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1. My presentation structure:

I. Main goals and questions raised by the project. 

II. Quick overview of problems in modern South Korean society 

III. Korean vs English – overall linguistic comparison 

IV. Theoretic Fundaments of the project

V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 

VI. Outcomes and partial solutions to problems I consider, as well as 
ideas I  have for the project development. 

VII. Discussion 
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• What difference, if any, are in ironizing between British-English and 
Korean Seoul Dialect (서울말)?

• If there are pragmatic differences to be found, what do they imply 
sociolinguistically? Are these differences creating voids in Korean 
language use and social mechanisms?

• Can irony and sarcasm be viewed as tools for social and political 
change and as a social equalizer?
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Anti-feminist men occupying seats in subway, which are reserved for pregnant women, became a 
common view in Seoul Metropolitan Area.



II. Quick overview of problems in modern South Korean society 

2. But there are some problems that need to be addressed 

• South Korea has a Confucian heritage 

• Family-owned, huge corporations called „chaebols” (재벌) examples: Samsung, LG, Hyundai Motors

• Suppressed opposition because of Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation (SLAPP)

• Corruption scandals involving chaebols (ex. Samsung)

• Highest Gender Pay Gap in OECD countries (31.2%, src: statista.com)

• Highest Suicide Rate in OECD countries (src: kostat.gov.kr)

• Rising incel numbers (sic!)

• Tragic history 
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• Some of the issues mentioned before, drawing on Sapir-Whorf language 
determinism theory, can be connected with language used by participants in 
society’s discourse, so let’s compare Korean to English. 

• Genetically there is an altaic theory, but without much proof. Therefore it is said 
that Korean belongs to Koreanic language group. 

• 60% of vocabulary comes from Classical Chinese

• Information structure: SOV vs SVO

• Korean is an AGGLUTINATIVE LANGUAGE, in which words are built by adding 
units (like lego bricks). Each unit (suffix or particle) has one specific meaning or 
function.



Implied SUBJECT

TODAY

topic particle

PRAGMATIC SEMINAR

object particle

TO DO/HAVE

intention particle 
formal ending particle

Today, we will have a pragmatics seminar.  



III. Korean vs English – overall linguistic comparison

• Some of the issues mentioned before, drawing on Sapir-Whorf language 
determinism theory, can be connected with language used by participants in 
society’s discourse, so let’s compare Korean to English. 

• Genetically there is an altaic theory, but without much proof. Therefore it is said 
that Korean belongs to Koreanic language group. 

• 60% of vocabulary comes from Classical Chinese

• Information structure: SOV vs SVO

• Korean is an AGGLUTINATIVE LANGUAGE in which words are built by adding units 
(like lego bricks). Each unit (suffix or particle) has one specific meaning or 
function.

• Most importantly from this projects view, its grammar has a HONORIFIC SYSTEM, 
where speakers apply different speech modes depending on a social position of 
their interlocutor
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• Confucianism lies deep in the DNA of this Honorific system 

• But now, as Republic of Korea develops into a modern, western society, it’s 

character might conflict with western linguistic culture

• Young Koreans might have a feeling of dissonance hearing how freely English 

speakers use figurative communication acts. 

• This is how we end up with my question under discussion; IRONY AND SARCASM
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• Irony as an echoic mention theory (Wilson and Sperber, 1981)

• Irony as joint pretense theory (Clark and Gerrig, 1984) 

• Irony as a speech action (Witek, 2022) 

• More fundaments are yet to be added ☺
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1. British-English irony
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when testing a car. 
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design feature.”



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
1. British-English irony

This example is uttered by Jeremy Clarkson from Top Gear Season 22 Episode 5, 
when Jeremy and other presenter, James May are mockingly testing Peugeot cars. 
I’ll focus on this exact line:

J:

According to the joint pretense theory, there are two layers of action:

„It's a good job this car has a chimney. Obviously, that's a very good 
design feature.”

Layer 1:

Layer 2:

A and B jointly pretend that the event in layer 2 is taking place

Ai is performing a serious communicative act for Bi.



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
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This example is uttered by Jeremy Clarkson from Top Gear Season 22 Episode 5, 
when Jeremy and other presenter, James May are mockingly testing Peugeot cars. 
I’ll focus on this exact line:

J:

According to the joint pretense theory, there are two layers of action:

„It's a good job this car has a chimney. Obviously, that's a very good 
design feature.”

Layer 1:

Layer 2:

Clarkson and the audience jointly pretend that the event in layer 2 is taking place. 

Implied Clarkson tells implied audience that the chimney is a very good design feature.



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
1. British-English irony

This example is uttered by Jeremy Clarkson from Top Gear Season 22 Episode 5, 
when Jeremy and other presenter, James May are mockingly testing Peugeot cars. 
I’ll focus on this exact line:

J:

- Actual Clarkson and actual audience (in layer 1) appreciate the contrast and take 
delight in the secret intimacy (inner circle), as mentioned by Fowler (1965, pp 305-
306) in his Dictionary of Modern English Usage. 

„It's a good job this car has a chimney. Obviously, that's a very good 
design feature.”



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
2. Korean irony example:

- This scene is taken from my cumulative search on irony (반어, literally opposite 
speech) and depicts a very popular saying that parents use ironically to criticize 
their children: 

A:

This utterance can be translated like this: Wow! You did such a great, great job, 
really! And is used in a casual talk honorific structure which parents use towards 
children (반말). Its worth noting that prosodic cues are here highly noticible and 
noted as {~}. 

와~ 잘한다잘해~ 진짜~



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
2. Korean irony example:

- This scene is taken from my cumulative search on irony (반어, literally opposite 
speech) and depicts a very popular saying that parents use ironically to criticize 
their children: 

A:

- In irony as echoic mention we have here an echoic mention of an utterance which 
could be used in a normal, sincere way when praising a child. 
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V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
2. Korean irony example:

- This scene is taken from my cumulative search on irony (반어) and sarcasm 
(비꼼), literally opposite speech) and depicts a very popular saying that parents 
use sarcastically to criticize their children: 

A:

- In joint pretense theory view, on Layer 2 we have a situation where parent A 
praises child B and in Layer 1 both sides pretend A is performing a serious 
communicative act. 

와~ 잘한다잘해~ 진짜~



V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
3. How Korean EFL learners understand sarcasm in L2 English– a study by Kim Jiyun
(2013) 





- 68% of Korean participants marked rhetorical question (5c) as sarcasm, while none of NS 
participants did!



„(…) While the majority of NS participants considered utterance (1) in scene 3 (‘‘Yeah, right’’) as a highly 
conventionalized sarcastic expression, few Korean participants had this linguistic knowledge. Even among 
the Korean participants who selected it as sarcasm, 60% of them selected ‘to be witty or humorous’ as 
the main speaker intent, while NS participants picked ‘to disagree’ and ‘to make fun of interlocutor.’” –
Kim J. 2013
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V. Irony and sarcasm in Korean and English 
3. How Korean EFL learners understand sarcasm in L2 English– a study by Kim Jiyun
(2013). Key takes: 

- Irony is used by Koreans to comment on unfortunate social and political 
realities, rather than to mock or insult any particular individuals or groups 
(minorities etc.)

- Koreans perceived English irony as more insulting and offensive than native 
speakers

- Also deadpan delivery, as Kim mentions, creates a big interpretation problem for 
Koreans, adding that they rely on highly noticeable prosodic cues and body 
movements 
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• It is very important that Koreans perceive irony delivered in higher 
honorific structures as rude or non-existent at all, a claim that 
supports my theory of a lack of certain sarcastic and ironic comments 
in Korean. 

• Lack of, even linguistically, well structured irony makes it very hard to 
comment on some inadequacies or problems. Irony can be viewed as 
a highly sophisticated speech act, which as any illocution can alter the 
normative situation between participants. It’s a tool, for making 
change in society. 

• As younger generations acquire more and more from western 
cultures, they need a linguistic tool to create a modern, democratic 
and less hierarchical society.



VI. Outcomes and partial solutions to problems I consider, as 
well as ideas I have for the project development. 

- Ideas for further development:

• Face concept and politeness theory (Brown and Levinson). But more 
research must be done in this point…

• Contacting Korean student and ask for collaboration…

• Applying this to other figurative communicative acts…



VII. Discussion
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