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Research on sociology and sociolinguist ics has contr ibut ed to our

under st an ding of th e u ses of languag e in social context s , throu gh it s

ex am inat ion of elem ent s of socializat ion . Hum an s are social anim als , an d

lan gu age ran not be isolat ed from social cent ex t . N ot only does social

influen ce affect the dev elopm ent of th e cognit iv e stru ctures an d of language

(Bern st ein and H ender son 1969: F rake 1972: H ender son 1972: Hym es 1972:

Erv in - T ripp 1973), but also social con dit ion s influen ce the u se of lan gu ag e

(Hym es 1972; F ishm an 1967: Labov 1972; F ergu son 1959; Gum perz 1962).

Different pat tern s of social cont act lead t o the dev elopm ent of differ ent

cognitiv e st ructr es an d lan gu age u se, w hich in turn yield different w ay s of

int erpret ing the w orld as w ell as the lan gu age. In a broad sen se, the

com plex ity of lan gu age , w hich is an ext en sion of the com plex ity of th e

w orld , is m anifest ed in th e m ann er of v erbal an d n onv erbal lan gu ag e, and

it s in terpretation is a product of cognit iv e reaction s t o the w orld in g eneral.

In div idu al hum an s dev elop n ot only uniform cognit iv e st ructures w hich can

b e univ er sally recognized reg ardless of in div idu al differ ences , but also

pecific cognit iv e stru ctures w hich can be individually or cross - culturally

differ entiat ed. Specificity of the in div idu al ' s cognit iv e stru cture is a

m anifestat ion of the indiv idual s r espon se t o the st imuli of th e w orld. Su ch

m anifestat ion s grow out of different ial acces s t o social in t er act ional

situation s , and in turn are reflected in th e in div idu al s u se of language.

It is a ssum ed that in div idu als hav e dev eloped adequ at e and basic

cognitiv e abilities n eeded t o funct ion w ith in th eir cultur e. Research er s

h av e ident ified cognit iv e stru ctures w hich g ov ern operat ion on th e

phy sical w orld . T h ese include concept s su ch as g eneralization ,

categorizat ion , specificity , logicality , r ev er sibility , sequ entiality ,

inferr ability , flex ibility , and creat iv ity , all of w hich exist as prerequisit e

com ponent s in in terpretat ion of the w orld and of languag e (Piag et 1926,

1963, 1979; Dale 1976; Goldst ein and M arkenber 1966; H elm s an d T urn er

1981; M cGhee 1971, P eel 1960).



T h e act iv e , str at egic ability u sed in lan gu ag e processing presupposes

n ot only cognit iv e st ru ctures but also comm unicat iv e com ponent s w hich are

as sum ed t o be present w ith in indiv idual part icipant s . T h e com m unicat iv e

com ponent s are in terpreted as the sum of know ledg e of a specific lan gu age

(linguist ic com pet en ce) and of it s u se in social context (social com pet en ce).

Linguist ic com pet ence and social com petence are oft en referr ed to as

com m unicat iv e com petence.

A com municat iv e ev ent , v erbal or non - v erb al, is enacted on th e basis of

both P art icipant s assum ption that m uch of the lan gu age is supplied by

lin guistically un ex pressed elem ent s and knew ledge , an d that m uch (if the

language that is lin guistically ex pres sed does n ot represent lit er al or dir ect

m eanin g . T hat is , both part icipant s are ex pect ed as a social conv ent ion , to

contr ibut e to a cem m unication on the b asis of th e reality prin ciple (Clark

an d Clark 1977) and m axim s of cooperativ en ess (Grice 1975). P art icipant s

also in terpret a com municat ion w ith th e assum ption that th e speaker or

the w riter is r eferr ing to a situ ation or ideas th ey can m ake sen se of (r eality

principle ). T hey also in terpret a language w ith the presupposition th at

the language is som ethin g that m akes sen se and th at the speaker or the

w riter int ends the language t o be inform at iv e, t rue in it s ow n w ay , r elev ant

t o it s purpose , an d clear in conv ey ance of m eanin g (cooperat iv e prin ciple ).

Reader s or list en er s act iv ely inv olv e them selv es in lan gu age proces sing by

follow in g the im plicat ion s of speech act s by m aking inferen ces about

m issing link s and non - autom atic conn ect ion s , an d by filling in gap s or

discont inuities in int erpret at ion (Brow n and Yule 1983). In addit ion ,

lan gu age can be properly int erpret ed w ith the arkn ow ledgem ent by

participant s of the social roles th at both part icipant s play in the

int er act iv e secial situatien , an d the social skills w hich enable them t o act

appropriat ely in a giv en com municat iv e context . A s a ron sequ en ce,

int erpret at ion of a com m unicat iv e ev ent is groun ded n ot ju st in linguist ic but

in com m unicat iv e com petence, w hich int egrates linguist ic, sociocultural,

and pragm atic inform ation .

A s a w hole, su ccessfu l oross - cultural com m unicat ion occur s w hen th ere

is a conv erg en ce of th e contribution s of the part ifipant s com m unicativ e

com pet en ce. F art icipant s in cros s - cultural com m unicativ e situat ion s ,

con sequent ly , t ake different att itu des and view point s t ow ard the languag e

inv olv ed. In other w ords , the participant s in cross - cultural com m uniration

m ak e presupposition s , im plicat ion s , infer ences , and ev en logical con clu sion s

w ithin th e fr am ew ork th at their cultur e an d languag e design ate . T heir

cenflict in g at t itudes an d standpoint s m ay serv e as m aior ob stacles to

conv ergent com m unication and m ay cau se m utual m isunder st an ding as w ell.

Ev entu ally on e can argue that the S apir - W horf hypothesis g et s st ron g



credit s on the point th at lan gu age det erm in es thinking and behav ior

pat tern s w hich can be, in turn , term ed as rultur e.

T his paper does not concern the phy sical, superficial, lin guistic

differ en ces bet w een th e English and Korean lan gu ages th at can be found in

a gram m ar b ook or a dict ionary . In st ead , it w ill focu s on th e in tern al ru les

and discrepancies of the Korean language w hich are subt le , int r in sic, and

dubiou s . T hese rules an d discrepan cies can b e best acquir ed by ext en siv e

exposure to th e Korean lan gu ag e and it s socio- cultural context s r ather than

by sim ple in st ruct ion s .

A s briefly show n in th e in trodu ct ion , th ese discrepan oies ,

socioculturally specific, ar e the produ ct s of the sum of cognitiv e st ructures

that hav e been nurtured, pat t erned, and sh arpen ed . Su ch discrepan cies are

the idiosyncra sies of a culture that ar e shared an d ch erish ed am ong th e

ingroups , an d that ar e oft en m arked as eccentr icit ies from the out group ' s

v iew point s . T h ese discrepan cies are the entities of the subcon sciou s lev el

w hich reflect th e in group ' s em otion s , v alu e sy st em s , beliefs , an d

philosophy . T h ese discrepan cies allow the ingroups t o t ake sanct ion s

again st out groups , but som etim es lead the ingroup s t o self - depreciat ion or

ev en t o self - destru ct ion . T he discrepan cies are often ignored , dev alued, or

m isint erpret ed , an d thu s m ay result in not only a breakdow n in cross -

cultural com municat ion , but also an unm an ageable en d t o hum an relat ion s .

T he follow in g int erpret ation of th e Korean lan gu ag e and it s

g en eralization of th e in tern al ru les and discrepancies is don e m ainly from

the standpoint of a Korean speaker of En glish . In retrospect , th e author n ow

is able t o view her nat iv e lan gu ag e, Korean , object iv ely , ow in g t o her

contact w ith the English languag e an d it s speak er s . In addit ion , the

int erpret at ion of the En glish languag e is draw n from the auth or ' s

experien ce w ith the En glish speaker s , prim arily w ith th e U .S . citizen s .

T he Korean languag e is often referr ed t o as the language of self -

effacing ' (Breunig 1964). In the self - effacing culture, ' t o r egard the self a s

the cent er of th in g s ' (Choi 1980) is con sidered a w eaknes s by society . A s a

con sequence, the fir st per son sin gular ' I ' is r eg arded an d giv en im portance

m erely as a m em ber ef certain societ al unit s , such as nation , a ssociation ,

com m unity , or family . It is thu s said th at Korean society is a t ot ality in

w hich ' I ' is buried w ith in 'w e ' (O- Young Lee, 1967, cit ed by P ark ). A

leadin g Korean journ alist , Kyu - T ae Lee say s that Korean society an d

culture are based on w e - ism , w herea s W est ern culture is root ed in m e- ism .

T he self - effacing character ist ic of the Korean culture is counter - balan ced

w ith a dist in ct iv e disclosure of deferen ce t o elder s , and form ality t o

str an ger s , a s w ell as fam iliar ity t o one ' s junior s . In other w ords , Korean s '

thought s an d language beh avior s conform prim arily t o the w ishes of



other s ' an d ingroup ' s opinion s . It is es sential t o under st an d that a v ert ical

h ier ar chy , b ased on age, seniority , r ank , prestige , an d sex , ex ist s in alm ost

ev ery corn er of the Kerean society . Kyu - T ae Lee hum orou sly speak s of the

fact that th ere exist s a class str at ificat ion ev en in cig aret te brands .

Regardless of t ast e or prefer en ce, a cert ain cla ss sm okes only a certain

brand.

An other aspect of Korean self - effacing culture is the great im pert an ce

of saving fare. In a culture w hich t akes savin g one ' s face at any cost s for

grant ed , Korean s refu se t o com promise an d w ill r ath er brood ov er a

dist ort ion of the tru th or a sev ere loss , an d driv e them selv es to scape-

g oating . T o sav e face, Korean s are inclin ed to ascribe th eir su cces s an d

failur e to fat e or t o their ancest or s . Korean s , so fin ely at tun ed t o the self -

effacing culture, often rev eal tw o differ ent solv es : th e public self an d the

priv at e self . Korean s hav e reinforced, ov er a long period of tim e, an art of

m ax imizin g the priv at e self an d m inim izin g the public self (Kyu - T ae Lee

1987). F or ex am ple, there is an old sayin g that a st arv in g scholar show s up

in public, pr et en ding th at h e has ju st complet ed his m eal w ith beef by

pickin g his t eeth . A ccording to Kyu - T ae Lee, the adjiect iv es ' r eserv ed ' ,

' ev asiv e, ' distant , ' ' in different ' ar e best - fit t ed t erm s for a description of

Korean per sonality . A ccordingly Korean s hav e dev eloped a civ ilization of

con cealm ent like a ceram ic art w hich does net allow seein g through ,

w h ereas the W est ern hem isph ere has cultiv at ed a ' glass civ ilization '

(Kyu - T ae Lee 1987). T herefore, the Korean culture, w hich tab oos self-

disclosure, has produced an aw esom e lan gu age behavior w hich relies upon

ey es , ear s , an d sen ses rath er th an en m outh .

T he follow in g section s sh ow som e of th e in tr in sic an d distinctiv e

charact er istics of the Korean language w hich m ay ult im at ely result in

m isconcept ion s ab out Korean speaker s of English as w ell a s m is -

com preh en sion bet w een English speaker s and Korean speaker s .

L an g u ag e of D e le t ion

Any giv en inform at ion , including pron om in al r efer en ces indicating th e

participant s directly in teracting in a discour se can be t ot ally omit ted in th e

Kerean languag e. T h e perfect korean v er sion of th e English stat em ent , "I

t eleph on ed y ou last night , but y ou w ere not h om e" w ould be "t eleph on ed,

but w eren ' t ." On this account it is n ot oblig at ory to dist in guish a tran sit iv e

v erb from an intr an sitiv e v erb . Since an as sert ion of an obiect is n ot v it al for

Korean s , a Korean speaker of English is likely to respond by saying , "I

enjoy ed v ery m u ch ," to th e English qu est ion , "Hew did y ou like m y party ?"

In th e ab sence of the subject s and obj ect s , th e Korean lan gu age does not

r equir e r elativ e proneun s (Yoon 7956). Despit e th e fact that pron om inal

r efer en ces can be deleted , Korean s hav e dev eloped a uniqu e addres sin g



sy st em w hich is designed for dem on str at ion of deference and humility . A

pron om in al r efer en ce in dicat ing a fir st per son is u su ally replaced by term s

dev aluating and humbling selv es , and a refer ence indicat in g a secon d per son

is sub st itu ted for th e per son ' s tit les . Indir ect circum locution , inclu ding this

roun dab out addressing behav ior , in any contex t is r eg arded as m ore form al

and apprepriat e in Korean society . F or in st ance , it is a comm on practice for

a subordinate t o replace a pron om in al r efer en ce in dicat ing him self w ith a

hum blin g t erm lik e a litt le m an : "Dear Mr . President ! 'T he lit tle m an ' (=I)

know s nothin g ." T h e Korean equiv alent for the English sent ence "W h at

w ould y ou like t o eat ?" w ould be "W h at w ould Dear P rofessor like to

h av e?" in case th e second per son is a profes sor . It soun ds so degrading and

out - of - place for a Korean t e u se the t erm , 'y ou ' in any lin guist ic context th at

in the ab sen ce of th e per son ' s tit le, m ale adult s ar e g enerally addressed as

dear t each er or Mr . t eacher , and fem ale adult s as Dear Aunt or Dear

T each er ' s W ife. T he t erm ' teacher ' or ' t eacher ' s w ife ' in th is sen se bear s n o

connect ion w ith th e teaching profession .

L an g u ag e of L e s s In div idu ality

T he self - effacing culture has led Korean s t o be receptiv e t o an d

su scept ib le t o social n orm s an d ingroup opinion s . In st ead of regardin g

him self as an independent indiv idual, a Korean con sider s him self a s a

m em ber of a hier ar chical st ructure. In any social cont esxt , he can easily

ident ify him self v ert ically as w ell as h orizont ally as an in group m em ber .

A s a con sequ ence, a Korean av oids u sing 'm y ' unles s he can claim him self as

a sole propriet or , as in a sent ence like, "T his is m y sch ool bag ," Korean

speak er s are r elu ct ant to u se 'm y ' as in En glish phrases su ch as 'm y w ife, '

'my father , ' 'm y country . 'T o the Korean speaker sayin g 'w e ' or ' our ' does

n ot m ean the sum of y ou and m e. It sim ply illu st r ates th at there exist s a

close bond and solidarity betw een the in div idu al and th e in group t o w hich

h e belon g s , T h e rem ark s , "W elcom e to our h ou se ! Plea se com e in an d m eet

our w ife. W ould y ou also like t o m eet our son and our father ?" w ould

certainly soun d inept t o En glish speaker s . T hu s English speaker s w ould

often hear Korean speaker s of English u sin g ' our ' in alm ost ev ery phrase

w h ere 'm y ' seem s m ore appropriat e. In addit ion , t o Korean s it is an

acknow ledg ed social axiom that th e highest h ier ar chy in a v ert ical

stru cture is giv en prim ary att ention and fidelity . 'T op - dew n policies ' ar e

u su ally recognized in any societ al unit s an d structures (Yoon 1986). Ev en in

the form at of a m ailin g address , the high est societ al unit , i.e., the country

com es fir st , then the n am e of the provin ce, city , tow n , an d fin ally the str eet

num ber follow s . A Korean Olym pic gold m edalist at t r ibutes his victory

fir st t o his n at ion an d t o his people, shout ing "W h at I am t oday goes t o our

country and to Our P eople."



Since indiv iduality an d sin gularity do n ot carry the sam e w eight as in

the W est ern culture, Korean s m ak e no dist in ct discernm ent b etw een singular

and plural n oun s . AIth ou gh there is a plural m arker w hich can b e added to

n oun s , it is r ar e for Korean s t o u se it (Shin 1977). It is com m only said th at a

thing in the Korean thought r epresent s a plural and gen eric roncept (Kim

1977). T he Korean v er sion of th e English sent en ce, "T here are m any people

in the park " w ould be "per son is a lot in park ." Con sequent ly , Korean

speaker s of English w ould h av e a difficult tim e decidin g w hen t o say

' indiv iduals ' or ' an in div idu al ' .

T he Korean belief that th in g s are intr in sically m ass n oun s is w ell

dem on str at ed in the int erpret at ion of the lexicon ' alon e ' . In the self -

effacing culture, ' alone ' is t aken as a sub st itu te for the En glish w ord

' lon ely ' . In the land of th e m orning calm , foreign visit or s are r ar ely left

alon e t o enjoy their priv acy . T hey w ill often fin d them selv es assailed by

Korean s in cessant question s : "Aren ' t y ou lon ely ?" "W hy are y ou alon e at

this t im e of the day ?" "W hy are y ou tr av elling alone?" F urtherm ore

Korean s in sist on join in g them . T his certainly m ay be regarded as an

intru sion upon priv acy and an int erfer ence in the per son al m at t er s ;

h ew ev er , Korean s con sider joining good et iquett e an d a court esy t o their

guest g . A s a result , Korean speaker s of English w ould ex pect t o receiv e from

their English speaker acqu aint ances the sam e tr eatm ent (Kim 1981). T hat

m ay n ev er occur , and m ight result in feelin g s ef r eproach .

L an g u ag e of L e s s P a s s iv e V oic e

In th e lan gu age of giv en inorm at ion , deleting a dir ect refer en ce is

r eg arded as crude and as a breach of social code. A s a con sequ ence, the u se of

the passiv e v oice for Korean s is n ot a full- fledged languag e act iv ity .

A ltheu gh 'y ou ' as a receiv er is qu alified and entitled to be placed at the

b eginnin g of an English passiv e v oice sent en ce, Korean s st at in g y ou in the

m iddle or at the end of an act iv e v oice sent ence do not int end t o in dicat e les s

significan ce nor les s r espect . A Korean speak er of English is at ease sayin g ,

"A s soon as the plan e lands , th ey w ill t ake the Prim e Minist er to th e

h ospit al" in the En glish equiv alent , "T he Prim e Minist er w ill be t aken to

the h ospit al, a s soon a s th e plane lands ." F urth erm ore Korean speaker s of

English w ould say , "I r epair ed the radio" or "I cut m y hair " w ith out any

im plicat ion s th at the repair ing or cut t in g job has b een don e by the speaker

him self . T he Korean ' s st at em ent , "I cut m y hair " sim ply in dicat es that the

cut ting job h as been complet ed . Du e to th e pau city of pas siv e v oice

con stru ct ion s , Korean speaker s of English are oft en misperceiv ed t o be

lacking in sophist icat ion or etiquet t e, and som etim es are blam ed for giv ing

false inform at ien .

L an g u ag e of H on orif i c s



T he self - effacing Korean culture has produced v ariou s w ay s of

h on oring elder s , senior s , superior s , in - law s , an d m ales . T he Korean

lan gu age h as abundant honorifics . H on orific noun s , v erb s , an d adject iv es

are allocat ed to senior s , elder s , an d superior s . Junior s sim ply ' eat th e m eal ' ;

h ow ev er , a special v erb for ' eat ' and a special noun for 'm eal ' ar e assign ed

t o senior s . T here are honorific m arker s w hich can b e added alm ost

ev ery w here : to noun s , adj ect iv es , and v erb s . A respect ed senior does not

' die ' . Eith er h e ' r eturn s ' t o w herev er he originally cam e from , or he 'places

his spoon dow n ' . T herefore, Korean speaker s of En glish are hesit ant t o say

"I am sorry t o hear that y our gran dfather died recently ." T hey w ould

in stead m urm ur som ething like, "It is deeply regrett able th at y our

grandfather r ecently . .." and allow the idea t o fade.

L an g u a g e of H y perb ole

T he self - effacing culture has cultiv at ed anoth er aw esom e lan gu age

b ehavior , the beh avior of effu siv e expression s . It is a com m on pract ice for

Korean s to ex agg erat e or to m ake a redun dant statem ent , especially w hen

they w ish t o show their m odesty , deferen ce, and m ost of all, generosity .

T his lan gu ag e behav ior of hyperbole m ight be in t erpret ed as a bluff , or

ev en a double - faced at t itude. A Korean ' s genuine com plim ent , though

ex cessiv e, m ay sound like bribin g , flat t ery , or lacking in sin cerity . T he

count er - balanced beh avior , i.e., the beh avior of un der statem ent out of

m odesty , is som etim es su spect . Although the m eal is n ot deliciou s , Korean s

n on etheless pay th e com plim ent , "I 'v e n ev er t ast ed such a deliciou s m eal in

m y w hole life." A frequ ent u se of hyperbole by senior Korean s is the casu al

expression , "I ' ll be six ty y ear s old the day after t om orrow ." In reality the

age of six ty is r egarded as high achiev em ent . Korean s often comm ent on the

other ' s h and - w rit in g as the size of a g ate . W hen a Korean w Ine speak s

ex cellent English is asked w h ether he speak s the lan gu ages w ell, h e

polit ely declin es by sayin g , "No. I can speak only a lit t le." Korean parent s

u su ally m ake un der st atem ent s about th eir childr en . If their child is n ot th e

b est or th e second best stu dent in his class of six ty student s , the parent s

w ould say , "H e is not doing w ell in school." T he adiectiv e 'm eagre ' is

probably on e of the m ost fav ored w ords am ong Korean s . Korean s w elcom e

their v isit or w ith a greet in g like, "You are hon oring u s by visiting th is

m eagre hou se." T he foreign visit or w ould m ost probably be shocked t o fin d

a h ou se w ith an in door sw im m in g pool and a sauna . T hen th e visit or w ill b e

seat ed n orm ally at th e head of the t able , g iv en a gift , an d t old, "Although

w e h av e prepared a m eagre m eal, please enj oy y our dinn er , and accept this

m eager gift ." H e w ould th en blink his ey es in disbelief , b ecau se he sees

t w enty differ ent dish es on the t able . F urtherm ore , w h at h e has ju st heard

about the gift w ould m ak e him w onder w hat he did to deserv e this



g en erosity . On the oth er h and, an En glish speaker ex claim in g , "Look !

W hat I 'v e brou ght for y ou . Isn ' t it beautifu l !' " might sound boastfu l or

im m odest to Korean s .

T he sam e at t itude applies t o h ow t o say thank y ou or I am sorry . A

m ere ' th ank y ou 'does not conv ey a Korean ' s feelin g , especially w hen h e is

t ruly grat eful. At the sam e tim e, a sim ple st at em ent su ch as "I am sorry "

w ill not satisfy him , w hen he is in deed sorry . A st at em ent like "If y ou only

forgiv e m e, I w ill pay back ev en aft er death " w ould m ean that he indeed

feels guilty and sorry . In cases w here feeling s an d em otion s are inv olv ed,

effu siv e expression s sh ould nev er be con sidered in sincere.

L an g u ag e of L e s s Im perat iv e s

Korean s often t ake im perativ es a s an in sult or an act of disloy alty . F or

the English n ot ices su ch as "Keep off the gra ss" and "Do n ot litt er ," v isitor s

t o Korea w ill fin d sign s sayin g , "Let ' s keep off the gra ss ," and "Let ' s n et

lit t er ." Korean s enj oy conv ert in g requ est s or imperat iv es in to polit e

statem ent s . "I w ould appreciat e it v ery m uch if y ou w ould t ake a leav e"

w ould b e a perfect Korean v er sion for the En glish equiv alent , "Please go."

Korean s addres sed in English sh ould not be ' told ' , but only a sked, ev en if

there are n o alt ernat iv es . En glish speaker s in comm unicat ion w ith Korean

speak er s should u se caut ion in the u se of im perativ es . N o m atter h ow close

the relat ion s m ay be , it is alw ay s safer t o u se no im perat iv es .

L an g u ag e of Circ um loc ut ion

Since cir cumlocut ion in any lin guistic cont ex t is con sidered suit able an d

cultured, Korean s reg ard it a s a vir tue t o qu ot e other ' s w ork s w h en they

n eed to ex press their opin ion s or a ssert ion s . T his practice is on e of th e w ay s

t o show respect for other s and at the sam e tim e to hum ble selv es . It w ould

b e v ery ann oying for English speaker professor s to read Korean stu dent s

paper s fu ll of qu et ation s from other scholar s . In addition , str aight -

forw ardn ess an d candor are n ot mu ch appreciat ed in the self - effacing

culture. It is unu sual to encount er a Korean w ho fir st st at es his m ain point or

m otiv e w ith out any accompanying form alities . In order to get to th e m ain

point , Kerean s trouble th em selv es as w ell as their count erpart s by

introdu cin g unrelated t opics or sim ply by in quir in g about th e w eather or

h ealth . T his circum locutory lan gu age behavior , w hich w ould annoy or

confu se En glish speaker s , is v alu ed in the Korean culture. All th e

m iscellaneou s inquir ies about th e other ' s w ell - bein g , health , an d children ,

g en erally precede the m ain point w hich is , for in st ance , "Let m e borrow t en

dollar s ." Korean children are t aught to w rit e a let t er in this v ein from

early childhood. T opics on the w eather , the receiv er ' s w ell- bein g , family ' s

h ealth , an d the sender ' s r eport s on daily activ ities an d w ell- bein g are

inclu ded in th e let t er before the m ain point . T he m ain point is u sually



accom panied by an introduct ory phrase, by the w ay , or to tell the truth , or

som etim es ev en in a post script . In addit ion , Kerean s are giv en to

speculation and gu esses , so that they m ake a practice of em ploying term s

such as ' ab out ' or ' approx im at ely ,' ev en w h en an ex act calculation or a

specific det ail is n ot difficult t o m ak e. A Korean gir l saying , "I am abort

t w enty y ear s old" can b e from 18 to 24 y ear s old. Korean s are w ell - know n for

the con cept of Korean tim e: "Let ' s get t og ether about tw o o ' clock ." A nd th e

t w o o ' clock can be str et ched int o a three o ' clock . T his part icular languag e

b ehavior of cir cum locution oft en com pounds n at iv e speaker s of English .

L an g u ag e of A m biv a len c e

T he conform ity t o socio- cultural n orm s ea sily leads Korean s to agree

blindly w ith the m aj ority or w ith any one of high er st atu s . Korean s

m urmurin g 'y es ' t o quest ion s , r equest s , or st at em ent s sh ow their deferen ce

and hum ility . T he rule of thum b in discour se w ith Korean speaker s is , "Do

n ot t ake a Korean ' s posit iv e or neg at iv e an sw er at face v alue." A Korean

'y es 'm ost of the t im e , m ean s , ' I am w ith y ou ,' I am list enin g ,' or I

under st an d quit e w ell. 'T herefore, the Korean 'y es ' does n ot necessarily

specify a posit iv e respon se or an agreem ent . W h en a Korean speaker of

English is asked if he can com e tom orrow , he m ay offer an an sw er 'y es '

prom ptly , st ill know in g that he can not com e tom orrow . T he reasen far this

k in d of beh avior is that En glish speaker s are fr eer to dev iat e from other s

and m ore adam ant to hold opinion s of their ow n , w hereas Korean s are so

sen sit iv e to social norm s and in group opinion s th at their prim ary concern

lies in how oth er s r egard them . A foreign v isit or to a Korean cla ssroom w ill

often notice Korean pupils an sw ering 'y es ' loudly in unison w hether they

under st an d the t each er or not . In a rest aurant Korean s w ill u sually order

the sam e dish that their h ost select s ; and th ey w ill im m ediately take off

their jacket s if their host or superior init iat es the act .

T e borrow Kyu - T ae Lee ' s term , th is ' sim ult an eou s act ion ' is fr equently

spott ed in social contex t s . T h e culture of ' sim ultaneou s action ' has produced

a stereo- typed people (Yoon 1986). Korean s th ink alike, behav e alike, an d

respond alike. If Korean s are ask ed w h at they think ab out div orce, th ey

w ill all giv e the sam e reply , "T hat is t err ib le." (Generally speaking , if a

Korean speak er of English is invit ed to hav e a soft drink , he is likely t o

order coffee in stead of ju ice, r eg ardles s of his prefer ence, b ecau se he kn ow s

that the coffee cost s les s at least in Korea . Korean host s serv e th eir gu est s

coffee w ithout any at t em pt or takin g in t o con sideration th e gu est s '

pr eference on the as sum ption th at drinkin g coffee is proper . On th e other

h and, in a form al discour se, an ab solut e 'n o ' or a dir ect ' I can ' 1, ' or ' I w on ' t '

is seldom heard . T h e ex pression s 'm aybe,' 'w ell, ' 'T hat w ould be all r ight , '

or ' I ' ll see ' ar e euphem ist ic sub st itu tes for th e English flat 'N O.'A



Koreall ' s r espon se t o the English speaker ' s offer , "W ould y ou care for a cup

of coffee?" w ould be on e of th e follow ing : "T h at w ould be all r ight ,· ' .Oh ,

w ell, 1 am OK .," "No, th ank y ou ," or "You are troubling y our self t oo mu ch ."

It does n ot m at ter w heth er the Korean guest an sw er s neg at iv ely or

ambigueu sly . T he En glish speaker m u st u se his best ju dgim ent , in sight and

in stinct , an d bring the guest a cup of coffee . Although the Korean gu est does

n ot oare for coffee er does not drink it , he w ill still tak e it or ev en pret end to

lik e it on ce his host places the cup on th e table.

W h en Kerean s are in a position to accept g enerosity , they do n ot

prom ptly rise an d say ,'T hank y ou 'or 'Yes , please. 'T hey alw ay s rej ect the

fir st offer kn ow ing and expect in g that th ey w ill be asked ov er an d ov er to

accept the generosity . In g en eral Korean s w ill feel offen ded an d hurt in case

an En glish speaker accept s their fir st neg at iv e respon se. It is significant for

the English speaker s t o under st an d the p sy chology of a Korean ' s factu al

' no ' and a social 'n o. 'By th e sam e t oken , Korean speaker s of En glish m ay

n ot t ake an English speaker ' s saying 'no ' ser iou sly , an d m ay in sist or force

him t o eat to a point of discom fort . It is easy t o picture a foreigner ' s

discomfort ov er a situation in w hich he is fer ced t o t ake m ore foed.

On e of the difficult ies m ost Korean speaker s of En glish ex perience in

cross - cultural com municat ion is w hether t o an sw er 'y es ' or 'n o ' t o a n egat iv e

qu est ion . In th e Korean lan gu ag e, w h en a qu est ion is in th e neg at iv e,

Korean s either affirm th e neg at iv e supposit ion by respon din g 'y es ' or

sim ply neg at e it . It is int er est in g t o see th e logic inv olv ed in th is behavior :

the t w o n eg ativ es cancel each other , thu s m akin g an affirm at iv e. F or this

r ea son , as can be seen in th e follow ing dialogu e, English speak er s m ay hav e

a v exing ex perience in under st anding a Korean speak er ef En glish :

En glish speaker = E Korean speak er of English = K

E : Didn ' t y ou m eet him last niaht ?

K : Yes .

E : Oh . y ou m et him .

K : ND. 1 didn ' t .

E : ‥‥ !

L an g u ag e of L ab y rin th

T he Korean languag e is often called an affect iv e lan gu age w hich is

prolific in adject iv es an d adv erb s (Shin 1977), T h e Korean lan gu age is

som etim es att ack ed as having les s sub st ance on the prem ise that the

b oundary bet w een the concrete an d the ab str act is opaque (Shin 1917). T h e

lan gu age w ith a full scale of hyperb ole m akes the subjunct iv e m ood in an

English sen se alm ost ob solet e. Korean s care les s about w hen to say 'w ere '

and w hen t o say ' is ' aft er if . T he adv erb 'M any ak ,'w hich is the En glish



equiv alent ' if in th e subjun ct iv e m ood, is sufficient to describe som ething

b ey on d reach . A s a result , Kerean speaker s of En glish m ay h av e difficulty

figuring out the differ ence bet w een "H e w ill leav e if it r ain s" and "He

w ould leav e if it r ained." T h e u se of the subjun ctiv e m ood is n ot likely t o

b ecom e secon d n ature t o the Korean speaker s of English . T he discernm ent

b etw een the subjunct iv e and in dicat iv e m oods is so hazy that nat iv e

n ot oare for coffee er does not drink it , he w ill still tak e it or ev en pret end to

lik e it on ce his host places the cup on th e table.

W h en Kerean s are in a position to accept g enerosity , they do n ot

prom ptly rise an d say ,'T hank y ou 'or 'Yes , please. 'T hey alw ay s rej ect the

fir st offer kn ow ing and expect in g that th ey w ill be asked ov er an d ov er to

accept the generosity . In g en eral Korean s w ill feel offen ded an d hurt in case

an En glish speaker accept s their fir st neg at iv e respon se. It is significant for

the English speaker s t o under st an d the p sy chology of a Korean ' s factu al

' no ' and a social 'n o. 'By th e sam e t oken , Korean speaker s of En glish m ay

n ot t ake an English speaker ' s saying 'no ' ser iou sly , an d m ay in sist or force

him t o eat to a point of discom fort . It is easy t o picture a foreigner ' s

discomfort ov er a situation in w hich he is fer ced t o t ake m ore foed.

On e of the difficult ies m ost Korean speaker s of En glish ex perience in

cross - cultural com municat ion is w hether t o an sw er 'y es ' or 'n o ' t o a n egat iv e

qu est ion . In th e Korean lan gu ag e, w h en a qu est ion is in th e neg at iv e,

Korean s either affirm th e neg at iv e supposit ion by respon din g 'y es ' or

sim ply neg at e it . It is int er est in g t o see th e logic inv olv ed in th is behavior :

the t w o n eg ativ es cancel each other , thu s m akin g an affirm at iv e. F or this

r ea son , as can be seen in th e follow ing dialogu e, English speak er s m ay hav e

a v exing ex perience in under st anding a Korean speak er ef En glish :

En glish speaker = E Korean speak er of English = K

E : Didn ' t y ou m eet him last niaht ?

K : Yes .

E : Oh . y ou m et him .

K : ND. 1 didn ' t .

E : ‥‥ !

L an g u ag e of L ab y rin th

T he Korean languag e is often called an affect iv e lan gu age w hich is

prolific in adject iv es an d adv erb s (Shin 1977), T h e Korean lan gu age is

som etim es att ack ed as having les s sub st ance on the prem ise that the

b oundary bet w een the concrete an d the ab str act is opaque (Shin 1917). T h e

lan gu age w ith a full scale of hyperb ole m akes the subjunct iv e m ood in an

English sen se alm ost ob solet e. Korean s care les s about w hen to say 'w ere '

and w hen t o say ' is ' aft er if . T he adv erb 'M any ak ,'w hich is the En glish



equiv alent ' if in th e subjun ct iv e m ood, is sufficient to describe som ething

b ey on d reach . A s a result , Kerean speaker s of En glish m ay h av e difficulty

figuring out the differ ence bet w een "H e w ill leav e if it r ain s" and "He

w ould leav e if it r ained." T h e u se of the subjun ctiv e m ood is n ot likely t o

b ecom e secon d n ature t o the Korean speaker s of English . T he discernm ent

b etw een the subjunct iv e and in dicat iv e m oods is so hazy that nat iv e

N ote

1. T he Korean languag e show s a m arked dist in ct ion in syntactic an d

sem ant ic charact er bet w een form al discour se and inform al discour se. In

form al discour se, w ord order is quite r igid, an d appropriat e case m arker s

and part icles are ov ertly in clu ded. In inform al discour se, on th e other han d,

econ om y of languag e is the rule of thum b , provided that m ajor un spoken

elem ent s are mutually acknow ledged an d com prehended from the cont ex t

and face- face- in ter action . Inform al spoken form al discour se m axim izes the

u se of the cont ex t provided by face- t o- face int er act ion . On e con sequ en ce is

that inform al discour se differ s st r ikingly from form al discour se in the

funct ion of ca se an d it s m arker s . All noun phrases conv ey n ew inform ation ,

their cases need n ot be m arked if their roles are unm arked and clearly

det erm in ed by contex tual and sem ant ic con str aint s . Case in inform al

discour se is obligat ory w hen the elem ent m arked is giv en prom inent

emphasis , specificity , or contr ast .
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