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It is widely known that two forms of syntactic causatives are possible in Korean with a 

DO-verb, ha, as in V-key HA and V-tolok HA. To date, a large body of literature has examined 
the two causatives for their similar and distinctive syntactic and semantic features, mainly from 
the structural or formal grammar approach. Within this approach, -key/tolok, and ha are treated 
as discrete syntactic elements. However, studies have not fully addressed the issue of how the 
combination of these syntactic elements denotes the causative meaning, as their compositional 
meanings do not lead to the causative meaning. In addition, studies have reported the 
incongruent semantic and syntactic roles of -key and -tolok (Kim, 2011; Lee, 2011; Suk 2006; 
Wechsler and Noh, 2001).   
 This study proposes a usage-based approach (Barlow & Kemmer, 2000; Bybee & 
Hopeer, 2001) and construction grammar (Goldberg, 1995) to better understand the Korean DO-
causatives, V-key HA and V-tolok HA. According to the usage-based approach, the knowledge of 
the language is informed by the actual use of language. Every usage event determines the 
representation of grammar in the speaker’s mind. This mental representation of grammar is 
organized into constructions, which may be words, phrases, or highly abstract schemas. As a 
symbolic unit of form and meaning, construction is the basic unit of language with its own 
distinctive meaning. Within this usage-based construction grammar approach, the string of the 
lexical items, -key and ha as well as -
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The findings show the gradient semantic change of -key and -tolok. In the late Middle 
Korean, -key served as an adverbial subordinate denoting (expected) result and desired result 
meanings. The two meanings were also ambiguously interpreted. Later, the meaning became 
more generalized, including denoting the manner of the action with overlapping ambiguous 
meanings with the result meanings. Tokens of V-key HA were found from the late 15th century to 
the early 20th century for causative meaning, where the compositional meaning of -key and ha 
was bleached. In the meantime, -tolok originally served as an adverbial subordinate for a 
temporal endpoint and the parallel intensification meaning in late Middle Korean. Then, the 
semantic change of -tolok showed ambiguous meaning with the degree of the action to the 
ambiguous meaning of temporal endpoint and purposive/result meaning. The chunk of V-tolok 
HA has been found since the late 15th century, with the compositional meaning maintained. From 
the 18th century, tokens of bleached semantics of tolok and ha were found for causative meaning. 
However, unlike V-key HA, V-tolok HA did not always deliver causative meaning, even in the 
early 20th century.  

The semantic change of -key and -tolok show their gradient and variant language change 
and how subjectification and pragmatic inferencing play a role in semantic change. Their 
semantic change contributed to the constructional meaning of causative of V-key HA and V-tolok 
HA, where metonymy also played a role. The findings argue for the usage-based construction 
approach and the relevance of diachronic evidence in the analysis of constructions. This study 
contributes to broadening the existing body of literature on Korean DO-causatives.  
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