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The Phonetics of Korean

Korean is the official language of both North Kayrgvhere it has about 24 million
speakers, and South Korea, where it has about Wibmspeakers. There are also sizable
Korean-speaking populations in China, the Unitedte€3, and Japan. The history of
Korean is not well known before the twelfth centu@nly a few Old Korean poems and
place names survive from this period. Middle Korespoken from the twelfth through
eighteenth centuries, is much better known. Uh#l fifteenth century, it was written
using a system called Idu, in which Chinese charachad phonetic rather than
ideological values.

In the fifteenth century, King Sejong invented tHangul alphabet, a simple,
elegant script consisting of twenty-four symbolstenmodern form. The characters were
based on Chinese pictographs representing patteofocal organs and heavenly bodies
(Cho 1967). The alphabet is highly phonemic arfteets phonetic contrasts such as
those between front and back vowels and aspiratdduaaspirated consonants. Due to
centuries of Chinese influence, Korean containseay Marge number of Chinese
loanwords in addition to the native vocabulary.e3&loanwords make up more than half
of the lexicon, based on the etymologies givenhia dictionary. Korean is probably
genetically related to Japanese and the Altaicdagg family, but this is not agreed on.

My subject, Nina Won, is a native speaker of KoreaBhe is eighteen years old
and was born in Guam, where her father was stationthe military. She lived in Korea
for a few years when she was very young, then méweas Angeles, California, where

she lived until coming to Cornell this year. Shaimly speaks Korean at home with her
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parents, who both are originally from Seoul, Sokitirea. Nina did not know how to
write Korean until this year but has now learneid i class at Cornell.

Nina’s dialect has a standard inventory of 21 ocoast phonemes. Korean has
stops at four places of articulation: bilabial,edlar, postalveolar affricate, and velar. It
is unusual in having three phonation types for yy#ace of articulation. All of these
phonation types are considered to be voicelessast mnvironments (Lee 1999). The

stops are illustrated in the first 12 entries of thord list. First, there are the voiceless

unaspirated stopg £ tf k/, similar to the French voiceless stops. Nexitlaeeglottalized
stops p’ t’ tf” k’/, which are somewhat similar to ejectives in thatythre accompanied

by glottal tension and increased intensity. Finathe aspirated stopp"/t" t{" k"/ are

much more strongly aspirated than their Englishntenparts.

In contrast to its large number of stops, Koreas dialy three fricatives (words

13-15):/s/, which is similar to the English sound;/, which is glottalized and similar to
the glottalized stops, anth/, which is strongly aspirated. Next are the thnesal
consonantém n p/, in words 16-18. As in Englishy/ does not occur in syllable initial
position. Last, Korean has three approximantsde/d9-21, including two glidesv j/,
and one liquidl/. The glides only occur before vowels, and areetones considered to

be components of diphthongsl/ is quite different from its English counterpars, ia

explained below.

Nina has a somewhat reduced vowel inventory in gt has only seven

contrastive vowel qualitiesj ¢ a o u A w/, instead of the traditional nine, which also
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include/e o/. The vowels are illustrated in both their shortl dong forms in words 22
through 39. Like many other speakers of the Sdmléct (Lee 1999), Nina pronounces

the mid front rounded vowéd/ as the diphthonpwe]. She also pronounces bath and
/e/ as [g], even in diphthongs. As Eisenberg (2000) explaitise distinction in
pronunciation betweerll [¢] and 1| [e] is being lost in casual Korean speech among
people who are under age 40.” For some reasom, iNionounced the/ vowel in words

24 and 25 ai] during the recording, but in all other cases stom@unced it age] (e.qg.

words 41 and 55). Note that the short vowels tenthe more central than the long

vowels, with the exception o/, for which the long version is more central thae t

short version (compare words 34 and 35).

After meeting with Nina the first time, and makiagbroad transcription of the
word list, | was quite convinced that she totalgutralized all vowel length differences,
which are normally contrastive in Korean. Therefdrcarelessly decided not to include
vowel length when | copied phonemic transcriptions of the dictionary. When | made
the narrow transcription of the word list basedtba recording, | wrote down vowel
length as best as | could perceive it. Afterwaildspticed that vowel length did not
follow any sort of pattern, and | started to wondemy original conclusion might have
been wrong. | went back to the dictionary and &xbkp the vowel length for all of the
words in the list. | was surprised to find that marrow transcriptions of vowel length
agreed with the dictionary for 62 out of 69 wordghe exceptions were numbers 15, 17,
21, 25, 29, 42, and 55. Since her vowel lengtkepais unpredictable but also conforms

to the standard, | now believe that Nina does wseeVlength contrastively.
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After the illustrations of the phoneme inventoripe tword list demonstrates

several important phonological alternations in kKore Words 40 through 49 show the
intervocalic voicing of the voiceless unaspiratéx$touentsp t tf k s/. Basically, these
obstruents are voiced when they are in intervoqaigition:

[-sonorant, -glottal tension, -spread glottis][+voice] /V ___ V
The stops/p t tf k/ are completely voiced intervocalically, pronouncasi[b d d3 ¢],
while the fricative/s/ is only partially voiced, likgz]. /h/ also becomes voicef/ in

intervocalic position, as in words 38 and 68.

Words 50 through 53 show the pattern of liquidtedization in Korean. The

liquid /I/ is normally an alveolar lateral in word-initial gton, although it is quite rare in

this position in native Korean words and is maifuynd in recent borrowings (words 50

and 51 are two obvious English loanwords). Inrwdealic position, it becomes an

alveolar tap, {], which is quite distinct from intervocaljd] (compare words 30 and 31):

[+approximant, +consonantal} [-lateral, +tap] /V __ V

While listening to the recording, | noticed thdét seemed to have another variant in

syllable-final position, as in words 12, 35, 41da8. | initially thought that this was a

velarized lateraflt], but then decided that this allophone was a detxdateral[[]:

[+approximant, +consonantal} [-anterior, -distributed] /V _ V

Lee (1999) makes the same conclusion, and alscestgythatl/ is pronounced as{/

before the voweli/, but | did not observe this in Nina’'s speech (a@eds 51 through

53).
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Words 54 through 57 illustrate Korean sibilant gallaation. The sibilants/

becomesf/ when it precedes the high front vowigi
[+sibilant] — [-anterior] / ___ [+syllabic, +high, -back]
This rule might also operate vacuously on the phwset| tf> t{"/, but they probably

should not be considered sibilant in Korean sirtoey tpattern with stops. Sibilant
palatalization is a common assimilation rule andls® found in Japanese. This rule can
interact with the intervocalic voicing rule to prore the soung/, as in word 62.

The next set of words, 58 through 61, illustratedlable final coronal
neutralization. At the end of a syllable, all simmporonal consonants are pronounced as
the unreleased voiceless s{op:

[+coronal] - [-continuant, -distributed, +anterior, -releaséd] _ Lyiiavle
Korean has a similar rule that neutralizes bilalb@hsonants to unreleasgd] in the
same environment, but this is much less commoriar\é®nsonants are also pronounced

as unreleasedk’] in this environment in standard Korean (Lee 1999n Nina’s
pronunciation, however, they are clearly pronounasdpreglottalized’k], and not as

[k’], as can be heard in words 16, 27, 36, 37, 566&nd

One nonstandard aspect of Nina’'s speech is heofusteess. Lee (1999) clearly
indicates that, in standard Korean, stress is ohtexd by syllable weight: the first
syllable of a word is stressed if it is heavy, whthe second is stressed otherwise.
However, Nina clearly stresses the first syllalflalbpolysyllabic words in the word list!

(This is part of the reason that | originally thbtighat she did not distinguish between
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long and short vowels.) Words 62 through 67 shibg énvironments in which stress
normally occurs on the first syllable, and 68 a®dsGow the environment in which the
stress normally occurs on the second syllable.

The totally simplified stress in Nina’s speech izging, but it should not affect
her ability to make herself understood, since stigsnot a contrastive feature in any
variety of Korean. It is possible that her speeclactually normal, since Park (1968)
writes that Korean stress is “on the consonantd is. host powerfully expressed on the
aspirated sound series.” Thus | have two conttadicsources, but | am inclined to
believe Lee since his article is newer and sinceldsrribes the rest of the phonology
more accurately.

Korean has a large number of other phonologicasruvhich | was not able to
illustrate here. Many of these are assimilatiolesuhat limit consonant clusters, and

mainly occur in morphologically complex words anargses. For example, obstruents

followed by sonorants are reduced to clusters séisaPark 1968)pm/ become$mm],

/tm/ becomegnm], and/kl/ becomeqnn]. This is consistent with the cross-linguistic

tendency to disallow clusters of sounds with lom@ance. Korean also has the strong
propensity to “syllabise a word by pronouncing asmnant and vowel as a unit” (Park
1968). Basically, syllables are CV whenever pdssibThis frequently causes coda
consonants to join the onset of the following dylkga a process similar to liaison in

French.
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Phoneme Charts

Consonants
Bilabial Alveolar Post- Palatal Velar Glottal

alveolar

Plosive pp"plt "t kK k" k

Nasal m n 1

Fricative s’ S h

Affricate tf> tf" ot

Approximant W j w

Lateral 1

approximant

Vowels

Long Vowels

Short Vowels

(These two vowel charts are based on those in 866.1
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Word List

Procedure

Almost all of these words were elicited from théjsat by asking her if she knew words
with certain sounds. A few were taken from Lee9@)0 | tried to pick words that were
at least near-minimal pairs, especially for thesiltations of vowel length contrast.

| made the broad transcriptions as | heard eachl viar the first time, then asked the
subject to show me the Korean orthography for eamid. | confused the three different
obstruent phonation types very frequently, and exted these errors in the broad
transcriptions.

Afterwards, | looked up all of the words in a doctary (Martin et al. 1967) in order to
confirm the orthography and also to find out thaaracal phonemic representations for
these words. Since the Hangul alphabet is almastly phonemic, the phonemic
transcriptions given below are basically just romrations of the Hangul orthography.

Finally, | made the narrow transcriptions basedh@ntape recording. | made the narrow
transcriptions without looking at any of the otlwmscriptions, so that my perception of
the sounds on tape would not be biased by othernrdtion. | had more or less
memorized the word list by then, however, so liksly that | was slightly influenced by
the “standard” forms of the words.

Phoneme Inventory

Consonants
Stops
ORTHOGR PHONEMIC  BROAD NARROW GLoss
1) Ht2 /paz.'po/ pabo 'paz.bo ‘stupid’
2) oot /'p’al.kan/  p’algan 'p’al.gain  ‘red’
3) It /pa/ p"a 'p"a ‘green onion’
4) Ct /tay/ ta 'ta: all’
5) (CHCH /t’a.'ta/ t’ada 't’a.da ‘to pick’
6) EtCt /tha.'ta/ thada 'tha.da ‘to burn’
7) XHCH /tfa.'ta/ tfada 'tfa.da ‘to sleep’
8) M CE /tf’a.'ta/ tf>ada 't[>a.da ‘to squeeze’
9) Xt /tf"a/ tf"a 'tf"a ‘tea’
10) DI= /'ka:.pal/ kabal 'ka:.ba, ‘toupee’
11) DECH /k’a.'ta/ k’ada 'k’a.da ‘to peel’
12) Z /kMal/ kMal 'ka], ‘knife’
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Fricatives
13)

14)
15)

Nasals
16)

17)
18)

o = >
S n i

12

02 L =2

0z

Approximants

19)
20)
21)

Vowels

22)
23)
24)
25)
26)
27)
28)
29)
30)
31)
32)
33)
34)
35)
36)
37)
38)
39)

Al'E
A&
il OH
bl CF
Bl <= Ct
Ef =0l

HL HI ng ng

bz O 40 O MU

a cC
T O

O EJ 00 0o n
Mk tor > 19
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/sa.'ta/
/s’a.'ta/

/'ha:.jan/

/ma.'jak/
/na/
/an).'sim/

/wa.'ta/
/la.'t"in/
/jaz.tf"e/

/si.'p’al/
/'six.tfan/
/pe.'ke/
/'pe:.ta/
/t"e.'u.ta/
/'t"er kuuk.i/
/'mal/
/'ma:l/
/po.'las/
/'po:.ta/
/ku.'tu/
/'kuz.lwm/
/pA.'sas/
/'pal/
/ur.'m.ak/
/'urm.sik/
/'kjo:.he/

/'@:.son/

sada
s’ada

hajan

majak
na

'anfim

wada
lat"in
jatf"e

fip’al
fidzan
pige
pida
t"euda
tPeguki
mal
mal
polat
poda
kudu
kurum
pAzZAt
pal
wmak
wm{ik
kjohe
wezon

'sa.da
's’a.da

'ha.jan

'ma.ja’k
na:

'an.fim

'wa.da
Na.t"in
'ja.tf"e

‘cheap’
‘to pack’
‘white’

‘cocaine’
lme1
‘grudge’

‘to come’
‘Latin’
‘vegetable’

‘damn?’
‘market’
‘pillow’
‘to cut’
‘to burn’
‘Korean flag’
‘horse’
‘speech’
‘purple’
‘to look at’
‘dressy shoes’
‘cloud’
‘mushroom’
‘bee’
‘music’
‘food’
‘church’
‘with one hand’



Alternations

Obstruent Voicing

40)
41)
42)
43)
44)
45)
46)
47)
48)
49)

Liquid Centralization

ctCl 2

50)
51)
52)
53)

Sibilant Palatalization

54)
55)
56)
57)

gt
=
g2l

—

=
JHCH
=

=X
|

Ot2|
AS

O A

cl=
el
Atel

A0

z = =
e JA

/'pal/
/'t"el.le.pi/
[tuzl/
/ka.'ta/
/tfwi/
/su.'tfa/
/'kix/
/a.'ki/

/sw. 'muul/

/A.'sA/

/la.'ti.o/
/1i.'bon/
/ma.'li/
/sa.'li/

/'sen.A/
/'se:/
/'six.tfak/
/'sin.pal/

Coronal Neutralization

58)
59)
60)
61)

| e
me

ol
0
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/'mas/
/'tut.ta/
/pa.'k’at"/
/'tf"atf.ta/

pal
therebi
tul
kada
tfwi
sudza
ki

agi
sumuul

AZA

ladio
libon
MACi

sari

SENA
s€

fidzak
fimbal

mat
tutda
pak’at
t{"atda

pal
'thel rebi
'tu],
'ka.da
'tfwi
'sudza

Na.di.o
1i.ban
'ma.ri

'sar.ri

'sgn.A

se
'fir.dza’k
'fin.ba],

mat’
'tut”.da
'pa.k’at’
't{"at”.da

‘foot’
TV
‘two’

‘to go’
‘mouse’
‘spoon’
‘ear’
‘baby’
‘twenty’
‘quickly’

‘radio’
‘ribbon’
‘hair’

‘side dish’

‘fish’
‘three’
‘to start’
‘shoe’

‘taste’

‘to hear’
‘outside’
‘to look for’
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Simplified Stress
Heavy Syllable: Long Vowel

62) H&l /'kex.sin/ kefin
63) AE ['saitfal/  sadzal

Heavy Syllable: Closed

64) == /kon.tam/  kondam
65) SCt /'muk.ta/ mukda

Heavy Syllable: Long Vowel and Closed

66) o & /'siim.p"an/  fimp"an
67) o1l /'in.sin/ wnfin
Light Syllable

68) 13 /ki'he/ kihe
69) o /ha'p.wii/  habe
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'kers.in
'sar.dzal

'kon.dam

'mu’k.da

'(T:m.p"an

'n.{ip

'ki.A%e
'ha.bwe

‘renewal’
‘denial’

‘gossip’
‘to lodge’

‘trial’
‘increase’

‘opportunity’
‘agreement’
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