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Originated in the 15th century, hangeul was created by a great king to help the common 

people become literate. A scientifically advanced alphabet, this exceptional writing system 

is the only one in the world for which the name of its creator and date of founding are 

known. Hangul – The writing system of ancient Korea. The history of  Hangul and the 

Hangul (Hanguel) alphabet. 

 
Hunmin Jeongeum: Correct sounds for the instruction of the people. 

Because most writing systems changed and developed gradually over long periods of 

time before taking on their current forms, it is unclear by whom or when they were 

invented. Not so in the case of Hangeul (the Korean writing system), which is the only 

writing system in the world for which the name of its creator and date of founding are 

known. This is one reason why many linguistics scholars describe Hangeul as one of the 

most amazing alphabets ever created. 

Hangeul was founded in 1443 A.D. (25th year of King Sejong) by King Sejong the 

Great (the fourth king of the Joseon Dynasty) and the scholars of Jiphyeonjeon. The title of 

the book that explains the principles of Hangeul, Hunmin Jeongeum, which literally means 

"correct sounds for the instruction of the people," was also Hangeul's original name. 

King Sejong the Great explained in the foreword of Hunmin Jeongeum his purpose for 

inventing Hangeul as follows: "Because the language of our nation is different from China, 

there are many among our ignorant people who are unable to express what they wish to say. 

I took pity on this state of affairs and made 28 letters to correct it." Because there was no 
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Korean writing system at the time, Koreans used the Chinese writing system. As spoken and 

written Korean were so different, and it was difficult for most to learn the many and 

complicated Chinese characters, most commoners were illiterate and did not know how to 

write. Thus, King Sejong the Great invented an alphabet that appropriately reflected the 

Korean language and was easy to learn, even by the uneducated general public. 

 
<Hunmin Jeongeum Haerye manuscript inscribed on the UNESCO Memory of the 

World list in 1997.> 

The five basic Hangeul consonants are: ㄱ, ㄴ, ㅁ, ㅅ, and ㅇ. Other letters are made by 

adding an extra stroke or stacking onto these basic five letters as follows: ㄱ ㅋ ㄲ. 

Therefore, once one knows the first five letters, the rest are learned with ease. But even 

these basic five letters don't need to be memorized because they have been created based on 

the shapes of the parts of the body used to speak. That is: "ㄱ" is the shape of the tongue's 

root blocking the throat; "ㄴ" is the shape of the tongue touching the upper gums; "ㅁ" is 

the shape of the open mouth; "ㅅ" is the shape of the teeth; and "ㅇ" is the shape of the 

opening at the back of the throat. 

At the root of  Eastern philosophy is the idea that heaven, Earth, and human are one. 

Hangeul is also based on this concept. Accordingly, "•" is based on the round shape of the 

sky, "ㅡ" the flatness of Earth, and "ㅣ" the shape of a person standing. Varying 

combinations of these three shapes are used to express all Hangeul vowels. For example, the 

vowel "ㅏ" is a combination of ㅣ and ·. The idea of expressing the complicated Korean 

vowel system with only a dot and two lines (ㅡ, ㅣ) is pure genius, if not a complete 

mystery. One scholar even went so far as to point out the scientific superiority of Hangeul 

as one of the reasons for the rise of Korea as an information technology powerhouse. 
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The superiority of Hangeul began to be recognized by Western linguists after the 1960s. 

As stated by Edwin O. Reischauer and J.K. Fairbank of Harvard University in their co-

authored book Hangeul in the Prospective of Modern Times: "Hangul is perhaps the most 

scientific system of writing in general use in any country." Former professor of Leiden 

University Frits Vos stated of Koreans, "They invented the world's best alphabet!" adding, 

"It is clear that the Korean alphabet is not only simple and logical, but has, moreover, been 

constructed in a purely scientific way." 

Vos also explains that October 9 is a national holiday in Korea because it was on that 

day that King Sejong officially promulgated Hangeul. American linguist J.D. McCawley, 

who wrote the introduction to Vos' thesis, wrote that after October 9 was declared a national 

holiday, rituals began being held before the portrait of King Sejong complete with tables 

full of  Korean foods like rice cakes. 

In his book Writing Systems published in 1985, Professor Geoffrey Sampson of the 

University of Sussex gives Hangeul a special place in the history of writing by mentioning 

its "feature system" and asserts that though:"Korea is a fairly small and very distant country 

… it is a country of great significance for the linguist in two respects. It was in Korea, in the 

13c, that the Chinese invention of printing from movable type was first seriously exploited; 

and in the 15c a Korean created for the use of his countrymen a wholly original and quite 

remarkable phonographic script, nowadays called Han'gŭl."Sampson concludes his book as 

follows:"Han'gŭl must unquestionably rank as one of the great intellectual achievements of 

humankind." 

  



 

TANQIDIY NAZAR, TAHLILIY TAFAKKUR VA 

INNOVATSION G‘OYALAR 

594 

 

Cited works: 

 

1. Cho, T. (2009). Geundae gugeo uisik hyeongseong’ui bopyeonseonggwa 

teuksuseong (Generality and particularity in the formation of modern gugeo (Korean 

national language) consciousness.) Hanguk Eoneo Munhwa, 39, 81-108. 

2. Shin, H. (1897). Hanmunjawa gungmunui sonik yeoha 漢文字와 國文의 損

益如何 (Profit and loss of Chinese characters and national writing). Daejoseon 

dongnip hyeophoe hoebo 大朝鮮獨立協會會報, 16, 1. 

3. Kim, Y. (2009). A Study on the Literary Style of Early Modern Korea: 

Focused on Yu, Kil-chun. Dongbanghakji, 148, 391-428 

4. www.antiquealive.com 

 


