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1. Introduction
The social relationship between speaker and listener influences the sentence endings used in Korean, even if neither is involved in the sentence. There are well over 40 such sentence endings, and attempts have been made to organize them into “speech levels”.

Much information is available about the Korean speech levels, in publications, both in journals and on the Web, and in text books; but each of these tells its own story. As Wang Hahn-Sok writes
, “Korean grammarians are divided how to categorize and to name honorifics”, and that is no exaggeration.


Probably the best way to learn the proper use of the speech levels is to go and live in Korea in a family with children, adults, and older people, for some years. Those of us for whom that is a bit impractical will have to turn to books, plural.
2. The speech levels described in text books
Here is a short anthology of descriptions of the Korean speech levels from some texts that cover the whole language (introductory texts often discuss two or three levels only).


Sohn (1994 & 1999)
 recognizes 7 levels, most of them with four moods, “statement”, “question”, “command”, and “proposal”, for a total of 18 different forms. The level that has the -소/-오 form as a statement marker is called “blunt”. The author writes this about it: “... many contemporary Koreans, including the author of this book, have not used this level at all in their lives.”


Song (1988)
 recognizes 5 levels, extending them to 8 by adding -요 to 3 of them. This book provides the most systematic description, although it is not presented in a table. The -소/-오 form level is not mentioned.


Lee (2004)
 distinguishes 4 levels and distributes 14 sentence endings over these levels. In addition to the usual four moods “statement”, “question”, “command”, and “proposal,” he presents a mood “exclamatory”, characterized by the particle 군.


The Wikipedia follows the traditional Korean division in 3 levels, each of which is subdivided, resulting in a total of 7 levels. The -소/-오 form is described as “authoritarian” and its rise on the internet is noted.


Yeok & Brown (2011)
 recognize 6 levels, plus 15 “sentence endings”, each with its own application range. The -소/-오 form is treated as a normal level, called “semi-formal”, and is described as being used by young men to their juniors, and on the internet.

Each of the above classifications comes with descriptions of the application ranges of the levels, sometimes in great detail. For example, Sohn (1999, pg. 413-414) tells us that the -네 level is used when addressing sons-in-law and the -ㄴ다 level in addressing daughters-in-law.
 Descriptions from different sources match roughly, but they seem to primarily represent male speakers.


The various sentence endings of Lee and Yeok & Brown, each with their own application range, are more worrisome. There is, for example, -담 (Yeok & Brown, §8.6), which can replace a neutral statement ending to express disapproval. To which level does it belong? And does that level then have a “disapproval mood”, in addition to the usual four moods, which are marked by similar endings? And why don't the other levels have that mood? The same questions can be asked about the sentence ending -마 (Yeok & Brown, §8.14), used by superiors for impromptu promises to subordinates.


The ending -지, which in many books characterizes a speech level (called Casual or so), is not recognized as a speech level by Yeok & Brown, who relegate it to a late chapter, as a sentence ending with complex semantics.


Also, some endings have full and contracted forms, for example 하여라 and 해라, with different degrees of politeness.


Another problem with the notion of clear-cut levels is that the -ㄴ다level has 3 endings for questions and 3 for commands, each with its own little niche of application. Now is that 3, 6, or 9 levels?


Seeing all these differences and discrepancies, it is tempting to come to the conclusion that there are just some 40 sentence endings, each with its own application, and that any idea of levels is just the result of our desire to impose structure where there is none.
3. A little bit of order
When we start from the properties of the language rather than from the social relationships, we can find some order:
•
Statement forms that end in -다. These we can call FORMAL; there are three of them, each forming a complete paradigm, with forms for statement, question, command, and proposal:
	
	Statement
	Question
	Command
	Proposal

	FORMAL elevated

	하나이다
	하나이까
	하(시옵)소서
	---

	FORMAL polite
	합니다
	합니까
	하(십)시오
	합시다 / 하십시다

	FORMAL plain
	한다
	하냐
	하여라 / 해라
	하자


These forms cannot be followed by the particle -요.

•
Endings, in all moods, that can be followed by -요. These do not lend themselves to be classified as statement, question, command or proposal. Examples are -아/어, -네, and -지.We can call these INFORMAL, and we can call the forms with -요 “polite”, and the ones without it “plain”. There are perhaps some 25 of these.
•
Endings, in all moods, that cannot be followed by -요. These do not lend themselves to be classified as statement, question, command or proposal. Examples are -소/-오, -담, and -마. We can call these DIRECT or BLUNT. There are perhaps some 3 or 4 of these.
All these endings have semantics that makes them appropriate in certain situations. When endings group together in certain situations, one can speak of a “level”. This is the case for the FORMAL endings, but less so for the INFORMAL and DIRECT endings.
4. Conclusion
The FORMAL endings form three levels, each with semantics and forms for statements, questions, commands, and proposals. Attempts to arrange the other endings into similar levels and paradigms are barely supported by the language.
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�	Somehow this stands to reason. It is easier (for a man) to be chummy with his son-in-law than with his daughter-in-law. Using a more distant, factual level with the latter would help avoid misunderstandings.


�	The elevated level is available for active verbs only.





