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Welcome to 5,000 years old country, Korea  

 

We are very happy to welcom e you to spend one year in South Korea.  

 

This national profile is a brief introduction about what you can expect 

during your exchange year. This will give you a basic idea on how the 

Korean society is and how it is living in Korea. Obviously, this book wi ll 

not cover all the issues you may curious but if you read it carefully it will 

be a step in the right direction.  

 

Living in other country is totally different from travelling. Therefore your 

effort on commitment to adapt foreign culture will give you rew ards of 

deep cross - cultural understanding.  

 

Please read this National Profile carefully so that you can get great deal  

of i mportant information.  

 

  We hope you are all set to experience exciting Korea!  

 

Yours faithfully , 

 

 

 

ICYE South Korea  Team 
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Korea in Brief  

 

Land  

The Korean Peninsula extends southward from the eastern end of the vast Asian 

continent. Korean Peninsula is roughly 1,020 km(612 miles) long and 175 km(105 

miles) wide at its narrowest point.  

Mountains cover 70% of the Koreaôs land area, making it one of the most mountainous 

regions in the world.  

The lifting and folding of Koreaôs granite and limestone base has created breathtaking 

landscape of scenic hills and valleys. The mountain range that traverses the length of 

the east coast plunges steeply into the East Sea, while along the southern and western 

coasts, the mountains descend gradually to the coastal plains that produce the bulk of 

Koreaôs agricultural crops, especially rice. 

 

Location  

Korea lies adjacent to China and Japan. The northern border of Korea is formed by the 

Amnokgang(Yalu) and Dumangang(Tumen) rivers, which separate it from Manchuria. 

A 16-kilometer segment of the Dumangang to the east also serves as a natural border 

with Russia. The west coast of the Korean Peninsula is bounded by the Korean Bay to 

the north and the West Sea to the south; the east coast faces the East Sea. 

Two hundred kilometers separate the peninsula from eastern China. The shortest 

distance between Korean and Chinese coasts is 200 kilometers and from the 

southeastern tip of the peninsula, the nearest point on the Japanese coast is also 

about 200 kilometers away. 

Because of its unique geographical location, Chinese culture filtered into Japan through 

Korea; a common cultural sphere of Buddhism and Confucianism was thus established 

between the three countries.  
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The Korean Peninsula extends about 1,000 kilometers southward from the northeast 

Asian continental landmass. Roughly 300 kilometers in width, climate variations are 

more pronounced along the south-north axis. Differences in plant vegetation can be 

seen between the colder north and the warmer south.  

The peninsula and all of its associated islands lie between 33 06ô40òN and 

43Á00ô39òN parallels and 124Á11ô00òE and 131Á52ô08òE meridians. The latitudinal 

location of Korea is similar to that of the Iberian Peninsula and Greece. The entire 

peninsula corresponds approximately to the north-south span of the state of California.  

Longitudinally, Korea lies straight north of the Philippines and central Australia. The 

meridian of 127Á30ôE passes through the middle of the Korean Peninsula. Korea, 

however, shares the same standard meridian of 135°E wieh Japan. Seoul and Tokyo 

local time is nine hours earlier than Greenwich Mean Time(GMT). 

 

Territory  

The total area of t he peninsula, including its islands, is 222,154 square kilometers of 

which about 45 percent(99,313 square kilometers), excluding the area in the 

Demilitarized Zone(DMZ), constritutes the territory of South Korea. The combined 

territories of South and North  Korea are similar to the size of Britain(244,100 square 

kilometers) and Guyana(215,000 square kilometers). South Korea alone is about the 

size of Hungary(93,000 square kilometers) and Jordan (97,700 square kilometers). 

There are about 3,000 islands belonging to Korea. The islands are located mostly off 

the west and south coasts; only a handful of them lie off the East Sea. Ulleungdo, the 

largest island in the East Sea, serves as a major fishery base as does Dokdo. Bigger 

islands include Jejude - the largest, Geojedo, Ganghwado, and Namhaedo. 

Until the 11th century, the territory of Korea had encompassed most of Manchuria but 

by the 15th century, due to repeated conflicts with China, Koreans retreated 

southward and the Amnokgang and Dumangang rivers became the permanent Sino-

Korean border. 

At the end of World War , the peninsula was divided into a northern zone occupied 

by Soviet forces and a southern zone occupied by U.S. forces. The boundary between 

the two zones was the 38th parallel. In 1953 at the end of the Korean War, a new 

border was fixed at the Demilitar ized Zone(DMZ), a 4 kilometer-wide strip of land that 

runs along the lines of ceasefire from the east the west coast for a distance of about 

241 kilometers. 

 

Administrative Units  

There are three administrative tiers in South Korea. The highest tier includes seven 

metropolitan cities and nine provinces(do). Designated metropolitan cities are those 
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urband areas with a population of over one million. Seoul, the capital of South Korea, 

is the largest urban center, having 10 million residents. Busan is the second largest city, 

with a population of over four million. Daegu, Incheon, Gwangju, Daejeon and Ulsan, 

in descending order, are each home to more than one million people. At the second 

administrative tier, provinces(do) are subdivided into cities(si) and coun tires(gun). A 

city has a population of more than 50,000. A gun consists of one town (eup) and five 

to ten myeon. Although they are administrative units, provinces(do) also play an 

important role in the regional identification of the people and many Koreans  often 

identify themselves by the province in which they were born and raised.  

Metropolitan cities are subdivided into districts(gu). The lowest units are dong in cities 

and ri in provinces. In the last several decades, South Korea has witnessed the rapid 

growth of its urban centers. The population of these areas now constitutes over 85 

percent of the national total. Urban growth has been particularly spectacular along the 

Seoul-Busan corridor, the Seoul metropolitan area and the Gyeoungsang Province area. 

By contrast, the southwestern and northeastern regions have sustained a considerable 

loss in population. 

 

People  

The Koreans are one ethnic family speaking 

one language. Linguistic and anthropological 

studies as well as legendary sources clearly 

distinguish Koreans from the Chinese and the 

Japanese. Sharing distinct physical 

characteristics, they are believed to be 

descendants of several Mongol tribes that 

migrated onto the Korean Peninsula from 

Central Asia. Koreans were a homogeneous people by the beginning of the Christian 

era. In the seventh century, they were politically unified for the first time by the Shilla 

Kingdom (57 B.C.-A.D. 935) and subsequently witnessed a great cultural flowering. 

The Korean people struggled successfully for millennia to maintain their cultural and 

political identity despite the influence of neighboring China and the more recent 

aggressive inclinations of the Japanese. They are a proud people with one of the 

longest national histories in the world.  

A notable trend in Koreaôs demographics is that it is growing older with each passing 

year. Statistics show that 6.9 percent of the total population of Korea was 65 years or 

older in 1999 and 7.9 percent of the total in 2002.  

In the 1960s Koreaôs population distribution formed a pyramid shape, with a high birth 

rate and relatively short life expectancy. However, the structure is now shaped more 

like a bell with a low birth rate and extended life expectancy. Youth (under the age of 

15 years) will make up a decreasing portion of the to tal, while senior citizens(65 years 

or older) will account for some 15.1 percent of the total by the year 2020.  
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Climate  

Korea lies in the temperate zone and has four distinct seasons. In late March or early 

April, the trees burst into leafy splendor to ma ke the beginning of spring. Mostly sunny 

days can be expected from March to May. 

During the relatively hot and rainy summer season, the vegetation is lush. By June, 

average temperature is over 20° C(68° F). Monsoon rains usually begin around the end 

of June and last until mid -to-late July. August is hot. 

The coming of autumn in late September brings continental winds and clear, dry 

weather, making the fall months perhaps the most pleasant time of year. Octoberôs 

vivid golds and vibrant reds create colorful panorama. 

December to February are cold and dry with occasional snow or rain. During the winter 

months, three or four days of cold weather are often followed by a few warmer days  

 

Religion  

Freedom of religion is fully guaranteed in the Republic of Korea. Koreaôs traditional 

religions ï Shamanism, Buddhism, and Confucianism ï have all played all integral role 

in the countryôs socio-cultural development. There are also various minor religions 

based on various combinations of elements from these traditional religions. Christianity 

has developed a large following since its introduction in the late 18 th century. 

 

Language  

The Korean language, like Hungarian, Turkish, Mongolian, and Finnish, is classified into 

the Ural-Altaic Language group. Hangeul, the Korean alphabet, is composed of 10 

simple vowels and 14 consonants. A group of scholars under the patronage of King 

Sejong developed this systematic rendition of spoken sound in 1443. It is widely 

acclaimed by linguists as an ingenious invention. 

The chart on the next page presents the Romanization of the 24 hangeul letters. This 

Romanization is based on the new Romanization system proclaimed in 2000 by the 

Korean government. 

However, because all road signs and information boards that are based on McCune-

Reischauer system, the old official Romanization cannot be changed immediately, 

there might be some coexistence of two systems through 2005.  

 

Consonants 
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History  

The habitation of early man in Korea appears to have 

started about half a million years ago. The first 

kingdom, named Go Joseon, was formed in 2,333 B. C. 

By the first century B.C., Koreaôs three ancient 

kingdoms of Goguryeo (37B.C.-A.D.668), Baekje 

(18B.C.-A.D.660), and the Shilla (57B.C.-A.D.676)  

ruled the whole Korean Peninsula and much of 

Manchuria; they were very far the most powerful and 

eminent kingdoms in the area. The period of their rule, 

57B.C.- A.D.668, is known as the Three Kingdoms 

period. Goguryeo and Baekje were ultimately 

vanquished by Shilla in A.D.668. 

In A.D.676, Shilla unified the peninsula for the first time. The Unified Shilla period, 

A.D.676-935, was a golden age for Korean culture. The advancements in the area of 

Buddhist art are especially noteworthy.  

In the succeeding Goryeo Dynasty, A.D.918-1392, an aristocratic government was 

instituted. Buddhism was established as the state religion and came to have great 

influence in the political and administrative spheres. The name "Korea" is a derivative 

of "Goryeo". 

The Joseon Dynasty A.D.1392-1910, was the peninsula's final dynasty. During this 

period various political and economic reforms were enacted. The most prominent of 

there was adoption of Confucianism as the state ideology. The surge of creative 

literary endeavors and the invention of hangeul, the Korean alphabet, in 1443, invest 

ʇ g, k ʘ b, p  ʡ k 

ʊ n ʛ s ʢ t 

ʍ d, t  ʝ ng, silent  ʣ p 

ʏ r, l ʞ j ʤ h 

ʗ m ʠ ch   

Vowels 

ʥ a ʭ o ʷ eu 

ʧ ya ʱ yo ʹ i 

ʩ eo ʲ u   

ʫ yeo ʶ yu   

a       g   Slient  

 h  ṵ ‡ eo 

     n       k  

Hangeul is written in syllabic  

Units made up of two, three, or  Four 

letters 

    han     guk     eo (Korean language)  
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this period with special cultural significance. Hanyang, now known as Seoul, was 

established as the dynastyôs capital city in 1394. Palaces and gates constructed during 

this period can still be seen in the city today.  

The Japanese invasion of the peninsula in 1910 ended the Joseon Dynasty. Korea 

remained under Japanese colonial rule for 35 years until the end of World War II. On 

August 15, 1945, Japan surrendered to the Allies and withdrew from  the Korean 

Peninsula, which was then decided into two: South Korea in the free world and North 

Korea in the communist bloc. The Republic of Korea in the south established an 

independent government three years later.  

The Korean War began on June 25, 1950, 

the North Korea invaded the South. An 

armistice agreement was signed three years 

later in 1953. 

South Koreaôs tireless post-war 

reconstruction efforts were highly successful 

in the promotion of national prosperity and 

stability. 

   

Arts  

The artistic talents of the Korean people are expressed through the music, dance and 

painting that have evolved over their 5,000 -year history. While in modern times many 

Western art forms have been introduced and embraced by Korea, her unique arts still 

flourish, both in the ir pure forms and in various harmonious combinations with modern 

genre.  

Traditional music ï Traditional Korean music, called gukak, has shared a similar 

cultural background with China and Japan. However, despite 

some superficial similarities, anyone who has experienced 

gugak can easily tell that it is clearly different from other 

East Asian music. Korean music, for example, traditionally 

has a triple rhythm(three beats per measure), while Chinese 

and Japanese music have two beats per measure.  

Gugak can be divided into two types; Jeongak or the music 

of the upper classes, and minsokak or folk music. Jeongak, 

has a slow, solemn and complicated melody, while minsokak 

such as farmers music, pansori(epic solo song) and 

shamanistic music is fast and vigorous. 

Traditional dance ï Koreaôs traditional dance, like its music, 

can also be classified into either court dances or folk dances. The slow, gracious 

movements of the court dances reflect the beauty of moderation and the subdued 
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emotions formed as a result of t he strong influence of Confucian philosophy. In 

contrast, the folk dances, mirroring the life, work and religion, of the common people, 

are exciting and romantic, aptly portraying the free and spontaneous emotions of the 

Korean people. Some typical folk dances are the farmers dances, mask dances and 

shamanistic dances. 

The appreciation of Korean traditional music and dance helps the visitor to better 

understand Korea itself.  

Traditional painting ï Traditional Korean painting is very different from Western.  Its 

roots lie in the unique lines and the colors of the Orient. Evidence of early Korean 

paintings can be found in the royal tombs of the three Kingdomôs period(57B.C.-

A.D.668), which have helped us piece together details about the lifestyles of the time.  

During the later Goryeo Dynasty(A.D.918-1392) Buddhism reached its peak, leaving 

many precious Buddhist paintings and images in temples around the country. 

Confucianism became the political ideology of the Joseon Dynasty(A.D.1392-1910) and 

the upper-class intellectuals who produced much of the art were profoundly influenced 

by the Chinese style. Folk painting, which became popular among the lower classes, 

was not influenced by any particular school but used free, expressive techniques and 

bright colors to depict strength, humor and leisure.  

Both Western and Korean schools of painting coexist today in Korea and some new 

works are combining both.  

Pottery ï Pottery-making techniques were transmitted from China to Korea over 1,000 

years ago, where they flourished and produced an 

artistic tradition of which Koreans are justifiably proud.  

The subtle beauty and unique bluish-green color of 

the celadon pottery of the Goryeo Dynasty(A.D.918-

1392) have made it world -famous and much sought 

after by antique dealers. The white porcelain of the 

Joseon Dynasty(A.D.1392-1910) is also renowned.  

This pottery-making skill was transmitted to Japan at 

different periods in history, particularly during the 

Japanese invasions of the 1590s, greatly contributed to the development of the art 

form in Japan.  

 

Customs  

Sense of Seniority ï Although this is changing, the traditional Confucian social 

structure is still prevalent in Korea. Age or seniority is all important and juniors are 

expected to follow the wishes of their elders with out question.  
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Therefore, people often ask you your age and sometimes your marital status 

(Interesting is that no matter how old you are at least among family members, you 

cannot be regarded as an adult if you are not married.) to find out their position 

relative to you. These questions are not meant to intrude on your privacy and you 

need not answer, if you donôt want to.  

Names ï The majority of Koreans have one of a small set of family names: Kim (about 

21% of all Koreans), Yi (or Lee or Rhee, 14%), Park or Pak, 8%), Choi (or Choe), 

Jeong (or Chung), Jang (or Chang), Han, Lim, etc. A Korean name consists of a family 

name, in almost every case one syllable, plus a given name usually of two syllables. 

The family name comes first. A Korean woman does not take her husbandôs family 

name, but their children take the fatherôs family name. But , lately  their children can 

take the fatherôs family name and the motherôs name.   

Marriage ï Koreans think marriage is the most important passage in oneôs life and a 

divorce is regarded a disgrace not only for the couple but also for their families ï even 

though the divorce rate is growing rapidly these days.  

Todayôs typical wedding ceremony is somewhat different from what it was in old times: 

first a Western-style ceremony is usually held at a wedding hall or a church with white 

dress and tuxedo, then later in the day comes the traditional ceremony in a different 

room, in colorful traditional costume.  

Jerye (Ancestral Memorial Rite) ï According to a traditional Korean belief, when people 

die their spirits do not immediately depart; instead it takes four generations. For this 

period the deceased are still regarded as family members and Koreans reaffirm the 

relationship between ancestors and descendants through jerye on the special days like 

Seollal and Chuseok, as well as on the day the ancestors passed away. Koreans also 

believe that people can live well and happily thanks to benefits their ancestors bestow.   

Body Language ï When you beckon to a person, do with your palm d own and 

fluttering fingers. It is not polite to beckon with palm up ï 

especially using only one finger, because we do that way only 

for dogs. 

Hanbok ï The hanbok has been the Korean peopleôs unique 

traditional costume for thousands of years. The beauty and  

grace of Korean culture can be seen in photographs of women 

dressed in the hanbok.  

Before the arrival of Western-style clothing one hundred years 

ago, the hanbok was everyday attire. Men wore jeogori (Korean jackets) with baji 

(trousers) while women wore  jeogori with chima (skirts). Today, the hanbok is worn 

on days of celebration such as weddings, Seollal (lunar New Yearôs Day) or Chuseok 

(Thanksgiving Day).  

Ondol ï Traditional Korean rooms have multiple functions. Rooms are not labeled or 

reserved for a specific purpose; there is no definite bedroom or dining room for 


