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Recovering Cultural Identity and Refreshing Chinese Flavors:
Four Language Policies in the Republic of Korea 1948-2010

Ik-sang Eom ™ & 48

Hanyang University

This paper attempts to examine how the language policies in Korea since
1948, when the republic was founded, are related with the Chinese language
in the context of globalization. It will point out that old Chinese flavor has
been diluted in the Korean language in the past six decades while new Chinese
flavor has been added to the language through changing the Chinese name of
Seoul, reading Chinese proper names in Mandarin pronunciations, exclusively
using Hanguil, the Korean alphabet, in writing and so on. It notes also that the
Korean language policies have been moving toward globalization.

1. Introduction

One can find an interesting phenomenon from the language policies of the Korean
government since 1948, when the Republic of Korea was founded, up to date. The
followings are those policies that this paper is going to deal with.

(1) a. 2005 Changing Chinese Name of Seoul from Hancheng to Shouer
b. 1986 Birth of Koreanization System of Chinese Loan Words
c. 1948 Law of Using Hangiil, the Korean Alphabet, in Writing
d. 1948-2010 Conflicts on Korean Romanization Systems

The goal of this study is to present a consistent tendency in the Korean language
policies in the past 60 years or so such as (a) the change of Chinese name of Seoul from
Hancheng to Shouer (2005), (b) reading Chinese proper nouns not in Sino-Korean
pronunciations but in Mandarin pronunciations, and (c) the policy of using Hangiil in
public writings (1948), which was extremely controversial until the beginning of the 70’s.
In addition, this paper will examine the reason why Korean Romanization systems have
never successfully settled down even up to now. It will attempt to point out the efforts to
establish Korean identity, which was sometimes favorable or unfavorable as the country
strived from nationalism and globalism.

2. Shouer: The New Chinese Name of Seoul
Hancheng has been the Chinese name of Seoul for the past 700 years or so. It was the
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official name of the capital city of the Choson dynasty." However, it was used only in the
written language and Hanyang, the name of the city during the Koryo dynasty, was still in
use in the colloquial language. The name of the city underwent the following changes:

(2) Koryo (918-1356) Hanyang
Choson (1392-1910) Hanyang (C), Hansong (L)
Japanese Occupation (1911-1945) Kyongsong
Republic of Korea (1946/48-present)  Seoul

One can notice that Hansong or Hancheng in Chinese has been used for a long time. If so,
why did the Koreans want to change it? There were several reasons.

Firstly, both Soul (Seoul) and Hansong are commonly used in the Korean language.
For instance, there are many institutions named after Soul (Seoul) and Hansong in Korea.
Some examples are as follows:

(3) a. Seoul National University Hansong University
b. Seoul High School Hansong High School
c. Seoul Food Company Hansong Food Company
d. Seoul Daily Hansong Daily Newspaper

There is no confusion between two names in each set in Korean. Nevertheless, when
they are translated into Chinese, the apparent distinction between them often disappears
because both of them are translated as Hancheng into Chinese as shown below:

(4) a. (Guoli) Hancheng daxue (Sili) Hancheng daxue
b. Hancheng gaozhong Hancheng gaozhong
c. Hancheng shipin gongsi Hancheng shipin gongsi
d. Hancheng ribao Hancheng ribao

Due to such ambiguity, mails from China were often delivered mistakenly to a wrong
institution, which caused inconvenience in daily life.

Secondly but more importantly, the name of Seoul has been widely used in the world
except for the regions where Chinese is spoken. Considering the population of Chinese
speakers, this weakened the brand power of Seoul to a great degree. Having two different
names, Seoul and Hancheng, in the international community was not beneficial for the
Seoul Metropolitan Government to promote the city to be widely known to more and
more people in the world.

Thirdly, some Korean intellectuals were concerned about the literary meanings of the
name. Although it may not carry the following images to most Chinese, Hancheng can

! The Romanization of Korean in this paper follows McCune-Reischauer system.
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literary mean any of the followings:

(5) a. a city of the Han people
b. a wall of China

Lastly, in relation with the literary meaning of Hancheng, Seoul carries significance
as an indigenous Korean name. As one can see in (2), the names of the city were all in
Chinese style in the past. There is no distinction between Korean and Chinese place
names because most of place names except for some small villages have Chinese style
names. It is not difficult to find place names being shared by both Korea and China.
Following are some examples:

(6) Name
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The above list is, of course, not exhaustive. Yet, it implies that there are many places
names that are exactly identical between Korea and China. Korean place names, in fact,
were changed to Chinese style names in 757 A.D. by King Kysngdok of the Unified Silla
dynasty. Mich’uhol, for instance, was changed to Inchon or Renchuan. It was the
turning point when many indigenous place names in native Korean were changed to
Chinese style names in Sino-Korean. Since then, many place names in Korea could be
written in Chinese characters. Since Seoul is a native Korean word, meaning the capital
city, it cannot be written in Chinese characters. That is why the Chinese people continued
to call the city Hancheng even after the name was no longer in use in Korea from the
early twentieth century. Since Soul is almost the only indigenous place name among big
and small cities in Korea, it carries a significantly symbolic meaning. The native Korean
name was given to Seoul in 1946, a year after liberation from Japan. It was certainly an
announcement of Korea’s independence from Japanese occupation and heavy influence
from China and other foreign powers for hundreds of years in the past.

The new Chinese name of Seoul, Shouer, was chosen from close to one thousand
candidates suggested from 1,041 people in 2004. The committee for selecting a new
Chinese name finally chose Shouer, which Ik-sang Eom and 36 more people proposed,
after careful examinations and internet votes both in Korea and China over the year.? As
a matter of fact, Eom suggested Shouer in his journal article as early as 2003. The new
Chinese name, Shouer now matches to the spirit behind an indigenous name of Seoul. It
is, thus, related to rebuilding their cultural identity. It is also a step closer to globalization
because all the people in the world now call the city Seoul or similar to it.

3. Koreanization System of Chinese Loan Words

The Koreans called Chinese personal and place names in their own Sino-Korean
pronunciations for thousands of years. For instance, the following personal and place
names were called and written in Sino-Korean pronunciations:

(7) Chinese Proper Names Sino-Korean Pronunciations
a. Mao Zedong EEH 28 S Mo Taektong
b. Deng Xiaoping &/ F S A HE Tong Sop’yong
c. Jiang Zemin TER 2 ® 2 Kang T ackmin
d. Beijing dtm =& Pukkyong
e. Shanghai L& Aol Sanghae
f. Chongging EEF =34 Chungkyong

2 For detail, one may refer to Om (2005), Yan (2005) or Eom (2010).

20



EomM: RECOVERING CULTURAL IDENTITY

People in North Korea and the Korean Autonomous Prefecture in Yanbian, China are
still reading Chinese names in Sino-Korean pronunciations. In South Korea, however, the
Chinese proper names are often read not in Sino-Korean but in modern Mandarin
pronunciations. The examples in (7) are supposed to be spelled in Hangtil based upon
their Mandarin pronunciations.

(8) Chinese Proper Names Mandarin Pronunciations in Hangil®
a. Mao Zedong 0t WS Mao Tchoddong
b. Deng Xiaoping g A™ Ttong Siaop’ing
c. Jiang Zemin A el Chiang Tchomin
d. Beijing O & Ppeijing
e. Shanghai AFGHOI Sanghai
f. Chongging & Ch’ongch’ing

This tendency was lead by major mass media, such as KBS (Korean Broadcasting
Station) and the Choson Daily since 1997 and now is rather widely adopted by all the
government institutions, almost all the news media and many scholars. This change is
based upon the notification of writing foreign loan words, which was revised in early
1986. The first regulations on writing Chinese loan words can be traced back as early as
early 1960, when the government regulated how to write the loan words from Chinese,
Japanese, French, German and Italian.

However, not many people paid attention to this government notification up to 1997
except for a small group of scholars in the circle of Chinese studies. They were Ch’oe
Yongae and Kim Yongok who first emphasized the necessity of writing Chinese proper
nouns in Mandarin pronunciations in Hangul writings. They published a table for
conversion from Hanyu pinyin to Korean in 1985. The research on Koreanization of
Mandarin was conducted by Ik-sang Eom in full scale in 1996. Eom presented his own
table of Koreanization of Mandarin in 1996 and the revised table in 2002. In the mean
time, he has published a number of articles addressing why and how Chinese proper
nouns ought to be spelled in Korean. Although Eom’s table is different from that of Choe
and Kim, he shares the same reason with them for reading Chinese proper nouns not in
Sino-Korean but in Mandarin. That is consistency in writing foreign personal and place
names in Korean writings. They questioned why only Chinese names should be written in
Sino-Korean pronunciations while all other foreign names are spelled as they are
pronounced in the language where the name originated. Eom points out that it is
particularly inconsistent to read and write Chinese personal and place names in Sino-
Korean pronunciations while Japanese names are read and written in Japanese
pronunciations. Eom’s successive studies on this issue triggered many other studies by

* The Korean spellings of Mandarin are based upon Ik-sang Eom’s revised system (Om2002).
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many scholars from 1999. The shift of writing Chinese names in Mandarin
pronunciations has become visible in the past decade although there are a number of
people, including scholars, who still use Sino-Korean pronunciations to write Chinese
names.

The new tendency of reading and writing Chinese names in Mandarin has a
significant meaning from a Chinese perspective. Although Sino-Korean originated from
Chinese, modern Sino-Korean is far different from modern Mandarin. It is because Sino-
Korean (SK) is based upon Middle Chinese (MC), which is different from modern
Mandarin (MM). The following are examples from Om (2002:330-331):

9) Gloss SK MC MM
Bl student hakssn *yokJen cyesan
Bl school hakkjo *yokyau cyegiav
#%  classroom Kjosil *kauct teiaos1
HEk  English jono *ennio iny
B34 learning haksip *yokzop cyeci

As one can see in the above, reading Chinese words in Sino-Korean often does not sound
like Chinese to the Koreans because more than 70% of the modern Korean lexicon are
Chinese loan words or Chinese based words and the Koreans used Chinese characters for
more than two thousand years. Accordingly, reading Chinese names in modern Mandarin
pronunciations increased Chinese flavor in the Korean language. To be exact, this is more
like refreshing Chinese flavor in the Korean language, rather than an addition of Chinese
flavors, because Sino-Korean is a Chinese flavor in the past while modern Mandarin is
that of the present.

This shift is closely related with two social changes in relations with China: (a)
massive personnel exchanges between Korea and China (b) mutual interests in learning
Korean and Mandarin. Since the diplomatic normalization in 1992, the relationships
between the two countries have grown very rapidly. China is now number one trade
partner with Korea, leaving the long term top and second partners, the U.S. and Japan,
behind. Korea is the third to fourth largest trade partner with China now. Chinese students
are the largest foreign student body in Korea and Korean students are the largest group
among foreign students in China too. Accordingly, Mandarin became one of crucial
foreign languages to learn in Korea. Thus, it is a timely change to read and write Chinese
names in Mandarin in Korea.

This newly developed tendency, in turn, helps Koreans to cope with the rapidly
changing international society in the era of globalization. More importantly, by reading
Chinese proper nouns in modern Mandarin pronunciations, Koreans began to practice one
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principle in spelling foreign loan words. That is to follow the original pronunciation of a
loan word. If not, they follow the conventional pronunciation, mostly the English
pronunciation for some European and South American names. This new policy indicates
that Chinese names are no exception as well as Japanese names, which were already read
and written not in Sino-Korean but in Japanese pronunciations. Since this policy makes a
clear distinction between Korean and Chinese personal and place names, it is also more
or less related to the issue of recovering cultural identity of the Korean people.

4. Exclusive Use of Korean Alphabet in Writing
The two policies discussed above are, in turn, closely related with the earlier policy of the
use of Hangtl in writing in terms of recovering Korean identity. The following examples
demonstrate how Korean sentences can be written:

(10)a. Rcl= B+ Eo Fopy FasS [0 0 D0l EHH S
el B 82 GAE MES WY 0 B0l EHU L.
We were born to carry out a historical mission to prosper the people of the
nation. (The National Charter of Education)

The policy of using Hangiil in public writings was established from the beginning of
the Republic of Korea in 1948. However, the mixed writing with Hangtl and Chinese
characters has been the norm in modern Korea until the late 60’s. There had been serious
debates on whether to accept the Hangtil only policy or keep using Chinese characters in
their Korean writings until 1972 when the former president Park Chunghee promoted to
the use of Hangil only. It may be true that using some Chinese characters in Korean
writings can certainly enhance distinction of meanings as is exemplified below:

(11) a. fhik A& Sinjang expansion
b. B A& Sinjang kidney
c. ¥ A& Sinjang renovation
d &k A& Sinjang height

In addition, Chinese is often claimed to have a stronger function of word formation comp
ared to Korean. The following may support such a claim because it might be difficult to c
oin these words in native Korean:

(12) a. video
b. vacuum cleaner
C. excavator

R % tongyongsang
[E 78 ;51% %% chingong ch’dngsogi

1 Bl 4% kulsakki

W o
1z 00 02
&0 07
N
>
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However, the distinction can be easily made within the context of a sentence. There
are also some examples where Sino-Korean words have been replaced by English as
follows:

(13) a. printer QI D EI il A% el p’urint’d
b. fax FSESINES BEEXEBE s p’aeksil

At any rate, the option of mixed writing was discarded because the exclusive use of
Hangtil gained more support from more people, who might have been tired of learning
difficult Chinese characters. The more fundamental reason was that they had a strong
sense of recovering the national identity. The policy of exclusive use of Hangiil was
implemented in the past forty years; now it has taken root firmly on the ground among
the Koreans under fifty or so. The Japanese colonial policy banned using Korean and
Hangtl in public places such as schools during their occupation. Considering this
experience, it is understandable to have such policy. This policy may not seem to be
closely related with globalization and/or localization. The exclusive use of Hangll may
be understood as localization because Hangtl is used only in the Korean peninsula.
However, partly using Chinese characters could be understood as localization too because
Chinese characters are used only in East Asia. Thus, even if the Koreans decided to use
both Hangiil and Chinese characters in their writing, it might be difficult to claim it as a
policy toward globalization.

5. Conflicts on Korean Romanization Systems

The Korean government is currently reviewing the system of Korean Romanization,
which was revised in 2000 (hereafter RR: the Revised Romanization). As a matter of fact,
the Korean Romanization system has never firmly settled down to date because the
government adopted four different systems in the past 60 years or so. The Korean
Romanization system underwent the following changes:

(14) 1948 McCune-Reischauer System
1959  Ministry of Education System
1984  (Slightly revised) McCune-Reischauer System
2000 Revised Romanization System of the Government

When the Republic of Korea was founded in 1948, it adopted the McCune-Reischauer
system (hereafter MR). The so called MR system was first designed by George M.
McCune with assistance from Korean linguists, such as Ch’oe Hyonbae, Chong Insop,
and Kim Songi, and was revised by Edwin O. Reischauer in 1939. George McCune was
born in P’yongyang in 1908 as the son of an American educational missionary and
received his primary education in Korea. Edwin Reischauer was an East Asian historian,
who specialized in Japan. The McCune-Reischauer system is transcriptional so is
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considered to be close to the actual pronunciations of Korean. It has been widely used in
the world up to now. The following are some examples of Korean personal and place
names Romanized in McCune-Reischauer system:

(15) a. Yi Myongbak =L e. Soul NE
b. No Muhyon B X% f. Pusan A1
c. Kim Taejung &K g. Taegu K EB
d. Pak Chonghui  AM1EER h. Cheju el

Despite being widely used, the McCune-Reischauer system was often criticized by the
Koreans particularly when it was adopted as the official Romanization system of the
country. The most crucial criticism concerned its use of the diacritical marks on some
vowels and consonants. It uses the breve on vowels u and o to denote the central high
vowel [i] and the open mid back vowel [a] or schwa [2] respectively. The breve is used
to differentiate these vowels from high and mid back vowels, [u] and [o] respectively.

(16)a. S4 Umsong AE Omsiing
b. 12 Onyang 22k Onyang
c. &IZ& Sinch’on AIA Sinch’on
d. 24 Ulsan S 4t Ulsan

The apostrophe is also used to denote aspiration on obstruents, such as p’, t’, k’, ch’.
Some examples are shown in (17):

(17)a. H& Pyongjang E & P’yongch’ang
b. CHSt Tae’an EHOF T’ae’an
c. ZHt%?l Kalbawi 2ZHHE® K’albawi

The currently used Revised Romanization system, on the other hand, removed these
cumbersome diacritical marks by making following modifications:

(18)6 — eo i — eu
p—b pP—p
t—d t -t
k - ¢ k> — k
ch —j ch® — ch

These changes to MR worked well in terms of simplicity. According to the Revised
Romanization system, (16a) and (17a) can be Romanized as follows:
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A

M

(19) a. Umsong — Eumseong
Omsiing — Eomseung
¢ Pyongjang—Pyeongjang

' P’yongch’ang — Pyeongchang

o
0F g 02 0)o
ox OF 0

0

Simplification, however, caused another problem, which is the discrepancy between
Romanized words and the actual pronunciations. Since the McCune-Reischauer system is
phonetic, it is closer to the actual pronunciations. On the other hand, the revised
Romanization system is phonemic. If the former is more like a transcription, the latter is
more like a transliteration. As a result, the sound correspondence between Romanized
words and the original pronunciations is weaker in RR than in MR. For instance, the
syllable with ‘eo’ or ‘eu’ is often mistakenly pronounced in two syllables as is in the
following examples:

(20) a. EP% Seon.neung — Se.on.ne.ung
b. BEJI Yeo.su — Ye.o.su
c. F& Pyeong.chang — Pye.ong.chang
d. 2ZJII In.cheon — In.che.on
e. =¥ Eum.seong — E.um.se.ong
f. & Gyeong.gi — Gy.e.ong.gi

This is certainly a weakness of the current system and has received much criticism.

Accordingly, the Presidential Council of National Competitiveness (hereafter PCNC)
reviewed the current Romanization system in 2009. The Ministry of Culture, Sports, and
Tourism (hereafter MCST) has been also reviewing the current system since 2010. The
PCNC conducted a survey on the current status of the Korean Romanization system
among 118 specialists on Korea, including scholars, translators, librarians, curators, and
businessmen over the world in 2009. The results of their survey, reported by Eom (Om
2009), can be summarized as follows:

(21) a. MR is being used by almost all the libraries in the world except for the

Asian region.

b. 67% of the scholars of Korean studies are using MR while 25% are using

RR.

c. 64% of the specialists are using MR while 30% are using RR.

d. 53% of the specialists are considering MR is the most idealistic system
while 39% are considering RR.

e. 49% of the specialists suggest the Korean government to adopt MR while
39% of them do RR.
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Now the government seems to have two options:

(22) a. To maintain the current system and work hard to make it spread more
widely in the world.
b. To discard the current system and adopt MR again with or without
modifications.

Since the survey by the MCST is still in process, the final conclusion is still awaited.
Regardless of what kind of conclusion the MCST may make, it is apparent that the
Korean Romanization system may be still controversial.

As a matter of fact, the Korean government adopted MR during 1948-1959 and 1984-
2000. The government replaced MR with their own systems during 1959-1984 and 2000-
the present. Policy moved back and forth for four times over 62 years in the past. The
strong point of MR is that MR is the most widely used system in the world. If MR is
adopted, there is no need for concern about discrepancies inside and outside Korea. On
the other hand, there seems to be more reason to refuse MR other than the inconvenience
of using diacritical marks and complexity of the system for use. The additional, maybe
more fundamental, reason why some Koreans are reluctant to adopt MR might be that
fact that MR was designed by foreign hands. If this is the case, the adoption of RR is also
tied with the issue of Koreans’ cultural identity. Some policy makers in Korea might have
strong wish to use a Romanization system that was made by their own hands when they
adopted RR in 2000.

They may think now is Hanyu pinyin the role to follow because it is the most widely
accepted Romanization system of Mandarin Chinese in the world. The Wade-Giles
system was the official Romanization system for more than 100 year in almost all the
libraries in the west. It was originally developed by Thomas Wade in the mid nineteenth
century. He was a British ambassador in China and was the first professor of Chinese
studies at Cambridge University. His system was revised by Herbert Giles in 1892 and
refined by his son Lionel in 1912. Since then, it became the standard Romanization
system of Mandarin in western society. Accordingly, even after the People’s Republic of
China started to use Hanyu pinyin in 1958, the Library of Congress of the U.S. and all
other libraries in the western world continued to use Wade-Giles system for decades until
very recently. However, as the users of Hanyu pinyin consistently increase and the
International Organization for Standardization (10S) accepted it as the international
standard in 1982, the Library of Congress (LOC) also started to consider changing it from
the late nineties. The Library of Congress finally adopted Hanyu pinyin in 2000 after
extensive debates and research over many years. This change may sound promising to
Korean policy makers because LOC may also adopt the governmental system of Korean
Romanization in the near future.
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However, there is doubt about such possibilities because Korean case is very different
from the Chinese case for the following reasons:

(23) a. PRC has been using the same system for more than 60 years while ROK
adopted four different systems during the same period of time.

b. PRC has been using Hanyu pinpin all the time without any exception but
ROK used it much less extensively. For instance, Korean Romanization
systems have been used mainly in the public sector while general people
have tended to freely Romanize their personal names, addresses, and
private institutions and so forth.

Accordingly, it is really a tough question for the Korean government whether or not they
have to continue to use the current system of Romanization and make it the international
standard or adopt McCune-Reischauer system as the international standard.

6. Conclusion
This paper examined four language policies in Korea from 1948 to the present. They are
the following, repeated from (1) above:

(24) a. 2005 Changing Chinese Name of Seoul from Hancheng to Shouer
b. 1986 Birth of Koreanization System of Chinese Loan Words
c. 1948 Law of Using Korean Alphabet Exclusively in Writing
d. 1948-2010 Conflicts on Korean Romanization Systems

Concerning Korean language policies, the fundamental controversy arose from the
conflict between globalization and localization in the debates on these policies. The issue
of cultural identity played a role in decision making. Thus, these policies can be
examined from following perspectives: globalization, localization, and cultural identity:

(25) Globalization  Localization  Identity
a. Seoul + - +
b. Koreanization + - +
c. Hangtl Only ) (+) +
d. Romanization - + +

As one can see from the above table, the most apparent characteristic in the four
language policies discussed in this paper is the Koreans’ efforts to build up their cultural
identity. The Koreans wanted to be perceived as different from Japanese, Chinese, or any
other people. Another significant characteristic, which can be found from (25ab), is
replacing Chinese flavors from Sino-Korean to modern Mandarin along the path to
globalization. Replacement of Hancheng to Shouer in 2004 means departing from
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localization and moving towards globalization. The new trend of reading Chinese
personal and place names in modern Mandarin pronunciations, started approximately
from 1997, was triggered by massive human exchanges between China and Korea since
1992, when the two countries normalized the diplomatic relations. Since then, the
Chinese flavors in the Korean language have been changed from old fashioned Sino-
Korean, the Tang flavors, to modern Mandarin flavors. As a result, one can hear more
words being pronounced in modern Mandarin in both spoken and written language in
modern Korea.

Table (25) indicates the two directions the Korean language policies have been
moving toward. They are cultural identity and globalization. These findings suggest what
kind of decision should be made on the future of the Korean Romanization system. The
above table implies also the reason why this issue has been so controversial over the last
60 years. It involved a choice between two contrary values: globalization and localization.
If they chose the value of globalization, it deteriorated the identity value. If they chose
the value of localization, it satisfied the identity value. The problem, however, was that
localization was not the ideal direction of the Korean language policies. If a certain
Romanization system could satisfy both values of globalization and identity, it would be
the best choice for the Koreans to choose. However, neither system currently available
satisfies both values. The only resolution to this contradiction might be for Koreans to
regard MR as the Romanization system which does not violate their value of cultural
identity. Recall that McCune was born in Korea and he consulted with three eminent
Korean linguists when he first developed the system. Korea is how mature enough to
accept global standards that are closely related to the Koreans even if the standards were
not originally set up by Korean hands. If Koreans are still reluctant to accept MR with or
without modifications, the only remaining choice is to wait until the current system of
Romanization (RR) becomes the global standard. The final questions are then how
thoroughly the Koreans will use the current system and how long it will take to take over
the current position of the McCune-Reischauer system. It is not easy to answer these
questions at this point.
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