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What languages are spoken in North Korea is a topic that piques the interest
of many linguists, travelers, and geopolitical enthusiasts. North Korea,
officially known as the Democratic People's Republic of Korea (DPRK), is a
country that has maintained a distinct cultural and linguistic identity. The
primary language spoken in North Korea is Korean, which has several dialects
and variations. However, the language landscape in North Korea is not a
single story; it reflects the country’s unique historical, political, and
social context.

The Korean Language: A Brief Overview

Korean is a language isolate, meaning it does not belong to any known
language family. The language is characterized by its unique writing system,
Hangul, which was created in the 15th century.

Hangul: The Writing System

Hangul consists of 14 basic consonants and 10 basic vowels, which can be
combined to form syllables. This writing system is praised for its logical
structure and ease of learning. In North Korea, Hangul is the sole writing
system used in all official capacities, including education, government, and
media.



The Dialects of Korean

While Korean is the primary language spoken in North Korea, there are several
dialects that vary between regions. The key dialects include:

e Pyongan Dialect: Predominantly spoken in the capital city, Pyongyang,
and its surrounding areas. This dialect serves as the standard form of
Korean used in North Korea.

e Hamgyong Dialect: Spoken in the northeastern region of the country, this
dialect has its own unique pronunciation and vocabulary.

e Hwanghae Dialect: Found in the southwestern part of North Korea, this
dialect has distinct phonetic variations.

e Gyeongsang Dialect: Although less common in North Korea than in South
Korea, this dialect is present in some border areas.

Influence of the Political System on Language

The political environment in North Korea has a significant impact on the
language spoken within its borders. The government emphasizes the use of a
standardized form of the Korean language, often referred to as "Wanggeon
Korean," which originates from the Pyongan dialect. The aim is to promote
unity and eliminate regional differences.

Language Policies

North Korea's language policies are deeply intertwined with its ideology. The
government actively works to suppress foreign influence and promote a unique
Korean identity. This is achieved through various means:

1. Education: The curriculum emphasizes the use of standardized Korean, and
foreign languages are often viewed with suspicion.

2. Censorship: The media is heavily controlled, and any foreign content
that enters the country is usually translated into standardized Korean.

3. Language Purification: The government often encourages the removal of
foreign loanwords, particularly those from English, to maintain
linguistic purity.



Foreign Languages in North Korea

Although Korean is the dominant language, some foreign languages are spoken
in North Korea, primarily due to the country’s diplomatic relations and the
educational system.

Common Foreign Languages

The most commonly taught foreign languages in North Korea include:
e Russian: Due to historical ties with the Soviet Union, Russian is taught
in schools and used in diplomatic contexts.

e Chinese: As North Korea shares a border with China, Mandarin Chinese is
increasingly taught and used for trade and diplomatic communication.

e English: Although English is taught in some schools, its use is limited

and often regarded with skepticism due to its association with Western
ideologies.

The Role of Foreign Languages in Daily Life

The use of foreign languages in North Korea is generally restricted to
specific contexts, such as:

1. Diplomatic Relations: Foreign languages are crucial for diplomats and
officials who engage in international affairs.

2. Trade: Language skills can facilitate communication with foreign
businesses and organizations.

3. Limited Tourism: Some foreign tourists visit North Korea under strict

regulations, necessitating the use of foreign languages for guided
tours.

Language Preservation and Evolution

The language spoken in North Korea is subject to constant change, influenced
by both internal and external factors. The government’s efforts to control



language also lead to unique developments in vocabulary and expression.

Impact of Globalization

Despite North Korea's isolationist policies, globalization has begun to
affect the language. Some young North Koreans, especially those with access
to foreign media, have started to adopt new terms and expressions,
particularly from English and Chinese.

Media and Technology

The rise of technology and social media has created avenues for linguistic
exchange, even within the confines of North Korean society. Limited access to
the internet allows for some exposure to foreign languages, although this is
heavily monitored.

Conclusion

In summary, what languages are spoken in North Korea largely revolves around
the Korean language, with its various dialects and an official standard. The
political climate heavily shapes language use and development, emphasizing a
unified Korean identity while restricting foreign influences. Although
foreign languages like Russian, Chinese, and English are taught and utilized
in specific contexts, their presence in daily life is limited. The linguistic
landscape in North Korea is a fascinating reflection of the country’s complex
history and ongoing evolution. Understanding this can provide deeper insights
into the cultural and social dynamics at play in one of the world’s most
enigmatic nations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the official language of North Korea?

The official language of North Korea is Korean, specifically the standard
dialect known as Pyongan.

Are there any other languages spoken in North Korea?

While Korean is the dominant language, there are small communities that may
speak Chinese and Russian, particularly near the borders.



Is there a difference between the Korean spoken in
North Korea and South Korea?

Yes, there are notable differences in vocabulary, pronunciation, and certain
grammatical structures between the Korean spoken in North Korea and that in
South Korea.

How does the education system in North Korea handle
language instruction?

The education system in North Korea primarily focuses on teaching Korean,
with a strong emphasis on the use of the standardized Pyongan dialect.

Are there any languages taught in North Korean
schools besides Korean?

English is taught as a foreign language in some schools, but the focus
remains predominantly on Korean.

What role does the Korean language play in North
Korean culture?

The Korean language is a central aspect of North Korean identity and culture,
heavily promoted by the government as a means of fostering national unity.
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