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Abstract

A Quantitative Linguistic Study on

Blocking in Contemporary Korean

Cho Sungwon
Dept. of Korean Language and Literature

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This paper is about capturing the pattern of blocking of affixal derivation
in Korean by introducing quantitative linguistic methodologies, and about
seeking for explanations behind such pattern. Blocking is a phenomenon in
which a certain morphologically complex form being not able to appear
due to the mere existence of a synonymous rival. Unfortunately, there
has been tendency among both Western and Korean researchers in the
field of morphology to shun dealing with this concept because of its
complexity. Unlike more popular subjects such as morphological
productivity, one has to deal with multiple affixes(or derivational rules)
simultaneously in order to find any regularities from blocking. So the
concept of blocking has long been treated like a dustbin which contains
all the non—occurrence leftovers that linguistic restrictions could not
handle. It was of course for most of morphologists, even those who are
familiar with quantitative approaches, to concentrate working with

productivity. As for the Korean linguistics, It would be safe to say that

- 125 -



there has not been any research in the field of quantitative linguistics
that was exclusively on blocking.

However, as high—quality Korean corpus continue to be built and various
statistical methods and software to process big data developed, dealing
with intricate morphological topics is becoming unprecedentedly feasible.
Since morphological phenomena such as derivation are closely related to
frequency, it was considered golden opportunity to study the neglected
subject of blocking in a quantitative perspective. Under this context, three
general objectives were set for this paper. First, revise the existing
quantitative methods, which resorted largely to intuitive analysis. Second,
collect the latest frequency distribution data of derivatives for each affix
and analyze them to obtain necessary indicators for exploring their
linguistic implications. Third, identify the previously unknown type of
blocking that occurs between affixes.

In chapter 2, new quantitative method for processing corpus into data
table and visualizing them to be more suitable for the purpose of this
discussion was devised. According to previous arguments, when a
derivative is retrieved from the lexicon, it follows one of either paths:
direct whole—access route or parsing route. This mechanism is related
with frequency, since derivative words with high frequency tend to be
stored as a whole, while infrequent ones are more likely to be composed
when they are needed. It was natural that a lot of quantitative researches
on productivity eventually endeavored to locate frequency threshold where
the derived words start to be easier to be stored as a whole. The
threshold was necessary for calculating productivity in the sense that
words that did not follow the parsing route should be excluded from
analysis beforehand. The new method for analyzing frequency distributions
in chapter 2 was designed to locate this critical point of parsing.

In chapter 3, frequency distribution of derivatives of competing and

non—competing affixes are analyzed, and then the results are used to
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estimate productivity and parsing/storage threshold of each affix. Analyzed
data of frequency distribution works as an basic data for identifying how
blocking realizes between word tokens. As former researchers asserted,
frequency takes crucial part in accounting for blocking. This is because
blocking is basically a deterrence in morphological occurrence, of which
deterring power is a function of frequency of the pre—stored word.

What this paper tried to assert the most in chapter 4, though, is that
the blocking between suffixes — which have long been disproved of its
existence — does occur, when neologisms are coined. Correlation between
productivity and threshold frequency of multiple affixes suggest that there
is a systematic and general gap in productivity between competing
affixes. This gap is caused by ‘semantic specialization’ in producing new
words between affixes. The specialized meanings were irrelevant to their
typical usage. Then it could be said that blocking between affixes has
occurred, since the mere presence of competing affix coerced each affix
to specialize in certain meaning and usage, which in turn lead to the
productivity gap between them.

Highly convoluted phenomenon like blocking reveal its true identity only
if adequate means are introduced. By integrating linguistic theories and
statistical achievements into more advanced quantitative linguistic
methodology, this paper was able to capture the macroscopic structure

inherent in natural language.
keywords : blocking, derivation, competition, productivity, parsing,
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