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Professor KANG Uk-Kky, whose enquiry first gave rise to this (very anecdotal) study, has
provided the Korean language translation here. The original English language version is

online at http://thormay.net/koreadiary/politeness.html

Abstract: This paper deals with politeness phenomena which are general to all human
societies, but draws many examples from Korea as understood by the writer (who is
Australian). The emphasis in this analysis is on the problem of decoding politeness. It is noted
that even within a culture, politeness signals can be manipulated, and that interlocutors
calibrate their meaning according to knowledge of individual personalities. In Korean society,
the requirement for formal politeness signals is very strong, both in body language and in fixed
linguistic markers (such as verb endings). However, the pragmatic meaning of these signals is
calibrated in ways that are difficult for foreigners to decode. The paper also considers the
dilemma of that minority of Koreans who attempt to interact within the linguistic and social
codes of English. It is noted that these attempts often go astray, both because the speaker
misunderstands English politeness coding conventions and because listeners in English, almost

by definition, come from radically different cultural backgrounds to the Korean.
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