The Korean verbs KA ‘go’ and O ‘come’ and their grammar as auxiliaries
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In many languages, directional verbs are also used as markers of Tense-Modality-Aspect (Fr. venir de,
aller, Eng. be going to, Spanish ir...). In Korean too, the verbs o 'come' and ka 'go' also occur as
auxiliaries, in which case they are always preceded by the conjunctive suffix -e/a attached to the main
verb—we therefore represent the auxiliaries as -e O and -e K4, in contradistinction with the lexical verbs
(0 and ka). -e O and -e KA are traditionally called 'aspectual auxiliaries' in Korean linguistics.! Thus, J.
Koo (2011: 16) analyses them as markers of 'continuative aspect' and as semantically symmetrical with
respect to the speech act. Many other studies discuss -e O and -e KA from a diachronic
(grammaticalization) angle (e.g. H. Kim 2018, S. Oh 1998, S. Rhee 1996, S. Son 1996, a.o.), but we
focus here on their synchronic grammar in Modern Korean.

The occurrence of -e O and -e KA is always syntactically optional, as exemplified in (1), and
their semantic effects are somewhat difficult to translate into languages such as English or French. A
first tentative and very approximative analogy suggested by (2) and (3), contrasting with (1), would be
the English durative adverb for + duration (e.g. for an hour), which triggers a shift from telic (John read
a book) to atelic (John read a book for an hour):

(1) Mia-nun ku  cip-ul ci(s)-ess-ta.
Mia-Top Dem house-Acc build-Pst-Dec
‘Mia (has) built the house.’

(2) Mia-nun ku cip-ul ci(s)-e O-ass-ta.
Mia-Top Dem house-Acc build-E O-Pst-Dec
‘Mia was building the house and has been building it until now.’

(3) Mia-nun ku cip-ul ci(s)-e KA-ass-ta.
Mia-Top Dem house-Acc build-E KA-Pst-Dec
‘Mia went on building the house.’

Our presentation will proceed in three steps:

1. Like Y. Kim (2004, 2008), we observe that -e O and -e KA generally combine with Complex
Events as characterized by Pustejovsky (1991, 1995): events having a heterogeneous internal structure?.
Our data however suggest that the complex event concept is too restricted for our own descriptive
purpose and should be replaced by a broader notion of delimited event making space for some pragmatic
factors.

2. Despite some common properties shared by -e O and -e KA, we show that their grammars are
crucially different and cannot be described in symmetrical terms. We provide evidence that unlike -e
KA, -e O triggers aspectual (continuative, iterative) OR subjectivity semantic effects, depending on the
predicate's semantic type. We argue that these apparently diverse surface properties of -e O may be
derived from the positive feature [+Speaker] attached to 0. The grammar of -e K4 is apparently simpler:
it straightforwardly behaves as an aspectual (continuative) marker bearing the negative (default) value
[-Speaker].

' We broadly understand the term auxiliary (verb) in contradistinction with lexical verb. The same broad
definition is assumed by, e.g., H. Sohn (1999), Yeon & Brown (2011), a.o.. Many auxiliary verbs are
commonly acknowledged in Korean, among which -e O and -e KA are two of the four most grammaticalized
(Y. Kim 2008), alongside -e iss- (resultative imperfective) and -ko iss- (progressive).
2 Under Smith's (1991) classification (enriched from Vendler 1967), Pustejovsky's complex events include
Accomplishments and Achievements but exclude States, Activities and Semelfactives.
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3. Integrating further discourse types—direct questions, narrative texts (Laca 2024)—to our data,
we show that the relevant feature characterizing -e O should be identified broadly as sentient individual
(Speas & Tenny 2003, S. Park 2025) or subject of consciousness (Banfield 1979, Zribi-Hertz 1989),
rather than narrowly as speaker. The grammatical relevance of such features rooted in the speech act is
not a random idiosyncratic property of the -e O auxiliary: it is more generally a salient aspect of the
Korean language, as witnessed, for instance, by its highly grammaticalized system of honorific marking.
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