gender, and number (Wiltschko 1998; Bosch et al. 2003). Much like the proposed pro-DP ku, the German
demonstrative pronouns can refer to individuals as in (i) and (ii), but cannot be construed
as bound variables as in (iii). Note that in contrast to the demonstrative pronouns, the
corresponding personal pronouns in German (ihn, sie, er) can be bound as well as referential, which are analyzed as pro-FPs in Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002) and Baltin et al.
(2013).
(i)

Maria hat
ihn/den gesehen.
Mary have.prs him/dem see.prf

‘Mary has seen him.’ (Wiltschko 1998:144)
(ii) Paul sah
eine Frau hereinkommen. Sie/Die trug
einen schwarzen
Paul see.pst a
woman enter
she/dem wear.pst a
black
Mantel.
coat
‘Paul saw a woman enter. She was wearing a black coat.’ (Bosch et al. 2003:1)
(iii) Jeder Mann 1 glaubt,
daβ er 1 /*der 1 dumm ist
every man
believe.prs comp he/dem
stupid cop.prs
‘Every man1 believes that he1 is stupid.’ (Wiltschko 1998:144)
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grammar and thus can be bound as well as be referential; others may acquire
the pro-DP ku, which complies with the demonstrative grammar and thus can
only be referential.

5 Conclusion
To conclude, using an experimental methodology, we have demonstrated a
novel empirical finding that there exists inter-speaker variation in the availability of a bound variable construal of the Korean third-person pronoun ku,
and have attributed the inconsistency in the literature regarding its status
to this inter-speaker variation. Adopting the syntactic typology of pronouns
in Déchaine and Wiltschko (2002), we have proposed that the variation phenomenon is a reflection of the co-existence of two types of ku, pro-DP ku
that complies with the demonstrative grammar, and pro-FP ku that complies
with the pronominal grammar. Following Han et al.’s (2007) two grammar
hypothesis, we argued that the source of the variation is the input data to
child learners of Korean that provide little evidence to aid them to choose one
grammar over the other.
It follows from our proposal that, in contrast to personal pronoun ku, the
grammar of demonstrative ku should be uniform, as child learners of Korean
are provided with sufficient input regarding demonstrative ku. An analysis
consistent with our proposal on personal pronoun ku given here would be to
uniformly place demonstrative ku in the pro-DP category of Déchaine and
Wiltschko’s typology. This then predicts that all Korean speakers should disallow a bound variable reading for definite descriptions with demonstrative
ku. In light of observations found in the literature that English and other languages (Evans 1977; Nishigauchi 1990; Noguchi 1997; Elbourne 2008) allow a
bound variable reading for definite descriptions headed by a demonstrative in
certain contexts, it remains an important task to test for the availability of
such a reading in Korean. We leave this for future research.
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