what language is spoken in north korea

What language is spoken in North Korea is a question that often arises in
discussions about the hermit kingdom. The official language of North Korea is
Korean, which is spoken by the vast majority of the population. However, the
Korean language has regional dialects and variations, and the version spoken
in North Korea has its unique characteristics that distinguish it from the
Korean spoken in South Korea. In this article, we will delve into the nuances
of the Korean language in North Korea, its history, dialects, writing
systems, and the impact of politics and culture on language use.

The Korean Language: An Overview

Korean is a member of the Koreanic language family, which is considered a
language isolate, meaning it has no known relatives. It is spoken by
approximately 80 million people worldwide, primarily in North Korea and South
Korea, but also by Korean diaspora communities in various countries. The
language is known for its unique writing system, Hangul, which was developed
in the 15th century.

Historical Background

1. Origins of the Korean Language

- The origins of the Korean language are not entirely clear, but it is
believed to have evolved from earlier languages spoken on the Korean
Peninsula. It has been influenced by various languages over the centuries,
including Chinese, Mongolian, and Japanese, due to historical interactions
and invasions.

2. The Korean Language Reform

- In the late 1940s, following the Korean War and the subsequent division of
the peninsula, both North and South Korea implemented language reforms. In
North Korea, the government promoted a standardized form of Korean, known as
"Munhwao" (J00), which is based primarily on the Pyongan dialect spoken in
the capital city of Pyongyang.

Dialectical Variations

While the standard form of Korean in North Korea is based on the Pyongan
dialect, there are several regional dialects within the country. These
dialects can vary significantly from one region to another, reflecting the
diverse linguistic landscape of the nation.



Main Dialects in North Korea

1. Pyongan Dialect

- The Pyongan dialect serves as the basis for the standard form of Korean in
North Korea. It is characterized by its unique vocabulary and pronunciation,
which differ from those in the South.

2. Hamgyong Dialect

- Spoken in the northeastern part of the country, the Hamgyong dialect has
distinct phonetic features and vocabulary. It is known for its unique
intonation patterns and the use of certain archaic words that are no longer
commonly used in the South.

3. Hwanghae Dialect

- Found in the western regions, particularly in Hwanghae-do province, this
dialect has its peculiarities in pronunciation and vocabulary. It is also
influenced by the coastal culture of the area.

4. Kyeongsang Dialect

- This dialect is spoken in the southeastern part of North Korea. It has
unique characteristics that set it apart from other dialects, including
variations in the pronunciation of certain consonants and a distinct
vocabulary.

Writing System: Hangul

The writing system used in North Korea is Hangul, which was invented by King
Sejong the Great in the 15th century. Hangul is a featural alphabet, meaning
that its characters are designed to represent the articulatory features of
the sounds they represent.

Characteristics of Hangul

1. Structure and Composition

- Hangul consists of 14 basic consonants and 10 basic vowels. These
characters can be combined to form syllables, making it relatively easy to
learn compared to other writing systems.

2. Standardization

- In North Korea, Hangul has been standardized, and there are specific
orthographic rules that dictate how words are spelled. The North Korean
government has made efforts to promote literacy through the use of Hangul,
emphasizing its role as a national heritage.

3. Influence of Chinese Characters
- While Hangul is the primary writing system used in North Korea, some



Chinese characters (Hanja) are still occasionally used, particularly in
academic and formal contexts. However, the use of Hanja has diminished
significantly compared to South Korea, where it still holds a more prominent
place in writing.

Language and Politics

The relationship between language and politics in North Korea is complex. The
government has a significant influence on language use, promoting a version
of Korean that aligns with its ideological goals.

Language as a Tool of Propaganda

1. Standardization and Control

- The North Korean regime has sought to standardize the language to promote a
unified national identity. This has involved the elimination of foreign
loanwords and the introduction of new vocabulary that reflects the
government's ideology.

2. Promotion of Ideological Language

- Certain terms and phrases are heavily emphasized to align with the state’s
ideology. Words related to socialism, patriotism, and loyalty to the ruling
Kim family are prevalent in official discourse and education.

3. Censorship and Language Purity

- The government actively censors media and literature, ensuring that only
approved language forms and expressions are used. This control over language
is part of a broader effort to maintain ideological purity and suppress
dissent.

Language and Culture

The Korean language in North Korea is not only a means of communication but a
key aspect of cultural identity.

Literature and Arts

1. Literature

- North Korean literature is characterized by its focus on themes of
socialism, patriotism, and the glorification of the ruling party. Writers are
expected to adhere to the principles of socialist realism, and many works are
produced to celebrate the achievements of the state.



2. Music and Performing Arts

- Music and performing arts play a vital role in North Korean culture. Songs
often feature patriotic lyrics, and performances are used to convey political
messages. The language used in these artistic expressions reflects the values
and ideology of the regime.

Language in Everyday Life

1. Common Expressions

- Everyday language in North Korea includes specific phrases and terms that
reflect the country's unique social and political environment. For example,
greetings and expressions of loyalty to leaders are common in daily
interactions.

2. Education System

- The education system in North Korea places significant emphasis on language
instruction, with students learning not only the standard language but also
the ideological implications of language use. This includes studying approved
literature and history that aligns with state narratives.

Conclusion

In summary, the language spoken in North Korea is a rich and complex
reflection of the country’s history, culture, and political landscape. The
Korean language, particularly the standardized version used in the North, has
been shaped by various factors, including regional dialects, historical
influences, and the pervasive control of the government. Understanding the
nuances of the Korean language in North Korea provides insight into the lives
of its people and the challenges they face in a society where language is
both a tool of communication and a means of ideological expression. As North
Korea continues to evolve, the language will undoubtedly adapt, reflecting
the ongoing changes in this enigmatic nation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the official language of North Korea?

The official language of North Korea is Korean.

Is there a specific dialect of Korean spoken in
North Korea?

Yes, the dialect spoken in North Korea is known as Pyongan, which is based on
the speech of the capital, Pyongyang.



How does North Korean Korean differ from South
Korean Korean?

North Korean Korean includes some distinct vocabulary, pronunciation, and
grammar compared to South Korean Korean, largely due to political and social
differences over the decades.

Are there any foreign languages commonly spoken in
North Korea?

While Korean is the primary language, some foreign languages, such as Russian
and Chinese, are taught in schools, especially for diplomatic purposes.

Is English widely spoken in North Korea?

English is not widely spoken in North Korea, but it is taught in schools and
used in some official capacities, primarily among the elite or in tourism.

What language do North Korean leaders use in
official speeches?

North Korean leaders use Korean in their official speeches, often employing
formal and ideological language.

Are there any language-related restrictions in North
Korea?

Yes, the North Korean government controls language use and promotes a
specific form of Korean that aligns with state ideology, discouraging foreign
influences.

Do North Koreans have access to foreign media in
other languages?

Access to foreign media is heavily restricted in North Korea, making it
difficult for the population to engage with content in other languages.

How is literacy promoted in North Korea regarding
the Korean language?

Literacy in the Korean language is prioritized in North Korea, with a strong
emphasis on education and cultural indoctrination to ensure all citizens can
read and write.
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