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Use of Chinese Characters (Hanja) in South Korea:
A Focus on Reports from the Young Generation

=R T
Tomoki Yoshioka

This study examines how young people in South Korea perceive, use, learn, or reject
Hanja, the Chinese characters historically used to write the Korean language. It also
explores the evolving roles of Hanja in contemporary Korean society. While previous
studies have largely focused on language policies such as “Hangul-Exclusivity” which
promotes the exclusive use of the Korean script Hangul, this study emphasizes the
importance of considering public opinion, particularly that of the younger generation.
Although the Hangul-Exclusivity policy has significantly influenced various aspects of
Korean soclety, including education, its sociocultural implications require further ex-
ploration from the perspective of ordinary citizens. To understand the current status
of Hanja in South Korea, this study adopts a cultural and anthropological approach,
including fieldwork and in-depth interviews. Findings reveal that although the visible
use of Hanja has declined, many South Koreans, especially younger ones, recognize its
value in promoting a deeper understanding of the Korean language. In addition, the
roles of Hanja appear to be shifting: it increasingly functions as a symbolic, aesthetic,
and design-related element in modern Korean culture.

Key words : South Korea, Chinese-character cultural sphere, Language policy for
Hangul-Exclusivity, Othering of Hanja, Changing roles of Hanja in
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