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The functional polysemy of the Korean discourse marker mak: 
Its variant functions under an invariant meaning 

 
This study examines the functional polysemy of the Korean discourse marker mak, which carries out variant 
functions under an invariant meaning (Fischer 2000). No previous studies have identified mak as a discourse 
marker despite its multifunctionality, grammatical optionality, and high frequency in oral discourse, which are the 
main features of discourse markers (Brinton 1996). Mak has been only viewed as a prefix or adverb at sentence 
level. As a prefix, mak delivers a sense of unrefinement and coarse quality, as seen in (1). As an adverb, mak 
expresses an intense degree or rough manner of the action or state being described, as seen in (2). It can be 
translated as ‘hard’, ‘much’, ‘carelessly’, ‘haphazardly’, and more depending on the context.  
  
  However, an examination of mak at discourse and interactional levels reveals that it carries out multiple 
functions simultaneously depending on the place of occurrence and its context in spontaneous conversations - as a 
truncator, a word searcher, and a discourse highlighter. The following table shows the number of the tokens of each 
function found in samples of 4 telephone conversations and 3 multi-party face-to-face conversations (total 
approximately 360 minutes).   
 

Truncator Word searcher  Discourse 
highlighter 

Non-discourse 
marker 

Total 

63 33 151 76 323 

 
Moreover, this study explicates how these variant functions of mak are all motivated and interrelated by its 
invariant meaning. According to Yang (1984), the proto meaning of mak is omitting or simplifying the (refining) 
process. This core meaning of mak in the physical domain has been metaphorically and pragmatically extended 
into the cognitive and interactional domains as a word searcher and a truncator. While the prefix mak in mak-kelli  
‘raw (unrefined) rice wine’ expresses cutting the physical process of making wine short , mak as a truncator serves 
to cut short the details or list of items the speaker describes and sums up the unfolding utterance, as seen in (3), (4), 
and (5). As a word searcher, mak represents the cognitive and verbal processes of rushing through to search 
appropriate words, as seen in (6). Likewise, as a discourse highlighter, mak describes or reenacts an action or state, 
carried out in a speedy, dynamic, and rough manner. Mak also serves to express the intense emotion or attitude that 
surrounds the scene. Multiple insertions of mak across the discourse, as seen in (7), play a vital role in telling a 
story in a vivid and performative manner.  
 Overall, this paper rediscovers mak as a discourse marker and resolves the puzzle of elucidating the multiple 
uses of mak in discourse and interactions by identifying the pragmatic extension of its invariant meaning. The 
results of the examination also confirm Sweetser (1990) and Soares da Silva’s claim (2006) that many verbal 
activities are metaphorically projected by physical activities.  
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(1)  mak-kelli       mak-notong    mak-mal 
prefix-filtered     prefix-labor     prefix-word 

Raw (unrefined) rice wine  Rough physical labor  A blunt remark (coarse words) 
 

(2)   ai-ka      mak  wul-ess-ta.    kul-ul        mak     sse-ss-ta. 
  child-NOM hard  cry-PST-DC    writing-ACC  carelessly  write-PST-DC 

  The child cried hard.      (He) wrote (it) carelessly. 
   

 (3)  kitha chi-kwu nolayha-kwu ma:k.  
  guitar play-and sing-and  

  (There were people) playing guitar, singing, and ma:k. 
 

(4)  cwuhwang-sayk  ppalkan-sayk   nolan-sayk ma:k. 
  orange-color     red-color      yellow-color    

  Orange color, red color, yellow color, and mak. 
   

(5)  (chinkwu-ka)  mikwuk-ey iss-kwu,  ilpon-ey iss-kwu mak kulay. 
friends-NOM  U.S.-in   stay-and  Japan-in stay-and    like:that:IE 

  (Her friends) are in U.S., in Japan, and mak like that. 
 
(6)  01 TV-eyse  pothong   hankwuk  yeca-tul-un,       
  TV-on   generally  Korean    woman-PL-TOP                 

 02 mak  (.2) uh pa- uh mak comedy kathun ke an ha-kwu   ma:k mwe-ci?     
fool-      comedy same  thing not do-and  what-COMM   

 03 kunyang ippu-kwu:, nalssinha-kwu kulay-ya-ci. 
  just    pretty-and  slim-and    be:so-must-COMM 

  On televisions, Korean actresses usually, mak (.2) uh  fool-  uh mak (they) don’t do comedies,  
  mak what is it? (They) just need to be pretty and slim. 

 
(7) 01 OH:: JESUS  mak kule-kwu ma:k  OH: MY GO::D  kule-kwu hh ma::k haha 
                   say-and                       say-and 

 02 nwunmwul  hulli-myense ma:k. 
  tear: drops   come:down-while 

   “OH:: JESUS” mak he’s like ma:k  “OH: MY GO::D” he’s like hh ma::k haha. 
While (his) tears are coming down ma:k. 
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