
Rethinking Embeddability and Context Sensitivity in Honorification:
Evidence from Korean si

Ariela Ye Dorothy Ahn
Rutgers University
SALT 35 @ Harvard
May 20-22, 2025

1 Introduction

Â Honorification and its classification
• Definition: Honorification is the grammatical information about the social relation between two
individuals—the speaker and other entities related to the utterance.

• Types:
– the ‘performative’ type (or addressee honorification): speaker—addressee

(1) Korean addressee honorific marker supni
a. Myungsoo-ka

Myungsoo-nom
wa-ss-ta.
come-pst-decl

‘Myungsoo came.’ (Addressee is of non-high status)
b. Myungsoo-ka

Myungsoo-nom
wa-ss-supni-ta.
come-pst-hAdr-decl

‘Myungsoo came.’ (Addressee is of high status)

�supni-ta: one of many forms for addressee honorification (see Portner et al. (2019) and ref-
erences therein).

– the ‘propositional’ type (or argument honorification): speaker—a clause-internal argument

(2) Korean argument honorific marker si
a. Myungsoo-ka

Myungsoo-nom
wa-ss-ta
come-pst-decl

‘Myungsoo came.’ (Subject is of non-high status)
b. Kim

Kim
kyoswu-nim-i
professor-HS-nom

o-si-ess-ta
come-HS-pst-decl

‘Professor Kim came.’ (Subject is of high status)

Â Different approaches to honorification
• The syntactic approach: Agree (Alok 2021; Alok & Baker 2022; Jou 2024)
• The semantic/pragmatic approach: the Taboo of Directness (Wang 2023); expressive meanings with
a numerical relation between speaker-target (Potts & Kawahara 2004; Potts 2007; Kim & Sells 2007)

Â Honorification and embeddability
• Argument and addressee honorification differ in embeddability (Portner et al. 2019; Tomioka & Ishii
2022; Ishii & Cho 2023)

• Portner et al. (2019): difference between content-oriented markers and utterance-oriented markers

Â Portner et al. (2019): content-oriented markers are embeddable while utterance-oriented markers are
unembeddable

• Content-oriented markers:
– refer to an entity
– contributed as an ordinary argument to the propositional content of the sentence
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– express information about speaker-entity relation
• Utterance-oriented markers:

– refer to the addressee
– do not contribute a referent to the propositional content
– convey information about speaker-addressee relation + context formality

ÂThis project

i. Korean argument honorific marker si can
a) be used as addressee honorification and
b) be embedded challenge for Portner et al. 2019?

ii. Korean si as indirect addressee honorification

Â Roadmap
• §2 Empirical data

– §2.1 The canonical use of si and supni and the embedding asymmetry
– §2.2 The non-canonical use of si

• §3 Implementing the multi-dimensional semantics
• §4 A reductive analysis of si
• §5 Concluding remarks

2 Empirical data

2.1 Basic Korean data: si vs. supni

• The embedding asymmetry

(3) Myungsoo-ka
Myungsoo-nom

Kim
Kim

kyoswu-nim-i
professor-HS-nom

o-si-ess-ta-go
come-hS-pst-decl-comp

malhay-ess-ta.
say-pst-decl

‘Myungsoo said that Professor Kim came.’
(honoring embedded subject Prof. Kim: Speakermatrix <hon Prof. Kim)

(4) Context: Prof. Kim was asking who came to the colloquium and Jane, a freshman said:
Myungsoo-ka
Myungsoo-nom

Jin-ka
Jin-nom

wa-ss-*supni-ta-go
come-pst-hAdr-decl-comp

malhay-ess-supni-da.
say-pst-hAdr-decl

‘Myungsoo said that Jin came.’
(Intended: honoring matrix addressee Prof. Kim: Jane <hon Prof. Kim)

2.2 The non-canonical use of si: honoring addressee

Â Some properties of this non-canonical use of si
• age variation: Øyoung speakers; 7 older/more conservative speakers
• natural in service contexts
• natural in relay contexts
• natural in sentences with evidential markers

Â Puzzle 1: si is used to honor the addressee, not the subject
• Service contexts
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(5) a. Context: Restaurant employee tells the customer that water is self-served.
Mwul-un selpu-si-pni-ta
water-top self.served-si-hAdr-decl
‘Water is self-service.’

b. Context: Restaurant has a sign on the wall that reads:
Mwul-un selpu-(*si)-ipni-ta
water-top self.served-*si-hAdr-decl
‘Water is self-service.’

(6) adapted from Brown (2015) with modification
a. khephi nao‐si‐ess‐supni-ta

coffee come.out‐si‐pst-hAdr-decl
‘Coffee is ready.’

b. cikum‐un
now‐top

cali‐ka
seat‐nom

eps‐usi‐pni-ta
not.exist‐si‐-hAdr-decl

‘There aren’t any seats available now.’
(7) adapted from Choo & Kwak (2008) with modification

a. Context: Uttered by a hotel front desk clerk
cenhwa o-si-ess-supni-ta.
phone.call come-si-pst-hAdr-decl
(lit.) ‘A phone call (for you) arrived.’

b. poksaki pissa-si-ta-kwuyo?
copy.machine expensive-si-decl-RepoRt.q
‘The copy machine is expensive, you’re saying?’

(8) adapted from Kim & Findlay (2023) with modification
kokayk-nim,
customer-h

i
this

os-un
clothing-top

phwumcel-toy-si-ess-supni-ta.
sold.out-become-si-pst-hAdr-decl

‘Dear customer, this article of clothing has become out of stock.’

Â Puzzle 2: si can be embedded in reportative contexts
• In reportative contexts:

(9) Context: Person A is telling C that parking is free, which was said by some parking lot staff B.
[cwucha-nun mwulyo-si-la-ko] cenhay-tallay-yo
parking-top free-si-decl-comp relay-give-hAdr
‘They wanted me to relay that parking is free.’ (honoring person C: A <hon C)

(10) chwulkuk-i yenkitoy-si-ess-ta-ko cenhay-tallay-yo
departure-nom delay-si-pst-decl-comp relay-give-hAdr
‘They wanted me to relay that departure has been postponed.’

cf.

(11) Context: Person A is retelling what B told him to C
*pi-ka
rain-top

o-si-ess-ta-ko
come-si-pst-decl-comp

cenhay-tallay-yo
relay-give-hAdr

‘They want me to relay that it rained.’

• In evidential marking contexts

(12) cwucha-nun mwulyoi-si-lay-yo
parking-top free-si-evidential.report-hAdr
‘Parking is free (I heard from a different agent).’
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�Embedded si is sensitive to the utterance addressee
�Contrary to Portner et al. (2019)’s generalization

�Contribution of this paper: A semantic & pragmatic account
1. Non-canonical use of si is not a counter example to Portner et al. (2019)’s generalization
2. It is not deviation from standard Korean grammar

3 Implementing the multi-dimensional semantics to honorification

3.1 The foundation

ÂThe ingredients for our analysis
• Potts (2005): honorific markers encode non-asserted and not-at-issue content.
• multi-dimensional semantics (Gutzmann 2012; Gutzmann&McCready 2014) to distinguish separate
asserted and not-asserted content in semantic derivation

Â Exemplification of multi-dimensional semantics: a case analysis of expressives
• Gutzmann & McCready (2014) separate truth-conditional and use-conditional meanings
• Expressives only add content to the use-conditional meaning
• The use-conditional-contributing content enters semantic derivations at internal constituents
• Use-conditional meaning do not further compose with the rest of the higher projections

(13) The damn dog Fido howled.
a. “The damn dog Fido howled” is true if Fido howled.
b. “The damn dog Fido howled” is felicitously used if the speaker feels negatively about Fido.

(14) ⟦That damn dog Fido howled⟧= <howled(fido), {damn (fido)}>
howled(fido): t

fido: e
‚

damn(fido): u

damn: ⟨e,u⟩ fido: e

howled: ⟨e,t⟩

3.2 Our proposal in a nutshell

Â Both si and supni have two layers of meaning: truth-conditional and use-conditional

Â Semantics of si
• tc: identifies a relevant thematic argument of the event as a free variable x1 (15a).
• uc: marks x1 as higher-ranked than speaker (cS) (15b).
• x1 constrained to salient primary argument of the event (agent or affectee)

(15) a. ⟦si⟧t = λe.Θpeq “ x1 (Θ: contextually-salient thematic head)
b. ⟦si⟧u = λe.cS ă honx1 (ă hon: status ranking)
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Â Semantics of supni
• tc: Identity Function taking a proposition p as its argument and returning p (16a)
• uc: encodes the relative social hierarchy between cS and the addressee (cA), marking cA as higher-
ranked than cS (16b).

(16) a. ⟦supni⟧t = λp.p
b. ⟦supni⟧u = λp.cS ă honcA

Â Exemplification
• An illustration of si

(17) a. Kim
Kim

kyoswunim-i
prof-nom

o-si-ess-ta.
come-hs-pst-decl

‘Prof. Kim came.’
b. ⟦(17a)⟧= x tr ă now ^ Dercomepeq ^ rτpeq ĎT trs ^ Agpeq “ kim ^ Θpeq “ x1s,

{cS ă hon x1} y

c. TP
t

[past-closure]
λV rtr ă now^

V pλerτpeq ĎT trsqs

IP
xv, ty

λev .comepeq ^ Agpeq “ kim ^Θpeq “ x1

DP
xv, ty

λe.Agpeq “ kim

Ag
xe, vty

λx .λe.Agpeq “ x

DP
e

kim

VP
xv, ty

λev .comepeq ^Θpeq “ x1

V
xv, ty

λev .comepeq

come

si
xv, ty

λe.Θpeq “ x1
‚

xv, uy

λe.cS ă honx1

• An illustration of supni

(18) a. pi-ka
rain-nom

wa-ss-supni-ta.
come-pst-hAdr-decl

‘It rained.’
b. ⟦(18a)⟧= x tr ă now ^ DerRainpeq ^ rτpeq ĎT trs, {cS <hon cA} y

c.

TP
t

tr ă now ^ Derrainpeqs

TP
t

tr ă now ^ Derrainpeqs

supni
xt, ty

λp.p
‚

xt, uy

λp.cS ă honcA
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4 Deriving argument honorific si as addressee honorification

Step 1: Identifying a relevant thematic argument
• si identifies some relevant thematic argument as a free variable x1

– x1 is fixed by context, ensuring some contextual familiarity
• Possible thematic arguments picked: Agent, Affectee, Beneficiary, Possessor/Experiencer

– Double Nominative Construction in Korean (Han & Kim 2004; Na & Huck 1993)

(19) Nay-ka
I-nom

tongsayng-i
brother-nom

pangmwunhae-ss-ta.
visit-pst-decl

‘My brother visited.’
(More intuitively: An event of my brother visiting happened to me)

(20) Nay-ka
I-nom

tampay-ka
smoking-nom

kumci-toy-ss-ta.
prohibit-passive-pst-decl

‘A prohibition of smoking happened to me’
(Not always about nominal possession; Ahn & Smith in prep)

Step 2: Coreference with cA
• si does not directly mark cA as higher ranked than cS.
• Instead, it marks the relevant argument x1 as higher ranked, and this results in addressee honorifi-
cation only when x1 is known to be cA in the context

• Ways to corefer with x1: be the affectee, beneficiary, experiencer of the said event

Â Examples of coreference between cA and x1
• Coffee: customer is waiting for coffee

(21) a. coffee
coffee

nao-si-ess-supni-ta
come.out-si-pst-hAdr-decl

‘Coffee is ready’
b. xDe.comepeq ^ themepeq “ coffee ^Θpeq “ x1, cS ăhon x1y

(i) TC: There exists a coming event of coffee and some relevant thematic argument
is x1.

(ii) UC: x1 is honored by speaker
(iii) relevant Θ: ben/affectee
(iv) context: cA is the beneficiary of this event
(v) implication: cS ă cA

• Water: Server lets the customer know that self-serving is imposed on the customer

(22) a. Context: Restaurant employee tells the customer that water is self-served.
Mwul-un selpu-si-ipni-ta
water-top self.served-si-hAdrdecl
‘Water is self-served.’

b. Context: Restaurant has a sign on the wall that reads:
Mwul-un selpu-(*si)-ipni-ta
water-top self.served-*si-hAdr-decl
‘Water is self-served.’

– Not possible without an overt addressee because there is no contextually salient entity that can
resolve the anaphor x1

• Parking:
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(23) Context: Person A is telling C that parking is free, which was said by some parking lot staff B.
[cwucha-nun mwulyo-si-la-ko] cenhay-tallay-yo
parking-top free-si-decl-comp relay-give-hAdr
‘They wanted me to relay that parking is free.’ (honoring person C: A <hon C)

(24) ⟦(23)⟧= De.sa ypeq ^ agentpeq “ B ^ recipientpeq “ cS ^ rDe1. ^ themepeq “ e1 ^ e1 “

f reepe1q ^Θpe1q “ x1^ Dz.themepe1q “ z ^ contentpzq “ parkings

(There is a speech event (e) where B reports a state (e1) to cS; the content of e1 is being free
and the theme of the state is z whose content is parking.)

5 Concluding remarks

�What does this paper tell us:
• Novel Korean data: embedded si sensitive to utterance context

– direct addressee
– the speaker-addressee ranking

• Challenges Portner et al. (2019)’s core proposal
• Proposed analysis:

– si as an indexical honorific marker, targeting an internal thematic argument of an event
– x1 fixed by the context and coreference with cA

• Maintains the generalization in Portner et al. (2019): si still content-oriented
• Derives the innovative use of si as indirect addressee honorification
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