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Korean is spoken by about 75 million people. Many scholars regard Korean and
Japanese as related members of the Altaic family, but this hypothesis remains
unproven. (Edward Finegan, Language: Its Structure and Use, Hartcourt Brace,
1999:486)

Altaic Proper (= Turkic, Mongolian, Tungus) is now widely accepted as a valid

genetic group. The affiliation of Korean with this complex has also gained



considerable support, and Japanese appears to be gaining in popularity as a member
of Altaic, though still in a minority position. (Merritt Ruhlen, 4 Guide to the World's
Languages Volume 1: Classification, Stanford University Press, 1991:130)

The possibility of an Altaic family, comprising Turkic, Mongolian, and Tungusic, is
rather widely accepted, and some scholars would advocate increasing the size of
this family by adding some or all of Uralic, Korean and Japanese. (Bernard Comrie
ol The World's Major Languages (Oxford University Press, 1990: 7)

In East Asia there are also two language isolates, Korean and Japanese, whose
genetic affiliations to each other or to other languages (such as Altaic) remain the
subject of at times heated debate. (Bernard Comrie®] 7The World's Major Languages
(Oxford University Press, 1990:16)
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The Korean Writing System : Hangul/ (3+=)

Iksop Lee (°]9]4d)

We Koreans have a special holiday known as Hangul-nal3t='), that is, Korean
Alphabet Day, which is celebrated each year on October 9th. This holiday is an
indication of how proud we Koreans are of this writing system, which is uniquely
our own. We believe it is, as the Englishman Geoffrey Sampson (1985: 120) has
pointed out, the world's best alphabet. Hangul is, in fact, very scientific, very
systematic, and extremely functional. Furthermore, it has a unique history. Let us
go into the wonderland of 3=

1. The Korean alphabet is unusual in that there is historical documention of its
invention. In Volume 102 of the Annals of King Sejongl) (MZEAZE {28\ #%), the
entry for the 12th month of Sejong's 25th year (1443 AD) reads as follows:

e BEEEE S AT L2 SRR S
(This month, His Highness personally created the twenty—-eight letters of the
Vernacular Script. ... These are called the Hunmin chongum (FWA<L), that is,
“the Correct Sounds for the Instruction of the People”.)

There is another document called Hunmin chongum (GIEI1E)3) published in the
first part of the 9th lunar month, AD 1446, which gives us the same information in
its postface.

1). King Sejong, the fourth monarch of the Choson dynasty, is today the most respected
figure in Korean history. He is usually referred to as ‘A&t (152 KF)’, that is, Sejong
the Great. His name is revered and remembered in countless ways in modern Korea. We
see it memorialized in Sejong Street, Sejong Center, Sejong University, Sejong Research
Institute, and so on. You can see his portrait on the highest denomination bill in Korea.

2). (... RO GITARETIR T LT SO BORBUT A& v 152 T EMT 2 e 4 59)

‘(Its letters) are divided into initial, medial, and terminal sounds. Once one combines them
they form a syllable (sound). All [sounds] in both Chinese characters and in the native
language of this country may be written. Although they are simple and essential, they shift
and change [in function] without end.’

3. This document, which carried as its title the name of the new writing system itself, was
written by some scholars from the Academy of Worthies (F&d #HEW¥) commissioned by
Sejong. Detailed information about the alphabet was first revealed here. It presented a
scholarly treatise on the principles and theories that underlay the new writing system. We
believe that it was with the publication of this <ZWAS> that the new script was made
known to the world.



ZEL A BT RN B T HHINERIE S
(In winter of Kehay, our monarch originated and designed the 28 letters of
Correct Sounds, and ... he named them "The Correct Sounds for the Instruction of
the People.")

Most of the writing systems of the world were developed over long periods of
time, and even were it true that they were invented by someone at some particular
point in time, the circumstances usually can no longer be known. That is the
situation to which Coulmas(1989:3) was referring in the following passage:

Of course it (writing) was not invented in the sense that one day someone
decided that writing was what was needed, and sat down at a desk to invent it.

However, that is exactly what did happen in the case of the Korean alphabet. 3+
= Is a unique writing system in the sense that there are exact records of its
invention. It is also for this reason that the users of the system memorialize the

invention with a holiday.

2. The invention of the Korean alphabet was based on a unique design principle
for the letter shapes. The 28 letters of the Korean alphabet were not created by
designing each letter separately. Rather, the letters were produced in a two-stage
process, in which a number of basic letters were designed first, then the remaining
letters were derived from these basic shapes. Of the 17 consonant letters, five
were created as the basic letters. FEach of these five basic letters stood for a
consonant pronounced at one of the five basic places of articulation. The 12
remaining consonant letters were derived from these basic shapes by adding
strokes.

- =

L > - E (- &2)
0 — H — i

N> R > x (A > )
o > o —> & (o —> °)

The authors of <FWAS> explained that each time a stroke was added the
sound became more severe, while the type of consonant remained the same. This
addition of a stroke increased what they called the "severity of sound."

The 11 vowel lettters were produced according to a similar process. Three were
the basic symbols; +, — , | . The eight remaning vowel symbols were devised
by combining -+ with — or |

— L -+ L
-t F



(I
~ A
+ o+
+
L
w

As a result, the Korean alphabet became a writing system in which parts of unit
symbols represent what can be analyzed as features of sounds. In other words,
one part of a letter has the function of representing certain phonological
information. For example, A is a single letter, but one of the strokes that
compose it is an element representing the phonological feature of aspiration.
Similarily, vowels such as 1, F are also single letters, but one of their strokes
represents the semivowel [y].

No other system of writing in the world does that. In his classfication of the
writing systems of the world, Sampson (1985) sets up a completely new and
separate category, called “featural writing”, solely to classify %= as illustrated in
the following figure.

writing
- = - -
semasiogr;phic: glottographic
e \
logographic phonographic
& \
-
”
e r
based on morphemic:
polymorphemic Chinese
unit (e.g., word)
syllabic: segmental featural:
Linear B Korean
Kana
consonantal: vocalic +
Phoenician consonantal:
Hebrew Greek
Arabic Latin

English
French

Figure 11. Sampson Writing Classification Scheme
(DeFransis 1989: 6)

3. The design principle of the basic letters is unique among the writing systems
of the world. First, the shapes of the five consonant letters were based upon the
organs of articulation pronouncing the consonants. The explanations given in the



Chaejahae(H7-f#%) section of <FNEIFTF> are as follows:

SOE LA 2

S5 L2

Cup7

L

O B

( The molar (velar) sound 71[k] depicts the outline of
the root of the tongue blocking the throat. The lingual

s BF @ oh M
o ofF O¢ mf mf
> o r 4

(alveolar) sound ' [n] depicts the outline of the tongue
touching the upper alveolar ridge. The labial sound @ [m]
depicts the outline of the mouth. The dental sound A [s]
depicts the outline of the tooth. The laryngeal sound © [ ]
depicts the outline of the throat.)

The concept of patterning the shapes of letters on the speech organs is
extraordinary. The Korean alphabet is often said to be a scientific writing system,
and it is. The descriptions of the articulatory gestures used in the pronunciation of
71 and v are particularly worth notice in this regard.

Fig. 74. Position of
“tion of Cardinal 1). Tongue and Soft Palate
for English n.

Fig. 75. Tongue-posi-

(Jones 1957: 171) (Jones 1957: 169)

The shapes of the three basic vowel letters were based upon rather philosophical
concepts instead of linguistic principles. They were constructed to symbolize the
natural pattern of the three great powers (=) of the Confucian universe: Heaven,
Earth, and Man (K#h A). The explanations are as follows:

S~ L PZE ZTRE

— .. B2A GTiith
| = AVAE SN ¢}

_10_



¢ ... The roundness of the outline is a depiction of Heaven.
— ... The flatness of the outline is a depiction of Earth.
| ... The uprightness of the outline is a depiction of Man. )

4. Next, as another of Hangul's distinguishing featutures, let us take another look
at the clustering of symbols. Hangul orthography is unlike that of any other
alphabet. The letters are not written one after the other in a line; rather, they are
grouped together into syllables as follows.

vloT -

Tlvi—a2 —

r

A
=

This method of writing Hangul is one that has been used ever since the invention
of the alphabet. The letters were certainly phonemic (that is, alphabetic), but they
were also designed to fit into syllables. First of all, the forms of the vowel were
made completely different from the consonants, and the shapes of all were
designed with syllabic writing as a pre-condition. King Sejong and his assistants
took great pains to explain these conventions carefully and in detail because of the
special way the symbols had to be used. One of these explanations reads as
follows.

Bk R G L RN R AR AR B — Tl
eth WEEmEsSA 1 FFAA et L REENDZ T

( The three sounds, initial, medial, and terminal, combine to complete the

letter (syllable). ... Among the medial sounds (letters), the round one and
horizontal ones stand below the initial sounds (letters); these are-, —, -1, T, i,
and Tr. ... The vertical ones stand at the right of the initial sound(letter); these are
1, F, F, 1, and 9. ... The terminal sounds (letters) stand below the initial and
the medial. )

The influence of Chinese characters in this syllabic design was apparent, and
indeed, it could hardly have been otherwise. Practical considerations might also
have reinforced the conformity of the Korean writing system to the Chinese
character. In texts of the time, Chinese characters and alphabetic writing were
customarily mixed together.

In any event, this combining of alphabet with syllable cluster (E.°}27]) has
resulted in an extremely unusual kind of writing. When making typeface the word
‘sl requires that two type keys be made, one for ‘3" and one for ‘2. In making
the computer code for 3=, too, a controversy has arisen over whether to conduct
the code around composites of the letters or around complete syllables. If coding is
done for complete syllables, the units of input would be shapes like ‘3 , ‘&’ and
‘ZF’. This kind of controversy, which probably exists only in Korea, arises

completely out of the two-level, double—unit orthography found in ¥+=. In a word,

_11_



the clustering of symbols into syllables is the most salient feature of 3t=, and the
factor most important in determining its use.

This method of clustering (FEo}27]) is one that has sometimes come under
criticism. Most negative views take as their basis the point that it is a hindrance to
mechanization. If the letters of 32 were arranged linearly (Z°{227]) the way
Roman letters are, only 40 letters would have to be kept in printer's fonts.
However, in Korean print shops today the number of print keys —-- that is, movable
letters representing syllables —— that have to be prepared for printing can reach as
many as 2,500. The method of clustering has also proved inconvenient in the
construction of the computer code as pointed out above.

Still, in attempting to evaluate a writing system, one very important factor must
be taken into consideration first. Most critics, either Eastern or Western, have
assumed the point of view of the writer when evaluating writing and orthography.
However, this is a mistake. It is not from the point of view of the writer, but of
the reader, that a writing system must be judged. A work is written by one, or at
most, three or four people; but when printed, that same work can be read by many
thousands.

For this reason, I think the syllabic system (39¢}227]) used in $t& orthography is
marvelously well adapted to the Korean language. Because Korean is an
agglutinative language in which particles and suffixes are added one after the other
to a stem, there are a very large number of inflected forms, and in on-line writing
(F9]2~7]) it can often be difficult even to distinguish where one inflectional form
ends and another begins. Grouping the letters into syllables is an effective solution
to this problem. Let us compare the following examples:

(3, L —=21u—Lc }F, L—=1—umdu, L—a1]Rnc}

(b). &=t s, et
(0). &=t HOH, s AT

In (c), the stem of the verb ‘55—’ has a consistent visual form. In this case, the
word (morpheme) is more easily recognized by the reader than when it has a
changing shape, as in (b)-- and far more quickly perceived as a unit than in the
on-line writing of (a).

4. To summarize, King Sejong the Great, a monarch who richly deserves the title
"Great," designed a simple and efficient writing system for the Korean people that
was like no other, and that is still unique. Whatever else is said or claimed about
it, the invention of the Korean alphabet will always be counted among the most
remarkable events in the long history of writing on this planet.

_12_
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