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Proper names in Korean

Seongha Rhee
Faculty of Liberal Arts, Mahidol University ' Hankuk University
of Foreign Studies

This paper addresses Korean proper names focusing on their lexical,
phonological, morphological, and syntactic characteristics. Koreans use
surnames and given names in that order. Surnames are patrilineal and
relatively few in number, and given names are created entirely ad hoc, based
on their meaning and sound. Given names are predominantly bi-syllabic
and CVC structures are on the decrease in favor of light, coda-less syllables.
Proper names are also given to pets, geological formations and landmarks,
important public facilities, deities, historically significant events and
festivities. Phonologically and morphologically proper names behave much
in the same way as common nouns do, but they have numerous variations
of romanized names due to idiosyncratic phonological constraints.
Syntactically, proper names also behave like common nouns but certain
peculiarities are also observed. Titles and address terms, intertwined with
pronouns, status nouns, and kinship terms, form paradigms with
multiplicity of members.

Keywords: proper names, Korean, lexical structure, phonology,
morphology, syntax, address terms

Introduction

This paper addresses proper names in Korean with respect to their lexical, phono-
logical, morphological, and syntactic properties. Korean person names present an
interesting picture in a number of aspects. In particular, surnames, patrilineally
inherited, are extremely few in number, whereas given names, created completely
ad hoc, are numerous largely due to the absence of any restrictions or inventories.
They exhibit behavior largely similar to common nouns, but subtly different

behaviors are also observed.

Korean proper names have long been studied primarily by historical linguists
who were interested in reconstructing Old Korean or tracing historical origins of
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dialectal forms in Modern Korean by way of studying person and place names in
historical inscriptions, ledgers and others. A few recent studies, notably Na (2003),
Chae (2004), Kang et al. (2012), Lee and Kang (2023), investigated some note-
worthy aspects of person names in modern Korea, especially from a sociolinguis-
tic perspective. Informed by these insightful studies, this paper intends to explore
diverse aspects of proper names more comprehensively, focusing on the aspects
that have been largely neglected in extant literature.

This paper is organized in the following way. Section 2 presents brief descrip-
tions of selected features of Korean in order to facilitate the discussion. Section 3
provides an exposition on a few subcategories of proper names, such as the names
of persons, places, entities, deities and events. Section 4 elaborates diverse phono-
logical and morphological aspects of proper names. Section 5 describes diverse
syntactic aspects of proper names. Section 6 summarizes the discussion and con-
cludes the paper.

2. Preliminaries: Korean in brief

In this section we present a brief introduction to several features of the Korean
language. We restrict our exposition, however, to a few topics that have relevance
to the present study.

2.1 Genealogy

The Korean language, also known by its autonym Hankwuke (3=01), is spoken
by about 82 million people (Eberhard et al., 2023, Ethnologue, 26th ed.) in and
around the Korean peninsula. It has long been regarded as an Altaic language as
the eminent Finnish Altaic linguist Gustaf Ramstedt proposed in 1939 (Ramstedt,
1997[1939]), based on a number of shared features such as vowel harmony, agglu-
tination, verb-final word order, converbs, as well as lacking number, gender, arti-
cles, etc. Even though the Altaic hypothesis is often contested due to the lack,
or insufficient instances, of regular sound correspondences between Korean and
Altaic languages (see Kim, 1992; Song, 2005; Lee & Ramsey, 2011), recent studies,
using the term “Transeurasian languages, lend strong support to the hypothesis
(Johanson & Robbeets, 2010; Narrog & Rhee, 2013; Narrog et al., 2018).

2.2 Typology

Korean is an agglutinating, head-final, topic-prominent, SOV language. In terms
of phonological features, Korean is a non-tonal, syllable-timed language. It has
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nineteen consonants, ten vowels, and two semivowels in the phonemic inventory.
Consonants exhibit a three-way contrast (lax-aspirate-tense) in stop consonants,
a two-way contrast (lax-tense) in the (alveo-)dental fricatives, and no contrast in
the glottal fricative, as shown in Table 1, taken from Song (2005:26):

Table 1. Consonants in Korean

Stop Fricative Nasal Lateral
Bilabial p, pp> ph m
Dental t, tt, th s, 8S n 1
Palatal ¢, cc, ch
Velar k, kk, kh |
Glottal h

Consonant clusters are not allowed at the word-initial positions. They are
allowed to occur at the word-final positions but only one consonant is pro-
nounced, if not preceding an onset-less syllable. Certain phonological constraints,
such as avoidance of a lateral at the word-initial position, thus replaced with a
nasal, are disappearing presumably due to foreign language influences. Korean
has ten vowels: two high front (/i/, /y/), two high back (/i/, /u/), two mid front
(/e/, /9/), two mid back (/a/, /0/), one low front (/¢/), and one low back vowel
(/a/) (Song, 2005, p.30).

2.3 Noun as a word class

Noun as a grammatical category, consisting of common nouns and proper nouns,
constitutes the largest word class, accounting for 74% of the headwords of an offi-
cial dictionary Phyocwun Kwuke Taysacen by the National Institute of Korean
Language (NIKL, n.d.). Nouns are largely of native Korean origin (about 36,000
headwords, 13%) or Chinese origin (Sino-Korean; about 185,000 headwords,
69%). A number of borrowings from foreign languages (about 20,000 headwords,
7%) and hybrid words (about 27,000 headwords, 10%) have entered the lexicon
in Modern Korean times (NIKL, n.d.). Common nouns in a sentence may occur
before a particle for case or other functional marking, and they may occur after a
delimiter, such as a demonstrative, qualifier, or quantifier. The said dictionary lists
about 20,000 proper names including 10,000 person names, 7,000 place names,
2,000 book names, and 400 others (NIKL, n.d.).
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2.4 Hangeul and romanization

Korean uses its own script, known as Hangeul (or Hankul or Hangul; 3+2), an
alphabetic-featural writing system, invented by King Sejong the Great in 1443 and
promulgated in 1446. Prior to the invention of Hangeul, Chinese characters were
used. Hangeul is an alphabetic system but letters are combined to form a syllable-
character in a squarish block.

There are a few romanization systems for transcription and transliteration
of Korean. One of the earliest systems is the McCune-Reischauer system (1939),
commonly used until 2000 in road signage. However, as it involved diacritic
marks, difficult to represent with keyboards and hard to memorize, the system fell
out of favor. In 2000, the Korean government began using the Revised Roman-
ization of Korean, a revised version of the former MOE (Ministry of Education)
system, which had been in use since 1959. The Yale system, developed by Samuel
Martin in 1942, is lesser known to the public but is most widely used by linguists
for clear letter-by-letter correspondence without using diacritic marks. This paper
uses the Yale system for romanization of the Korean data, except for place and
proper names, which follow the Revised Romanization or popular writing prac-
tices, as deemed appropriate. There is no particular romanization system
enforced for romanizing personal names on legal documents, such as passports,
driver’s licenses, etc., even though using the Revised Romanization is officially
recommended. For this reason, Korean names show great variability in romaniza-
tion, e.g., the three most common last names 7 (/kim/), ©] (/i/) and B} (/pak/)
are rendered by personal choice as Kim, Gim, Khim, etc.; Lee, Li, Rhee, Ree, etc.;
and Park, Pak, Bak, Bahk, etc., respectively (see 4.1 for more).

2.5 Contact with Chinese

The linguistic contact between Korean and Chinese was limited in terms of the
size of the population in direct contact, but most prominently motivated by ‘cul-
tural prestige or attractivity’ (Bisang, 2006, p.89) for China’s dominant cultural-
political role in the region. The Chinese influence on Korean has been extensive
and is most evident in the lexicon. In Phyocwun Kwuke Taysacen, 53.2 per cent of
the total of about 424,000 headwords, is of Chinese origin, mostly nouns (NIKL,
n.d.). These Sino-Korean words belong to the high register as compared to their
native counterparts, e.g., noin vs. nulkuni ‘elderly person, umsik vs. pap “food, etc.,
in which the first one of each pair, the Sino-Korean term, carries more prestige,
whereas the second one of each pair, the native Korean term, is devoid of it and
can even carry derogatory nuances. Person name is an area where Chinese influ-
ence is prominent.
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3. Classes of proper names

3.1 Person names

Person names, also known as ‘anthroponyms) consist of seng (surname, family
name or last name) and ilum (first name or given name) in that order, which
means that family name comes before the given name. Even though it is not
explicitly shown in names, a family name may be shared by multiple clans,
known as ponkwan, the name of the place of origin of the clan progenitor. For
instance, the surname Kim has over 600 ponkwans, the largest being Gimhae
and Gyeongju. Two persons of the same surname with different ponkwan are
not considered kinsmen and thus the common exogamy rule (enforced until
2005, but loosened since) does not apply to them. When one is stating one’s sur-
name, ponkwan is often mentioned before the surname, such as ‘Gimhae Kim,
‘Jeonju Lee, ‘Haeju Choi, etc. A ponkwan may further be divided into a number
of branches (pha ‘branch’). Persons of the same seng (surname), ponkwan (clan)
and pha (branch) are called ilka literally ‘one family’ but this term includes a large
number of relatives.

Surnames as well as clans and branches are inherited from the father. Korea
has over 50 million people, but its surnames barely number 300, even when the
homophonic Korean surnames with different Chinese characters are separately
counted. If homophonic Korean surnames are counted as a single surname, the
total number of surnames stands at around 100. Furthermore, the three most pop-
ular surnames, Kim, Lee and Park, account for over 40 per cent of the entire pop-
ulation. This situation is very peculiar when compared with European countries.
According to an internet source (eupedia.com), France has about 900,000 sur-
names, Italy 350,000 surnames, Belgium 190,000 surnames, etc. The same source
says that the proportions of the top 10 most common surnames in these typ-
ical European countries are the following: Italy 0.67%, France 1.89%, Belgium
2.03%, Germany 4.09%, England and Wales 5.7%, among others. An implication of
this distributional pattern of names, i.e., a large population sharing a surname, is
immediately obvious in academic contexts, where the authors are usually referred
to by their surname. For instance, in the references of academic articles, authors
with the surnames Kim, Lee and Park are so numerous that identifying the author
accurately is often impossible, especially when the journal style mandates that
only the initials be used for the given name. For this reason, some journals have
guidelines recommending that Asian given names be fully spelled out.

The patricentric law of surnames in Korea was amended in 2008, which
allowed couples to name their children following the mother’s surname. The sur-
name cannot alternate among the children, and if the couple decides to use the
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mother’s surname, all children born to the couple should use the mother’s sur-
name. An increasing trend in recent times is to use the father’s surname as the
child’s surname and include the mother’s surname as part of the child’s given
name (see 4.1 for more).

Unlike some cultures where a married woman customarily changes her sur-
name to that of her husband’s, a married Korean woman does not change her sur-
name. The fundamental idea is that surnames are not meant to change for any
reason. In fact, ‘change the surname’ is an expression used in swearing or insult-
ing. In order to help foreign authorities, Korean passports for married women
parenthetically indicate the husband’s surname, e.g., “(spouse of Kim)”, while mar-
ried men’s passports do not.

Regular given names are created entirely ad hoc, typically by the parents or
grandparents. Since there is an old belief that the names will either bring good
luck or bad luck, name-givers give much thought to creating names, sometimes
consulting professional fortune-tellers or classical literature on the subject (e.g.,
Cwuyek or Yekkyeng ‘book of changes, Chinese Yijing). One of the common prac-
tices in name giving is the use of generation markers (follimca ‘shared character’)
predetermined for the particular generation of the particular clan and branch. A
generation marker is one character (of typically two characters of a given name) of
Chinese origin and is shared by the members of the branch who are on the same
level of generational hierarchy, i.e., a person’s siblings, cousins, second cousins,
third cousins, etc., share a character and so do one’s father, paternal uncle and
aunt, paternal second uncle and aunt, etc. It is also predetermined whether the
generation marker should be the first or the last character of the given name. For
instance, a persons name Seongha contains the generation marker ha (meaning
‘summer’ in Chinese) as the second character, which is shared by his siblings,
Yongha, Soonha and Miha and cousins Kyungha, Deokha, etc., whereas his chil-
dren Unbee and Unbin share the generation marker un with their cousins Un
and Unkwang (note that a person’s given name may be entirely the generation
marker only, as Un here). For this reason, it is easy for the clan members to iden-
tifty another clansman’s relative generational hierarchy and determine the ways of
interaction, such as address terms and speech levels, suiting the relationship.

Among the primary considerations in name-giving is the character’s meaning
since the majority of the characters used in names are Chinese-derived (note that
Chinese scripts are logographic). For instance, the unique character in the name
of Seongha, exemplified above, is seong, which means ‘star’ (thus the name mean-
ing ‘summer star’), and yong in Yongha is ‘dragon, (thus ‘summer dragon’), etc.
Due to the importance of the meaning of the characters used in names, there
are certain characters favored for boys and girls. For instance, boy names tend to
favor such characters as chul ‘iron, seok ‘stone, seok ‘tin, young ‘hero, geol ‘hero,
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jun “hero, su ‘outstanding), ho ‘big, ho ‘heaven, min ‘fast, kwang ‘light;, jong ‘iron
drum;, hong ‘broad, hun ‘merit, geon ‘build, edify) seong ‘accomplish; etc. (note
that some are homophones, distinguishable only when written in Chinese char-
acters). On the other hand, girl names tend to favor hyun ‘wisdom, jung ‘decency,
sook ‘virtue; mi ‘beauty’, kyoung ‘admiration, hee ‘brilliance], myoung ‘bright’, soon
‘meek;, etc.' From the influence of Japanese colonial control, Korean girls’ names
tended to have ja ‘child’ as the second character of the given name (e.g., Mija,
Kyungja, Choonja, Hyungja, etc.), corresponding to ko in Japanese (the same
Chinese character ; e.g., Meiko, Asako, Sachiko, Noriko, etc.) until the mid-
twentieth century. This style of naming for girls, however, has gone out of style
nearly completely, along with the formerly popular characters for girls, such as hee
‘bright’, soon ‘meek’ and sook ‘virtue, with changing gender ideology.

According to a recent study of Korean given names of 4.6 million children
born between 2010 and 2021 (Lee & Kang, 2023), the ten most favored names for
each gender are Seojun, Minjun, Doyun, Yejun, Hajun, Juwon, Siwu, Jiho, Jihu, and
Junwoo for boys (note that these names may be differently romanized such as Seo-
jun, Sujoon, Sukjun, Suhjoon, etc.) in descending order of prevalence, and Seoyun,
Seoyeon, Jiwoo, Hayoon, Seohyun, Haeun, Minseo, Jiyu, Yunseo, and Suah for girls
in descending order (for phonological characteristics see 4.1 below). The same
study (p.142) reports that ‘unisex’ names, i.e., names used by both genders (found
in at least 10% of the names of the opposite sex), are on the increase, a pattern
also observed in the U.S.A. (Lieberson et al., 2000; O’Neill, 2015; Barry & Harper,
2014, p.21).

Despite the presence of inventories of characters favored by gender, name-
givers are largely given complete freedom in creating a name, typically choosing
two characters, or one character if a generation marker is to be used. Some sur-
names have two syllable-characters, such as Namgung, Jegal, Hwangbo, Sagong,
Sunwoo, also typically found in China, and these families often give a one-
character given name to their child’s name in order to match the common three-
character pattern in Korean full names. This complete freedom in name-giving
and absence of repertoire contrast with the traditions in Western culture, where
the names of saints, heroes, and family members are often used for naming babies.

From the latter half of the twentieth century, a new trend gained popularity,
i.e., using native Korean words as given names. Some of such names are Garam
‘river, Gowoon ‘pretty;, Narae ‘wing, Seulgi ‘wisdom, Mirinae ‘the Milky Way,
Boram ‘fruitfulness; Iseul ‘dew’, Sinae ‘stream, Joeun ‘likable, Chorong ‘clear and
bright, Hana ‘one; etc. for girls, and Wooram ‘big, Hanbit ‘big light, Nuri ‘world,
Sechan ‘strong), Eutteum ‘best; etc. for boys.

1. The names are given following a popular romanization.
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Hypocorism is not widespread, partly because calling someone by name is
often avoided in many contexts. For instance, among the members of the family
and relatives, calling someone who is superior in hierarchy (primarily by gener-
ation and age) is not acceptable, a tradition reflecting the former solid custom
known as phihwipep (lit. ‘the rule of avoidance and refrainment’), applicable to
the names of ancestors, reputable scholars, and kings, called hwica (lit. ‘avoid-
able name’). This old-time custom still survives and is well reflected in that peo-
ple never utter the names of their parents in full forms (typically two syllables
in succession). If stating their names aloud is necessitated, they instead present
the names syllable by syllable each followed by -ca (X}) ‘character, name, e.g.,
the first name Kildong as kil-ca dong-ca. This politeness strategy is replicated
by courteous service-providers when they use the names of their clients (Rhee
2021: 67). Social inferiors (i.e., by relative age or generational hierarchy) may be
referred to by the given name or hypocoristic name, the latter formed either by
truncation (e.g., Hyun for Hyunjung, Hyunhee, Junghyun, Mihyun, etc.) or suf-
fixation of a hypocoristic suffix -i (e.g., Hyunjung-i for Hyunjung, Mihyun-i for
Mihyun). Hypocoristic suffixation does not apply to a name without a coda (thus,
*Hyunhee-i). When one uses the given name to call the person, the names are
marked with the vocative suffix -a, the use of which is subject to modification of
the coda-less names by adding a glide (e.g., Hyunjung-a! but Hyunhee-ya!) (see
4.2 and 5.3 below).

Patronymy (naming after a parent, e.g., MacDonald from Donald) does not
exist in Korea, a natural consequence of the custom that parents’ names are highly
revered and thus avoided. Teknonymy (calling someone by the name of their
child) is not generally practiced, but is occasionally found among family members
and close friends in casual interaction. For instance, an elder brother may call his
younger brother by the name of his brother’s first child. This is more likely to be
observed when a father is calling one of his children by the name of one of their
children, i.e., his grandchild. One practice, though not an instance of teknonymy
but obviously related, is to call someone by his or her child’s name followed by
emma ‘mom, emeni ‘mother’, appa ‘dad; apeci ‘father’ etc. (e.g., Hyunhee emma,
Hyunhee appa, etc. and with hypocoristic Hyunjung-i emma, Hyunjung-i appa,
etc., if the child’s name has a coda).

Another previously common but currently fast disappearing naming practice
is for scholars and writers to use pen names. Having such a pseudonym has long
been considered prestigious and is still practiced among some scholars of clas-
sical arts. On the other hand, having stage names for performing artists, such
as TV entertainers, movie stars and singers, is widely practiced. Nicknames are
not widely used in modern Korea, except for the childhood practices of using
nicknames for bantering peers with notable physical features (e.g., Dweji ‘pig’ for
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an overweight child, Wangnuni ‘big-eyed one’ for one with big eyes, etc.). How-
ever, previously, even through the first half of the twentieth century, infants were
given nicknames, which typically denoted insignificance, primarily because peo-
ple attributed the high infantile death rate to the malicious act of gods towards an
infant with a promising future. In order to prevent the evil actions of the jealous
gods, infants were given such names as Monnani ‘one not born well, Gaettongi
‘one like dog poop), etc. After the first milestones (paykil ‘1ooth day’ or tols ‘first
birthday’) were passed, the children would be given normal names, with the old
names either discontinued or continued as nicknames.

Still another practice (also fast disappearing) is naming women who are
either newly-wed or widowed by adopting the name of the place of their origin. A
widow, for example, whose previous hometown (i.e., before marriage) was Busan,
a southern port city, would be referred to as Busan-tayk, in which tayk literally
meaning ‘a house’ is a term for an honorable person. Similarly, a newly-wed may
be thus named, largely because a personal name is not to be used in casual inter-
action and she does not yet have a child, with whose name she may be referred to.
This type of naming does not apply to widowers or male newly-weds.

Crosslinguistic literature on personal names reports gendered sound sym-
bolism, such as male names favoring open vowels (e.g., /@/ and /5/) and female
names a close vowel (e.g., /1/ and /u/), as noted in Cutler et al. (1990), Slater and
Feinman (1985), Pitcher et al. (2013), Wright et al. (2005), an effect that persons
can infer from the names in languages they do not speak (Cai and Zhao, 2019, as
cited in Ennahli, 2022, pp.9-10). This claim, however, is not upheld in Korean,
presumably because auspicious meanings associated with the Chinese character
take precedence over feelings associated with sound symbolism.

Closely related to person names are the names of animals. Korean domestic
pets, notably dogs and cats, carry a name (a given name, but some families use
the surnames of the family as well, often humorously). Traditionally, their names
were simple, mostly based on physical features, like Kkemdungi ‘black one, Hin-
dungi ‘white one, Nureongi ‘yellow one, Badugi ‘spotted one, Mungmungi ‘bow-
wow one, Yaongi ‘meow one) etc. When pets began to carry human-like names
around the middle of the twentieth century, perhaps with Western influence, the
three common names were Dokku (< E. dog), Meri (< E. Mary), and Jjong (< E.
John). In modern Korea, pet names are mostly Korean words with cute meanings,
such as Chorongi ‘brilliant one’, Ttolttori ‘smart one, Jaerongi ‘winning one, Yeppi
‘cute one), Mongsiri “fluffy one} Sarangi ‘lovely one; etc. or words with melodious
or pleasant sounds without specific meanings, e.g., Arongi, Toto, Ppomi, Chako,
etc. Foreign words are also sometimes used, e.g., Happy, Sunny, Sweetie, etc. The
final syllable -i in some of these names is the nominalizing suffix to indicate an
individual associated with the features or properties.
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Other domestic animals, such as chickens, ducks, geese, pigs, cows, etc., tend
to have no personalized names, perhaps due to the fact that the interaction with
them are not as frequent and intimate as with cats and dogs. They tend to be farm
animals, not kept as pets. However, if they are kept as pets, they tend to have
names, as well.

3.2 Place and entity names

Place names, known as toponyms, are the names of places whether natural or
human-made. The most notable category of toponyms consists of the names of
mountains, e.g., Baekdu-san (Mt. Baekdu), Halla-san (Mt. Halla), Geumgang-san
(Mt. Geumgang), etc. The Sino-Korean morpheme san ‘mountain’ is found in city
names such as Nonsan, Yeonsan, Keumsan, Jiksan, etc., obviously named after the
mountain in the region. Since san is a Sino-Korean word, mountain names and
city names derived thereof also tend to be Sino-Korean. The native Korean word
for mountain, i.e., moy, on the other hand, tends to combine with native Korean
words, e.g., Geocheul-moy (‘barren mountain’), Sot-moy (‘pot mountain’), jat-
moy (‘castle mountain’), etc. With popularization of san-naming, the place names
involving moy have been relegated to the history books or forgotten in modern
Korea, only remembered as historical place names (Kim 2014: 92). Sinification of
native Korean names began with the increasing influence of Chinese characters,
notably with the large-scale systematic effort of King Kyungdeok (723-765 C.E.)
of the Silla dynasty (Lee, 1980, p.547; Chon, 2001, pp.102-103).

Other geographical features and formations that are found in place names
include native Korean words, e.g., nay ‘stream, kol “valley’, tul ‘field; kokay ‘pass,
cas ‘castle’, koc ‘cape, tum ‘pond, etc. (Kim 2014, p.91; Cho, 2006; Kim, 1997), and
Sino-Korean words, e.g., pong ‘peak, chen ‘river, kwu ‘hill} hyen ‘pass; kok ‘val-
ley), lyeng “pass; etc. Geological formations tend to carry proper names and these
names are usually followed by the name of the formations, either natural or man-
made, such as ho ‘lake], cey ‘dam; phokpho ‘waterfall, am ‘rock] man ‘bay, lim “for-
est) etc. Similar to geographical formations, celestial bodies, such as stars, planets,
and constellations, have their unique names. The names of stars and planets are
followed by seng ‘star” and the names of constellations are followed by cali ‘group,
division, e.g., Swu-seng ‘Mercury’, Mok-seng ‘Jupiter, Kum-seng “Venus, Hwa-seng
‘Mars;, Yang-cali ‘Aries, Hwangso-cali “Taurus, Ssangdwungi-cali ‘Gemini, etc. The
names of stars and planets are also used for the names of the days of the week,
followed by yoil ‘day of the week; e.g., Swu-yoil “‘Wednesday’, Mok-yoil “Thursday;
Kum-yoil ‘Friday’, etc. These celestial-inspired names were put to use when the
Western solar calendar was introduced through Japan toward the end of the nine-
teenth century and their use was enforced by way of the Kapo Reform in 1896.
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Cruise boats, passenger ships, and fishing boats tend to have proper names,
accompanying -ho, a marker of an ordinal number or of the name-bearer, as in
Sewol-ho, a vessel that was capsized and led to the loss of over 300 passengers’
lives in 2014. On the other hand, passenger aircrafts, trains, buses and other
means of transportation do not have human-like proper names, and instead, have
identifying unique numbers and codes for administrative purposes, just as vehicle
plate numbers for automobiles.

Installations and facilities also often carry their unique names, often named
after the place they are located in. The markers that indicate their functions are
hang ‘port’ as in Incheon-hang ‘Incheon Port, konghang ‘airport’ as in Gimpo-
konghang ‘Gimpo Airport, yek ‘station’ as in Busan-yek ‘Busan Station, kyo
‘bridge’ as in Banpo-kyo ‘Banpo Bridge; etc. Similarly, educational institutions are
often named after their location, as in Seoul National University in Seoul, Daegu
University in Daegu, etc. Schools at a lower level tend to carry names with virtu-
ous or beautiful meanings, such as Jihye Kindergarten (jihye = cihyey ‘wisdom’),
Baekwoon Elementary School (baekwoon = paykwun ‘white cloud’), etc. Some pri-
vate houses, especially of renowned scholars, used to be named typically using the
pen names of the resident and followed by cay ‘house’ or tang ‘house’ Unlike reg-
ular houses, which tend to have no names, apartment complexes always carry a
unique name, involving either the name of the construction company or its brand.
Among the popular names are Daelim (by Daelim Construction Co.), Samsung
Raemian (by Samsung Construction Co.), Lotte Castle (by Lotte Construction
Co.), Xi (read as /tsai/, by GS Construction Co.), etc. Commercial buildings, such
as hotels, shopping malls, department stores, etc. also carry their unique names,
e.g., Lotte Hotel, Chosun Hotel, Sinsegae Department Store, Dongdaemun Market,
etc. Since many construction companies try to attract the audience’s attention by
using supposedly ‘fancy’ English names or even hybrid forms (e.g., We've Apart-
ments, Tower Palace, Hill State, Halla Vivaldi, etc.), they often face criticism from
language purists.

3.3 Names of deities

The religious affiliations of Koreans consist of 20 per cent of Protestant Christians,
17 per cent of Buddhists, and 11 per cent of Roman Catholic Christians; 51 per
cent of people do not have any religious affiliation, as of 2023 (Korea Research,
2023). Thus, the religious figures and deities worshiped by the followers have well-
known proper names, e.g., Hananim (‘God’), Hanunim (‘God’), Yesu (‘Jesus’),
Bucheo (‘Buddh?’), Yemladaewang (‘God’), among others. Religious figures of
lesser importance, such as disciples, saints, guardians, and demons, were often
given names that were Koreanized from the original.
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In addition, since the Korean traditional religion has long been shamanism,
there are many shaman deities, including household deities, such as Sam-sin (the
protector of children), Cowang-sin (the protector of the kitchen), Ep-sin (the pro-
tector of the storage house), Thecwu-sin (protector of the house’s foundation),
Yongwang-sin (protector of the well), Twiskan-sin (the protector of the toilet),
Chilseng-sin (the protector of life), etc. (Note that the final morpheme sin denotes
‘god’). It is unclear, however, if these deity names designate unique individuals or
are collective names referring to multiple spirits with a similar function.

3.4 Event names

Significant historical events that occurred once in Korea’s past and noteworthy
events that are repeated every year have proper names. Historical events tend
to bear the zodiac name of the year they occurred in. The zodiac name of the
year, before the introduction of Western solar calendar, was determined by com-
bining two characters, one from 10 heavenly stems (kap, ul, pyeng, ceng, mwu,
ki, kyeng, sin, im, kyey) and one from 12 zodiac names (ca ‘mouse, chwuk ‘bull,
in ‘tiger, myo ‘rabbit] cin ‘dragon, sa ‘snake; o ‘horse] mi ‘sheep, sin ‘monkey,
yu ‘rooster;, swul ‘dog), hay ‘pig’) in rotation. The names of the year thus created
consist of two characters, such as Kapca-nyen, Ulchwuk-nyen, Pyengin-nyen,
Cengmyo-nyen, etc. (note the suffix nyen ‘year’). One complete cycle has 60
years, and thus the name of the year can be identified with reasonable accuracy
and ease. The Japanese invasion occurred in 1592 and the war is named as Imcin
Japanese War because the name of the year 1592 was Imcin-nyen. The second
invasion which occurred in 1597 is named Cengyu Second War.

There are many (mostly unfortunate) events bearing these zodiac names. The
largest category is called sahwa (‘scholars’ woe’) and oksa (‘incarceration’), a cruel
purging of opposing parties as a result of political struggle, in which a large num-
ber of scholars (who were members of the opposing party) were either killed,
sent to exile, or imprisoned. The four most brutal were Mwuo-sahwa (1498),
Kapca-sahwa (1504), Kimyo-sahwa (1519), and Ulsa-sahwa (1545). There were
over 20 such incidents. Other historical incidents in more recent history include
Pyengin-yangyo (“Westerner’s disturbance in Pyengin year’; the French invasion
in 1866), Sinmi-yangyo (‘Westerner’s disturbance in Sinmi year’; the American
invasion in 1871), Ulsa-coyak (‘treaty in Ulsa year’; the Japan-Korea forced treaty
in 1905), Kyengswul-kwukchi (‘national disgrace in Kyengswul year’; the Japan-
Korea annexation treaty in 1910), etc. The use of zodiac years fast disappeared in
the early twentieth century. This is largely due to the adoption of the Western cal-
endar.



Proper names in Korean

215

In contemporary Korea, historically significant incidents are named after the
date in numerical forms, rather than the year. For instance, the large indepen-
dence movement in 1919 during the Japanese colonial control is named the 3.1
(Samil < sam-il '3-1) movement, signifying March 1st. The liberation of Korea
with the end of the World War 11 is 8.15 (Pariro < pal-il-0 ‘8—1-5"), and the Korean
War that broke out in 1950 is named 6.25 (Yugio < yuk-i-o ‘6-2-5’).

Noteworthy special events that are observed repeatedly, such as festivals and
holidays, are also uniquely named. For instance, the Lunar New Year, an officially
observed national holiday is Selnal ‘New Year Day’; the first lunar Full Moon Fes-
tival is Taypolum ‘Great Full Moon Day’; and the Full Moon Festival in the eighth
lunar month, corresponding to Thanksgiving, is Chwusek ‘Autumn Festival. There
are other seasonal festivals which carry unique names (e.g., Tano, Hansik, Tongci,
etc.). Similarly, holidays based on historical events also have proper names based
on the said events. Most notably, Kwangpokcel (‘return of light} Liberation Day,
August 15), Kaychencel (‘heaven opening), National Foundation Day, October 3),
Hankulnal (Hangeul Day, October 9), etc.

4. Phonology and morphology of proper names

4.1 Phonology

Among the most notable phonological aspects of person names is the syllabic
structure. As indicated briefly in 3.1, typical Korean names consist of three
syllable-characters, since a surname is nearly always mono-syllabic and a given
name is usually bi-syllabic. There are occasionally one-syllable given names and
more infrequently three-syllable given names. According to a study on the names
from 1950-2000, by Kang et al. (2012, p.53), two-syllable names account for 98
per cent of Korean given names. The study also notes that one-syllable names are
more frequently found in boy’s names (1.57% vis-a-vis 0.82% for girls), whereas
three-syllable names are more frequently found in girl’s names (0.26% vis-a-vis
0.07% for boys). A similar distribution is observed in a more recent study by
Lee and Kang (2023, pp.137-138).> A notable pattern reported in Lee and Kang’s
(2023) study is that there is an increasing trend of having three-syllable names by
using both parents’ surnames. For example, a child (with a given name Yuri) born
between the father (Kim) and the mother (Lee) is named Kim Yuri Lee or Kim Lee

2. Lee and Kang (2023, p.137), citing Ackermann and Zimmer (2021), Crystal (1983), and He
(2020), note that girl's names being relatively longer than boy’s names are consonant with the
observations made with Western cultures (UK., U.S.A., and Germany).
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Yuri, i.e., following the father’s surname (Kim) and the given name containing the
mother’s name (Lee) either as the first or the last syllable (note that the surname
is written before the given name).

Other characteristics of syllable structure include that CV is the most frequent
type (34.6% for boys and 45.4% for girls), that CVC is more frequent type for boys
(34.4% vis-a-vis 13.8% for girls), and that the proportion of using open syllables
(V or CV) is on the increase, especially among boy names (Lee & Kang, 2023,
pp-132-134). The authors interpret the increase of open-syllables as one reflect-
ing the trend that people increasingly prefer simpler and smoother pronuncia-
tion as well as the lighter feelings that open syllables arouse. The coda phonemes
in CVC are predominantly /n/ (80.0% for boys and 75.7% for girls) and other
phonemes with reasonable frequency are /5/ (7.2% for boys and 6.3% for girls)
and /1/ (7.5% for boys and 13.1% for girls). Since these are sonorants (nasal and
liquid sounds), their pronunciation is more melodious and euphonious (cf. Chae,
2004; Kawahara et al.,, 2018). Other coda phonemes are statistically insignificant.
Another notable aspect is that Korean writing allows multiple consonants at the
onset and coda position, e.g., pp (/p7) kk (/K/), ps (/p/), Ip (/1/ or /p/), ks (/k/),
etc., but these consonant sequences are, though not forbidden, not used in per-
sonal names.

One phonologically significant aspect of Korean names is the influence of
Korean phonological rules on romanized notation, a frequently raised puzzle for
non-Koreans. For instance, Korean avoids word-initial lateral (/1/) or retroflex
(/t/), a characteristic likely shared by Altaic languages (Robbeets, 2017, p.591,
Rhee, 2020, p.577). Thus, when a word contains an initial liquid /1/, it is either
changed to [n] or deleted completely [o], e.g., loin becomes noin ‘old persor’ (note
/1/ > [n]) and lilon becomes ilon ‘theory’ (note /1/ > [o]). If the same morpheme
occurs at the non-word-initial position, the original lateral (or retroflex) is fully
represented as in kyenglo ‘respecting elders’ (note /1/ in /lo/) and nonli ‘logic
(note /1/ in /1i/). One of the most common surnames in Korean is Li (or Ri) (2]),
written with the same Chinese character signifying a plum tree, as the Chinese
surname Li (Z%). However, due to the said phonological constraint, the surname
Li (2]) becomes I (°]) (note that Korean surnames occur at the word-initial posi-
tion). Thus, Koreans always call a person with the surname Li (2]) as I (°]). When
a person’s full name is romanized, however, the surname is no longer at the word-
initial position because it comes after the given name, following the convention in
English-speaking cultures. Thus, /1/ is represented in romanization. Since Korean
vowel length distinctions have nearly been lost, and the two liquids /1/ and /r/ are
allophones, the romanization brings forth many different spellings for the identi-
cal surname, as in Lee, Li, Rhee, Ree, Yi, etc. As for Yi, those who prefer the original
Korean pronunciation T tend to avoid it for fear of possible confusion with the
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English first-person pronoun T, and would choose the unambiguous ‘Yi. Nearly
exact parallels are found with the romanized name variations Lyu, Ryu, Lyoo, Yoo,
Yu, etc. and Lim, Rim, Rhim, Im, Yim, etc.

Extant literature reports phonological differences between common nouns
and proper nouns in individual languages, such as certain phoneme sequences
occurring in proper nouns but not in common nouns (e.g., /t/-/s/ in German;
Mangold, 1995, as reported in Ennahli, 2022, p.9). A comparable situation in
Korean may be that unlike common nouns, proper nouns (nearly) never allow
tensed consonants as the onset and tensed consonants or consonant sequences as
the coda.

4.2 Morphology

A person’s name, consisting of the surname and the given name, is normally
regarded as a single linguistic unit, and thus, is written as a single word. However,
due to the different levels of uniqueness of surnames and given names, an older
tradition was to write the surname first and then the given name with an inter-
lexical space between them. This older tradition is still kept by individuals in
certain communities. The current version of Hangeul Orthographic Rules (Han-
kul macchwumpep, effective 2017) states that surnames and given names should
be written without a space. An exception is when the surname and given name
boundary is unclear, a space may be inserted between them. For instance, if some-
one writes his or her name as Hwang.Bo.Yun (periods indicating syllable-character
boundaries), it is unclear if the person’s surname is Hwang or Hwangbo, since
Hwang is a common surname and so is Hwangbo. In this case the person may
use a space to separate the surname and the given name, i.e., either as [Hwang
Bo.yun] or [Hwang.bo Yun].

Similar to personal names, most proper names, such as place names, facility
names, etc., are written without a space. For instance, a university (tay.hak.kyo)
whose unique name is Hankuk (han.kwuk) is written as Han.kuk.tay.hak.kyo
(periods for syllable-character boundaries). If a name is a compound consisting
of hierarchically organized units, spaces may be optionally added between units.
For instance, College (tay.hak) of Education (sa.pem) of Hankuk University (Han
Jkuktay.hak.kyo) may be written as a single word Han.kuk.tay.hak.kyo.sa.pem.tay
.hak or with a space between college and university, Han.kuk.tay.hak.kyo sa.pem
fay.hak.

The typological characteristic of Korean morphology relevant to this context
is the head directionality. As indicated in 2.2 above, Korean is strictly head-final,
and the modified head noun is preceded by a modifier. Even in compound-
ing, the final noun functions as the head and any preceding noun functions as
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a modifier, e.g., un swuce [silver spoon] Silver spoon, namwu ceskalak [wood
chopstick] ‘wooden chopsticks, sewul-yek lawunci [Seoul-station lounge] ‘Seoul
Station lounge], etc. In this regard, the custom of writing a name in the order of
[surname + given name], suggests that Koreans consider the given name the head
and the surname a modifier (perhaps indicating the origin of the person).

Since Korean script does not have upper-case or lower-case characters, names
do not bear any special notational marks in contrast with the regular text lan-
guage. The only relevant notational practice, but not mandatory, is the so-called
taytwupep (head-lifting rule), whereby the name of a distinguished figure (king,
royal family, God, Jesus, Buddha, Boddhisatva, ancestor, etc.) is written distinc-
tively. The name is written after giving sufficient space, or one or two characters
higher than others in a new line in a top-down writing style. This was practiced
in some documents in Josen dynasty until the beginning of the twentieth century,
but has been abolished in modern Korea.

In terms of morphology, proper names may create a compound with another
noun, such as hakkyo ‘school; cip ‘house; appa “father; etc., e.g., Chulsoo hakkyo
‘Chulsoo’s school, Chulsoo cip ‘Chulsoo’s house’, Chulsoo appa ‘Chulsoo’s father;
etc. In this case the lexical and conceptual cohesion is not complete, so these com-
pounds are written with a space between the proper name and the regular noun
that follows. Intuitively, these compounds are considered as cases where the geni-
tive particle -uy ‘of” is omitted.

Proper names may be hosted by case markers or functional postpositions
just as regular nouns are, e.g., Chulsoo-ka (nominative), Chulsoo-uy (genitive),
Chulsoo-lul (accusative), Chulsoo-eykey (dative), etc. The Korean morphological
rule is that variants of a functional morpheme (e.g., ul and lul for accusative, i and
ka for nominative, un and nun for topic, etc.) are subject to the phonological con-
text of the host noun, i.e., if the final syllable of the noun is coda-less, it selects
the variant with the onset). The same rule of variant selection applies to proper
names. Proper names, in general, do not behave differently from other regular
nouns. For instance, when one uses the given name to call the person, the names
are marked with the vocative suffix -a, the use of which is subject to modification
of the coda-less names by adding a glide /y/ (e.g., Hyunjung-a!, Hyunhee-ya!) (see
3.1 above, and 5.3 below).

However, there is one unique behavior of personal given names, with ref-
erence to the use of hypocoristic forms. Other proper names do not exhibit
this behavior. It was briefly noted in 3.1 that given names whose final syllable
has a coda occur with the hypocoristic suffix -i, when the person is referenced
by the first name (e.g., Hyunjung-i for Hyunjung, Mihyun-i for Mihyun), which
does not apply to the coda-less final syllable (thus, *Hyunhee-i). When the given
names are marked by a postposition, and when the given names end with a
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coda, the use of hypocoristic suffix -i is necessitated for naturalness. For instance,
if the name Geumsun, one with a coda, is to be marked with an accusative
marker (ul or lul), it first is suffixed with the hypocoristic -i and then chooses
Iul (since the preceding i is coda-less), thus finally Geumsun-i-Iul. This contrasts
with a regular noun juksun ‘bamboo shoot, which, with an accusative marker,
becomes juksun-ul (since the preceding syllable has a coda /n/). If, however,
a full name is used, hypocoristic suffixation renders the form unnatural, as in
*Park Geumsun-i-lul but YPark Geumsun-ul. Even the markers whose form is
fixed and has no variants, such as the additive -fo ‘also, the terminative -kkaci
‘until, even, the dative -hanthey ‘“to, follow this pattern, i.e., the name first get
suffixed with the hypocoristic suffix and then marked by these postpositional
particles, thus, Geumsun-i-to ‘Geumsun also, Geumsun-i-kkaci ‘even Geumsun,
Geumsun-i-hanthey ‘to Geumsun, etc. Hypocoristic suffixation does not apply
to the full name; suffixation renders the resultant forms unnatural, if not unac-
ceptable, e.g., ‘Park Geumsun-i-to, ‘Park Geumsun-i-kkaci, etc. This seems to be
due to the fact that hypocorism is largely colloquial and casual, and use of full
names is usually formal. There is one more aspect that complicates the mor-
phological process, i.e., given names of foreign origin do not follow this pattern.
For instance, Bob, John, Jack, etc. do not undergo the hypocoristic suffixation
process, thus, Bob-ul (accusative; cf. ‘Bob-i-lul), John-to (‘John also’; cf. JJohn-i-
t0), Jack-kkaci (‘even Jack’; cf. *Jack-i-kkaci), etc.

Proper names cannot be pluralized. Pluralization normally involves suffixa-
tion of the plural suffix -tul for regular nouns, e.g., haksayng ‘student’ and hak-
sayng-tul [student-pL] ‘students’ But plural marking is not a mandatory process
for regular nouns, and the most common way of indicating plurality is either
using classifiers (e.g., haksayng twu myeng [student two cLsF] ‘two students’), or
simply using numerals (e.g., twu haksayng [two student] ‘two students’). How-
ever, none of these operations is acceptable for pluralization of a proper name,
e.g., *Chulsoo-tul, *Chulsoo twu myeng, *twu Chulsoo, intended to refer to two
individuals with the name Chulsoo.

There is a plural marker that specializes in pluralizing pronouns and proper
names, but its effect is different from the regular plural marker. The plural marker
is -ney as in Chulsoo-ney, whose function is not to pluralize the referenced indi-
vidual, but to refer to the whole family of the person named. Thus, Chulsoo-ney
refers to Chulsoo’s whole family, similar to the Smiths in English.

From a typological and crosslinguistic perspective, it has been observed that
morphological processes solely reserved for proper name formation are few
(Ennahli, 2022) since proper names may have typically derived from common
nouns (Helmbrecht & Handschuh, 2017). As noted above, the state of affairs of
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personal names in Korean presents very few differences between the two cate-
gories, but the similarity does not originate from the personal names having been
derived from common nouns as in some European languages (e.g., Smith, White,
Black, etc. in English surnames; Schmitz ‘smith] Kriiger “potter’, Lange ‘long), Meier
‘land steward, etc. in German surnames). The similarity comes from the fact that
naming, of a person or a common object alike, is primarily based on the same
morphological process, i.e., combining meanings of the morphemes involved,
through a process analogous to compounding. Handschuh (2022, as cited in Stolz
& Nintemann, 2024, pp. 43—-44) notes that crosslinguistically personal names and
common nouns tend to show differences with respect to definiteness, case, num-
ber and gender (see also Niibling et al., 2015; Handschuh, 2017; Stolz et al., 20174,
b). As elaborated above, Korean personal names show some minor differences
with respect to case and number, but overall morphological differences are rela-
tively small.

5. Syntax of proper names

5. Delimiters

The Korean language does not have definite or indefinite articles. The morphemes
closely carrying the functions of those articles are the medial demonstrative ku
‘that” and the numeral han ‘onel Since the use of these morphemes is not oblig-
atory, peculiarities that may be observed in other article languages are largely
irrelevant in Korean. For proper names, the demonstratives of diverse distance
distinction, i.e., the proximal i ‘this, medial ku ‘that} and distal ce ‘that over there;
can be used to refer to the named individual or the unique object, e.g., i Chulsoo
‘this Chulsoo; ku Seoul-yek ‘that Seoul Station, ce Hankuk-tayhakkyo ‘that Han-
kuk University over there) etc. For personal names, demonstratives can be used
either with the surname, the given name, or the full name, and in such cases, no
particular semantic-pragmatic meanings arise, other than the increased referen-
tial function so the addressee can more efficiently identify the named individual
with additional clues to distance distinction. The added referential function often
lends emphatic meaning and increased focus.

5.2  Modification

In Korean, proper names allow attributive common nouns, attributive adjectives,
attributive genitives, and attributive relative clauses in the same way as common
nouns do. For instance, a common noun haksayng ‘student’ can modify an indi-
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vidual Kim Chulsoo as haksayng (Kim) Chulsoo ‘student (Kim) Chulsoo. An
adjective michin ‘crazy’ can be used as michin (Kim) Chulsoo ‘crazy (Kim) Chul-
s00. A genitive expression nay kohyang-uy [my hometown-GeN] ‘my hometown’s’
can attributively modify a name as nay kohyang-uy (Kim) Chulsoo ‘(Kim) Chul-
soo of my hometown’ Even a more complex clause, nay kohyang-ey sal-ko.iss-nun
[my hometown-Loc live-PROG-ADN] ‘(that) is living in my hometown’ can be used
as a modifier, as in nay kohyang-ey sal-ko.iss-nun (Kim) Chulsoo ‘(Kim) Chulsoo
who is living in my hometown!

Korean has a number of titles that are used with a proper name, e.g., ka (<
‘family’, pejorative), ssi (general), kwun (young male), yang (young female), nim
(general), sensayngnim (general), paksa (doctorate holder), kyoswu (professor),
cangkwan (minister), cangkwun (military general), moksa (pastor), misuthe (< E.
mister, young male), missu (< E. miss, young female), misseyssu (< E. Mrs., mar-
ried lady), etc.

The title ka was originally an honorific title for prestigious scholars and pro-
fessionals (it still is with a common noun), but its semantic deterioration resulted
in it becoming a pejorative marker. It is only used after a last name (e.g., Kim-
ka, Lee-ka, etc.). The title ssi is used after a surname, given name, or full name,
to show politeness, but when it is used with the last name only, politeness is not
strongly felt. Kwun is used after a surname, given name or full name of a young
male as a politeness marker, and its female counterpart is yang Nim is widely
used now for anyone’s names, but it is nearly always used with a full name only.
In modern Korea, the most widely used title is sensayngnim (‘teacher, general),
which is used for anyone, either the title alone (as an address term, see below) or
with surnames or full names. The titles in this category are always placed after a
name, if not used alone.

Academic titles, office titles, clerical titles, or military ranks are used as hon-
orific titles as Kim (Chulsoo) paksa ‘Dr. Kim (Chulsoo), Kim (Chulsoo) kyoswu
‘Prof. Kim (Chulsoo), etc. It is common to use the honorific marker nim together
with these titles, e.g., Kim (Chulsoo) paksa-nim ‘Honorable Dr. Kim (Chulsoo),
Kim (Chulsoo) kyoswu-nim ‘Honorable Prof. Kim (Chulsoo), etc. Lower acade-
mic degrees, such as Master’s and Bachelor’s, are not used as honorific titles, and
lower academic positions, such as lecturer, assistant professor, associate professor,
are not used, either (note that they may be used before a full name in official con-
texts). Holders of these lower positions are still referred to as a ‘professor’. The
titles in this category may be placed before or after the name, but when they are
placed before the name, the name is the full name, not the surname.

Another set of titles consists of the borrowings from English, e.g., Miss, Mrs.
and Mr. However, these titles are used differently than in English. For instance,
misuthe (Mr.) is typically used after a surname of young men and is never used
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for social superiors. It is often a forced choice when the referent does not have
other decent titles (such as manager, section-head, etc.). The same is true with
missu (Miss), used for young adult females, often regardless of their marital status.
Missessu (Mrs.) is used for an aged, married women who does not have other
decent titles. The titles in this category are not used alone, and are placed before
a surname, as in Misuthe Kim (‘Mr. Kim’), Misseyssu Lee ("Mrs. Lee’), Missu Park
(‘Miss Park’), etc.

Just as the occupational names such as professor, pastor, etc. can be used as
an honorific title, there are other occupational names that carry this function,
e.g., cakka (‘professional writer’), siin (‘poet’), etc. These titles may be used before
or after a name. They are used before a full name and after a surname or full
name, not with a given name in either case, as in Siin Kim Sowol or Kim Sowol
Siin (‘Kim Sowol, the poet’). When the title can be used either before or after a
name, the name can be accompanied by multiple appositive nouns. In such cases,
appositives before a name tend to be of any length, while they tend to be short
after a name. For instance, the writer Han Kang, a 2024 Nobel laureate in lit-
erature (2024 Nobel mwunhaksang swusangca), a widely acclaimed writer across
the nation (kwukmin cakka), a professor (kyoswu) at the Seoul Institute of Arts
(Seoul yeyswultayhakkyo), may be addressed or referred to as [[2024 Nobel mwun-
haksang swusangca] [kwukmin cakka] [Seoul yeyswultayhakkyo kyoswu] [Han
Kang]]. If the name precedes the appositives, however, it tends to allow only one
appositive, or two if they are morphologically simple.

Handschuh (2022, pp. 45-46) discusses syntactic differences between proper
names and common nouns across languages, including apposition, coordination
and NP modifiers. As noted above, proper names in Korean allow attributive
common nouns, attributive adjectives, attributive genitives, and attributive rela-
tive clauses in the same way as common nouns do. Obviously, modification by
titles, a common process with personal names, is irrelevant for common nouns,
and apart from this, the differences between the two categories are either non-
existent or minimal, at least at the current level of our understanding.

5.3 Address terms

Address terms in Korean are intricately intertwined with pronouns and titles, as
well as proper names. One of the most common forms of address is to use the
name with a vocative marker (see 3.1 and 4.2 above). The vocative marker has two
variants -a and -ya, the former with a closed syllable preceding it and the latter
with an open syllable preceding it. The use of vocative-marked personal name
is largely restricted to the given name, as in Hyunjung-a! and Chulsoo-ya! When
the full name is used, the expression is unnatural, if not unacceptable, as in ‘Kim
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Hyunjung-a! (cf. YKim Hyunjung!) and *Park Chulsoo-ya! (cf. YPark Chulsoo!).
The use of vocative with a foreign name is also unnatural, if not unacceptable,
as in ‘Bob-a! (cf. YBob!), *Bob Smith-ya! (YBob Smith!) (note that Smith is pro-
nounced as /sumisu/, with a coda-less final syllable).

Second-person pronouns are often used as address terms. There are multiple
forms in this category, depending on the level of honorification and politeness.
For instance, ne ‘you’ is used among youngsters or by an older speaker to a young
addressee; caney ‘you’ is used among old close friends or to an addressee who
is younger but advanced in age; fangsin ‘you’ is among spouses or in literature;
tayk and nohyeng ‘you’ are honorific forms currently disappearing; elun and elusin
‘you’ are highly honorific, used for old addressees; kutay ‘you’ is an affectionate
poetic form of address; and kwihyeng ‘you” and kwiha ‘you’ are honorific terms
used in letters and are declining in usage in modern Korea.

Korean address terms are many and varied, largely because nearly all terms
of status, both incidental or fixed, kinship terms, both for kin and non-kin, etc.
are used for this purpose. For example, haksayng ‘student;, kyoswunim ‘honorable
professor, sensayngnim ‘teacher’, kokayknim ‘honorable client, sonnim ‘honorable
client; sacangnim ‘honorable boss, kwacangnim “honorable section head; etc. are
commonly used on a daily basis. Some of these status nouns have been seman-
tically generalized and may not be literally accurate. For instance, anyone who
appears to be a student, i.e., belongs in an age group from kindergarten to univer-
sity may be addressed as haksayng ‘student) regardless of the person’s being a stu-
dent in reality or not. Similarly, sacangnim ‘honorable boss’ is used for any adult
male, regardless of the person’s owning a business or not. In fact, this is among the
most widely used general terms of address in modern Korea. The female counter-
part of sacangnim is samonim ‘honorable teacher’s wife’ used for any adult female.

The use of kinship terms for non-kin addressee is also widely practiced. For
instance, enni ‘older sister’ is for young females, typically in service encounters;
imo ‘maternal aunt’ is for adult women, also often in service encounters; emenim
‘honorable mother’ for women; acwumma ‘aunt’ for women (often avoided),
acessi ‘uncle’ for men (often avoided), halmeni ‘grandmother’ for aged women
(often avoided), halapeci ‘grandfather’ for aged men (often avoided). Some of
these kinship terms are to be avoided because some addressees take offence for
being regarded as an old person (Rhee, 2019, p.958).

6. Summary and conclusion

This paper provided an exposition on Korean proper names with respect to their
lexical, phonological, morphological, and syntactic properties.
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Personal names consist of surnames and given names, which are used in that
order. Surnames are predominantly patrilineal, even though recent laws allow the
mother’s surname to be used as her child’s surname. Surnames are relatively few,
especially in comparison with other cultures, to the point that surnames alone are
usually impossible to identify a person. Given names are created entirely ad hoc,
largely based on the good meaning of the character and the ease of pronuncia-
tion. Coda-less names and unisex names are on the increase. Place names typi-
cally involve the descriptors of natural geographic formations and landmarks, and
facility names tend to include either place names or words with desirable con-
ceptual contents. Buddhist, shamanistic and Christian deities are given proper
names, either created or borrowed from their origin. Event names tend to be
named after the zodiac year, or numerals signifying month and day, or newly cre-
ated names that carry the meaning relevant to the event.

In terms of phonology, the most common syllable structure of the given
names is CV, and the longitudinal studies show that the CVC structure is on the
decline, in favor of easier pronunciation and lighter feelings in sound symbol-
ism. The CVC structure is significantly higher among boys’ names and the coda
is predominantly the alveolar nasal /n/ for both boys and girls. In addition, due
to the idiosyncratic phonological constraints on word-initial laterals, romanized
surnames often appear in widely different forms from the way Koreans write them
in Korean scripts, such as Lee vs. I, Lim vs. Im, Lyu vs. Yu, etc.

Morphologically, proper names behave much like common nouns in terms of
their modification, morphological operation, etc. One notable exception is the use
of a hypocoristic suffix, which is used with Korean given names, but not with full
names or the names of foreign origin.

Syntactically, proper names behave similar to common nouns. They may
be modified by demonstratives, attributive modifiers (nouns, adjectives, clauses,
etc.), and appositive nouns and noun phrases. Appositive nouns and noun
phrases exhibit slightly different behavior depending on their placement relative
to the personal name. Korean has a large number of address terms, often utilizing
lexical pronouns, common nouns, kinship terms, status nouns, etc. Native proper
names and foreign proper names have different behavior when they are used as
address terms.

Typologists tend to focus on diverse aspects of proper nouns because of their
potential of causing morphological and morphosyntactic mismatches and coding
asymmetry (Stolz & Nintemann, 2024, p.227). However, they also acknowledge
that alleged universals of grammatical coding asymmetry may have exceptions in
individual languages (Haspelmath, 2021, p.608) and that the differences observed
crosslinguistically may be of variable degrees rather than robust and categorical
(Salaberri, 2019). The overall picture of Korean proper names suggests that
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Korean is at the lower end of a spectrum of differences between proper nouns and
common nouns.

This paper is a macroscopic survey of proper names in Korean at various lev-
els of grammar. For its breadth of scope, the exposition and discussion on indi-
vidual issues were necessarily brief. More microscopic studies addressing these
issues are called for in order to broaden and deepen our understanding of Korean
proper names.
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