Paper Title: On the Korean politeness marker: ceki  (excuse me/well)


Korean is one of the languages which shows a very sophisticated and elaborate honorific system, employing various speech levels in its syntactic structure along with lexical and morphological devices. During social interactions speakers employ politeness expressions using the honorific system, dependent on the speech setting. Such politeness expressions are furthered by the usage of the politeness maker ceki (excuse me/well), which is highly productive in daily language usage. In this paper, I assume that the politeness marker ceki originates in the lexical form ceki (over there), which has referential meaning as a locative adverb. Through the grammaticalization process, the lexical form evolved to obtain another non-referential and abstract usage, namely politeness.
            This paper examines the function of the Korean politeness marker ceki from the perspective of the social interactional norm, in both deferential-oriented formal and solidarity-oriented informal social settings. The agglutinative linguistic characteristics of Korean allows for the politeness marker ceki to be combined with speech level morphemes, such as in ceki-yo, and also with assumed grammaticalized form and speech level morphemes, as in ceki-mali-ya. This study examines how the usage of such combinations of politeness marker and/or grammaticalized form and speech level morphemes are influenced by the formality of the situation. Also, this study examines implications based on the use of ceki and its combinational forms in the area of language change and children’s language acquisition.

For the gathering of data, I employed tape recordings of phone conversations and also face-to-face interactions in various social settings, considering the social relationship between interlocutors based on age, social distance, goal of communication, and social power. I also utilize video recordings of several contemporary television dramas and talk shows. A total 366 of conversational exchanges containing ceki and its variant forms are looked at through ethnographic microanalysis as well as interactional sociolinguistics. 

Frequency analysis of ceki and its various speech level combinational forms (e.g. cekiyo, cekimalipnita, cekimaliya, cekimalikey, and cekimalia) suggests an important Korean societal trend toward a solidarity-oriented parallel structure from the highly traditional vertical and hierarchical social structure. The functions of the politeness marker ceki are multifarious in that it can be employed in various speech acts, such as request, apology, refusal, and interruption. The politeness marker ceki is also employed by the speaker, along with hesitation, in the process of probing and discerning the social relationships among interlocutors. 

The above findings suggest that Korean speakers employ appropriate polite expressions based on conventions governing social relationships and the formality of the social setting. This observation anchors the claim by Ide (1989) that the neglected aspect of the universal politeness put forth by Brown and Levinson (1987) is “discernment: speaker’s use of polite expressions according to social conventions rather than interactional strategy”.  

In sum, this study comprehensively illustrates aspects of the Korean politeness marker ceki and its variant forms in Korean-specific social settings. Also adduced is an element common to the use of polite expressions cross-linguistically derived from examining and analyzing multiple functions of the Korean politeness marker ceki: It can be said that the principal foundation for employing politeness expressions is derived from the discernment of the proper place of self (chesin) in based on one’s own societal structure.

