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ABSTRACT

During the years between 1894 and 1907 the dis
tribution of political power in Korea underwent a drastic 
change. The Yangban class was the traditional social and 
political elite of the Yi dynasty, the last dynasty of 
Korea. The majority of Koreans were their subjects.

- Apathetic and educated in Confucian ethics,
Korea's impoverished people did little to oppose the 
oppressive rule of the Yangban until the latter quarter 
of the nineteenth century when Japan's efforts to impose 
its influence on Korea interreacted with domestic dis
content to first splinter the Yangban elite into political 
factions and then finally to destroy the power basis of the 
traditional rulers.

But in seeking to modernize the Korean government 
and thereby keep the nation free of foreign domination, the 
Japanese not only helped to bring an end to the oppressive 
and corrupt rule of the Yangban officials but also alienated 
the Korean people. The conduct of Japan in Korea thus gave 
birth to Korean nationalism. With no other political 
leadership to join, the Korean people united with their 
former enemies, the Yangban officials in an effort to keep 
their nation free of Japan. The moment was too late. By 
1907 Japan controlled the Korean government, economy, and

v .
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foreign affairs. In other words, Korean nationalism h a d . 
been born too late to save the country from foreign rule.

Moreover, although Japan claimed to be in Korea to 
aid the Koreans in the modernization of their nation, all 
that was'actually accomplished was that Japanese replaced 
the Yangban as the social and political elite of Korea.
The Yangban, on the other hand, joined their people as 
subjects of Japan.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

My purpose in this thesis is to outline the impact 
which the international situation of the latter quarter of 
the nineteenth century had upon the traditional socio
political equilibrium of the Yi dynasty in Korea. It is 
not my intention to supply a complete analysis of all the 
factors involved in the demise of the Yi dynasty. I am 
primarily concerned with initiating a conceptual framework 
for analyzing the social and political upheaval through 
which Korea passed during the last years of the Yi dynasty 
in order to measure the degree of social and political 
reorganization which occurred prior to Japan's annexation 
of Korea in 1910.

The core of this study is an analysis of changes in 
the distribution of political power in Korea between the 
years 1894 and 1907. This study of the gradual decline of 
the traditional power elite and the rise of political 
awareness on the part of the commoners will involve the 
analysis of; (l) the traditional pattern of political 
power and method of political role allocation in Korea 
prior to 1894; (2) the impact which the Tong Hak Rebellion, 
the 1894 Reforms, the Independence Club, and the



international contest for supremacy in Korea had upon the 
traditional socio-political equilibrium; and (3) the 
factors which destroyed the social barriers between ruler 
and subject, thereby bringing both into a political 
alliance and indicating the diffusion of political power 
into all levels of society and, moreover, finally making it 
possible for the Korean people to rally against Japan in 
1907.

Though not directly concerned with the birth of 
nationalism in Korea, this study will parallel its develop
ment and help to explain why Korea did not then react to 
the coming of Japan and the West in a united manner. It 
will therefore explain why Korean nationalism remained weak 
and limited to a small group of patriots until the country 
was on the verge of complete submersion into the Japanese 
empire. In other words, nationalism is of superficial 
meaning in the history of a nation unless that nation's 
leaders are in complete control of the population and can 
therefore rapidly infuse a sense of nationalism into the 
entire population, enabling the national leaders to inte
grate the country's energies into collective resistance to 
a foreign enemy and a coordinated program of modernization 
to strengthen the nation. Under such circumstances, 
nationalism acts as a rallying point for all and directly 
contributes to a consensus of the goals to be achieved.
Such a consensus is reinforced by the passion of nationalism
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since any who disagree can immediately be discredited as 
traitors to the nation. This mass nationalism therefore 
creates an atmosphere of totalitarian control and enables 
a small group of oligarchs to rule without strong question
ing of the validity of their policies. In this kind of 
situation rapid modernization is possible. Japan had such 
nationalism in the early stages of its modern history.
Korea did not. But, unfortunately, by the time mass 
nationalism had become a reality in Korea, the nation was 
no longer in control of its. foreign and domestic affairs. 
Rather than being able to rally about a new and progressive 
leadership, the Korean people were forced into joining 
their corrupt and traditional rulers, the Yangban, in the 
struggle against Japan. But once this social unity had 
been achieved, Japan returned the distribution of political 
power to its earlier pattern, i.e., a minority aloof from 
general society and having total control over all the means 
through which to govern, yet without any responsibility to 
the people being governed. This then is to say that when 
Japan made herself responsible for the reform and moderniza
tion of the Korean political system, all that was actually 
accomplished was the replacement of the Yangban class, the 
f ormer power elite, with Japanese subjects . The Korean 
people, now joined by their previous rulers, were returned 
to a position of having no voice in the determination of 
their fate .



CHAPTER II

THE TRADITIONAL SOCIO-POLITICAL EQUILIBRIUM OF 
... THE YI DYNASTY

The traditional society of Yi Dynasty Korea, 1392- 
1910, was organized on the basis of the four social classes 
in Confucian philosophy. As time passed, however, the 
actual social structure evolved into quite another system. 
While the social values and norms of the Confucian tradi- 
tion continued to be followed, Korea's society split into 
two general classes. Regardless of the formal social 
titles, one was either a member of the ruling class or else 
a subject. Members of the ruling class (Yangban) thus 
received economic wealth and political power due to their 
high social status. The subject, on the other hand, 
regardless of whether he was a merchant, farmer, or slave, 
lived to serve his rulers.

The Yangban; Power Elite
In theory, all authority originated from the king

and was disseminated down throughout society by a partially
■1centralized administration. Political role allocation was

. -  -
accomplished through a system of examinations similar to

1. Yun Chon-ju, "Democracy in Korea," Korea 
Journal, III (December 1963) , 5.



those of China. This examination system, however, had 
several, significant restrictions in terms of those eligible 
to take the tests. The most important of these restric
tions was that only members of the ruling Yi elan were 
eligible to enter the government bureaucracy and therefore 
only they initially could qualify to take the examinations.

This Yi or royal clan was the original ruling elite
of Korea during the Yi dynasty and it was the Yi clan who
were known as Yangban. As time passed and the Yi clan
inter-married with other clans, it became necessary to
broaden the criteria for taking the national examinations.
This led to the rapid enlargement of the Yangban or ruling 

2elite class. - '
As members of the ruling class, the Yangban were 

required to be well versed in the Chinese classics and 
Confucian philosophy. Such knowledge served both as the 
means of gaining official position as well as a rationale 
for their dominant position in traditional Korean society.

In addition to being educated, members of the 
Yangban class were also required to conduct themselves as 
rulers. They maintained family records (chokpo) so as to 
prevent marriage within their own clan or with commoners.
To demonstrate and preserve their identity within society,

2. Gregory Henderson, Korea: Politics of the 
Vortex (Cambridge: Harvard University PreFs*7T^^ST7 
pp. 37-38.



they were prohibited from doing any form of labor and wore 
clothing distinctive to their social and political rank.
The Yangban became aloof from those around him, including 
even his own family. But because of his superior education 
and dignified manner, he was generally respected and served 
quite competently as an example of the Confucian scholar 
and gentleman in the eyes of his inferiors.

- For such obligations to society, the Yangban 
received a multitude of rewards. At the beginning of the 
dynasty, those in the Yi clan or those loyal to it had 
received ownership rights to large amounts of land. Later 
members in the class who entered through marriage then 
inherited either ownership of or the rights to the produce 
of this land. A semi-feudal system gradually evolved in 
which the Yangban with land became increasingly wealthy as 
they were exempted from all types of taxation. Additional 
privileges included exemption from military duty, and the 
permission to substitute a slave for legal punishment meted 
out to his master. The most important reward for being a 
Yangban was that of eligibility for a position'in the 
bureaucracy.

All was not utopian for the Yangban, however, for 
as "the dynasty grew in years and the effects of the 
Japanese, invasions of 1592-1597 were felt throughout the 
kingdom, the nature of the Yangban class changed. By the 
nineteenth century,this class, as a whole, could no longer



be considered the ruling elite. Its numbers had grown due 
to an increase in births and the purchasing of Yangban 
titles during the latter half of the nineteenth century. 
Thus by 1894 it was estimated that there were some 4Q0,000 
persons claiming Yangban status. The land and its wealth 
had gradually become concentrated in the hands of a rela
tively small group of aristocratic Yangban. In the govern
ment bureaucracy many positions had become hereditary. The 
national examinations ceased to function as the machinery 
for political role allocation. In other words, both the 
majority of the Yangban and the Yi dynasty as well were in 
full decline by 1894.

. - With the number of official positions fixed at 
approximately one thousand, competition for these posts 
greatly increased as their possession meant access to 
wealth in the form of tax revenues ̂ Money replaced 
knowledge as the primary criterion for gaining a position 
in the upper echelons of the government. Thus only those 
Yangban with either wealth or influence at the royal court 
could enter the government. It is this group within the 
Yangban class which will be considered the power elite of 
Korea during the period 1894 to 1907.

3. Ibid.. , p. 388. See also s Han Woo-keun, "The 
Stratification of the Yi Dynasty Society and the Process of 
its Change," Korean Affairs, II (1963), 38-43.
" 4. Henderson, op. cit., p. 387.
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The majority of the Yangban class, on the other

hand, was unemployed and impoverished by the latter years 
of the dynasty. Prohibited from doing manual labor as well 
as becoming involved in commerce, a large number of these, 
men stubbornly persisted in their effort to gain public 
o f f i c e S e e k i n g  to pass the now debased national examina
tions, they concentrated in Seoul, the capital of Yi 
Dynasty Korea. It is estimated that they and their ' 
families accounted for 140,000 to 175,000 persons out of

• ■, c;Seoul’s population in 1894 of about 250,000. Though some
became teachers of the Chinese classics and language, most
lived off the labor of their relatives and roamed the
streets, with pride and hunger their constant companions.
Blinded to reality by their arrogance, most refused to
change either their manner or occupation by simply refuting
their status. They held little political power.

By 1894, the Korean government was therefore
dominated by a relatively small and wealthy group of elite 

6Yangban. Determined to maintain their status and wealth, 
they sought to retain their monopoly on political power in 
three ways.

5. Ibid., p. 388.
6. Editorial Department, 11 Great Changes in the 

Korean Government," Korean Repository,. II (March 1895),
111. — — ^ -------



Having long before closed the country to foreign 
influence, this elite power group sought to keep Korea 
purged of any foreign systems of thought which might 
introduce new values and norms of behavior detrimental to 
the traditional order in society. So Hak or Western Learn
ing in the form of Catholicism had come to Korea from China 
as early as 1786. It was considered subversive by the 
elite Yangban who carried out persecutions against Chris
tians in 1801, 1843, and again in 1866.^ The Korean 
counter to Western Learning was Tong Hak Or Eastern Learn
ing. Although it was nativistic and mystic in composition, 
its leader, Ch'oe Che U, nevertheless advocated reform of 
the government. Thus in 1866 his followers were severely

gpersecuted and he was hung.
The second and most important pillar of power for 

the elite Yangban was their continued domination of the 
kingdom's bureaucracy. By gaining office, a Yangban also 
gained access to the nation's tax revenues. Because there 
was no accounting system and, moreover, because the taxes 
were collected in kind rather than cash, the official was 
free to take for himself a large part of this wealth and 
pass on only sufficient revenue to prevent investigation.

7. John Fairbank, Edward Reischauer, and Albert 
Craig, East Asia, The Modern Transformation (Boston: 
Houghton MiFFTTn'Tompany, 1965), p. 463".

8. Benjamin B. Weems, Reform, Rebellion and the 
Heavenly Way (Tucson: University1 of ArTzona "Press, 1964) .
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In the absence of a code of taxes, furthermore, the elite 
Yangban in office at either the provincial or district 
level was able to assess his own taxes. This form of 
exploitation became a firm institution by the mid-

9nineteenth century and was popularly called "squeezing."
In other words, by 1894, the Korean bureaucracy served the 
ruling elite as the machinery through which they could 
maintain the wealth necessary to preserve their position by 
bribing court officials. This apparatus also served the 
elite Yangban in their endeavor to preserve the social and 
economic status quo by keeping the population in poverty 
and therefore unable to gain either the education or 
wealth necessary for challenging the supremacy of the 
Yangban.

A third factor which was essential to the preserva
tion of the traditional power structure was the continua
tion of widespread apathy among the majority of Koreans 
toward the matters of government and politics. Such apathy 
existed throughout the Yi dynasty as the commoner was too 
involved.with the struggle to survive. Although there were 
infrequent and isolated incidents of uprisings against 
local officials, no mass attempts to influence the political 
system were conducted by Korea1s farmers until very late in 
the dynasty. Some commoners did attempt pacific means such

9. Homer B . Hulbert, "Korean Reforms," Korean 
Repository, II (January 1895), 1-9.



as petitioning the government. The channels for such 
protest were extremely few in number. More significantly, 
however, was the fact that those who risked their lives by 
presenting such petitions to the government soon learned 
that their efforts were to little avail.

The Aion: Link Between Ruler and Subject
Given such inefficiency and corruption in the 

government, what held Korea's population in a state of 
passive obedience?

As previously stated, the king w as, in theory, the 
supreme authority in government. In reality, however, he 
was a figurehead surrounded by a clique of aristocratic 
,.Yangban in his palace who served as his immediate advisers. 
The only institution through which he could exert control 
over the bureaucracy was the post of royal inspector. 
Traditionally a secret and extremely honest imperial 
appointee who roamed the countryside either as beggars or 
petty merchants, they sought out and punished cruel or 
corrupt officials. They are the "Robinhoods" of Korean 
folklore. But by the 1880's these men also found wealth
too tempting to ignore and like their fellow officials fell.

10into corrupt ways.

10. Editorial Department, untitled article, Korean 
Repository, V (April 1898), 159.
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For an answer to the above question we must there

fore understand the role of the ajon or clerks in the 
provincial and district governments'. One of the most 
important social and governmental groups, in Korea at the
time, they brought the government administration into

11direct contact with the people.
Though some called themselves Yangban, they were

not of noble birth, nor had they passed the imperial
examinations. Belonging to the upper strata of Korea's
rural society, they had become the clerks to the Yangban

12officials early in the Yi dynasty. In order to serve and 
communicate with their superiors, the ajon adopted 
Confucian ideals and norms of behavior and gained expertise 
in writing Chinese. Neither appointed nor paid by the 
central government, the ajon's position became hereditary 
as they had unrestricted access to the tax revenues at the 
point of their collection and therefore when largest in 
amount.

With an average of six ajon posts for each of the
13333 district governments and 13 provinces, they functioned 

as the middle class both in social and economic terms. 
Prohibited from entering the core of power and prestige,

11. Homer B . Hulbert, "The Ajun," Korea Review, IV 
(February 1904), 63.
- 12. Ibid., p. 65.

13. Ibid., p. 63.



. 13
this did not prevent the ajon from, becoming affluent. 
Responsible for the actual collecting of taxes and 
maintenance of the tax rolls, they supplemented their 
meager salaries with either tax revenues or bribes. Since 
the revenues were collected in commodities rather than 
cash, an aj on could cover his activities by claiming that 
any difference between amounts received and those forwarded 
to the provincial or central administration was due to 
transportation costs. Another profitable method for some

. r "aj on was to sell tax commodities in Seoul at prices much
higher than those in the countryside, then return and buy
goods in the district to serve as tax revenue, retaining

14the profits for themselves.
The ajon, however, were anchored to their posts in 

the districts and unlike their superiors could not escape 
the wrath of the farmers merely by transferring to a dif
ferent district. They therefore became well acquainted 
with those around them and knew the limits of their ability 
to "squeeze." Any reasons for popular discontent could 
also be blamed on the most recently departed magistrate.
In this manner the aj on could continue their own limited 
exploitation of the farmers yet retain a certain degree of 
respect. On the other hand, any serious attempt to alter 
the governmental, apparatus would directly threaten their

:■ 14. Ibid., p. 66.
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position and they therefore worked to calm any. violent 
demands for reform. It was this group then which acted as 
the anchor of Korea's ship of state and directly contrib
uted to the continued superiority of the elite Yangban by
promoting public apathy and suppressing demands for
: r  15. reform.

The Cornmone r s 
At the bottom of this pyramid of power lay some 

ninety per cent of Korea's people, the farmers. Trapped 
between an incompetent ruling elite and the forces of 
nature, the farmer devoted his life to the struggle for 
survival. Either toiling in his fields or making handi
craft goods during the winter, he had neither time nor 
money for an education. His fear of nature made him 
superstitious. More often blaming nature rather than 
government for his misfortune, he was generally patient 
with both his fellow man and his superiors, the Ajon and 
Yangban. This majority in Yi dynasty society, moreover, 
lacked any incentive to prosper, as increased wealth meant 
only increased taxation.

The greater part of this commoner class owned no 
land. Most either worked as contract laborers on the lands

15. Homer B. Hulbert, "The A ]u n ," Korea Review, IV 
(June 1904), 249-250. . “
. ' 16, Editorial Department, "He is a Farmer,"
Korean Repository, V (June 1898), 229.
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of the aristocratic Yangban or else served as tenant 
farmers. Though a few did possess some land, their income 
was small and of course subject to constant "squeezing."’

Lacking the means to travel and the ability to read 
the language used, by the government, farmers communicated 
with the government by word of mouth. Those who brought 
news of events in Seoul, the yamen runners, demanded pay
ment for their services and thus making news an expensive 
luxury. Indeed, the rural community of Yi dynasty Korea 
was isolated from its capital.

Yi dynasty Korea thus had a centralized bureaucracy 
without the accompanying centralization of political 
loyalties. The farmer lived in relative isolation and 
directed his loyalties first to family and then to the 
village about him. The payment of his house tax and pro
duce taxes, was a result of the coercion exerted upon him, 
and not an expression of obedience to his superior. The 
ajon linked ruler with subject but in so doing functioned 
as the balancing force in society. Above him rested the 
Yangban and then the elite Yangban with their system of 
loyalties interwoven within their class. The king, removed 
from politics and the realities of his kingdom, served only 
as the source of legitimazation for the elite Yangban, not 
as a focal point for loyalties.

In Korea by the latter half of the nineteenth 
century, society was sharply split between ruler and ruled.
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While there was some social mobility, it was usually down
ward in direction as a relatively small group on top of the 
Yangban class continued to concentrate more and more 
political power and wealth in their hands. So long as 
such '"social harmony" was preserved and foreigners pro
hibited entrance, the elite Yangban could dominate the 
kingdom. ' - .

17. Ibid,, pp. 230-232. See also: Editorial 
Department, "Life in the Interior," Korean Repository, V 
(April 1898), 160. ■ " ~ '



CHAPTER III

THE PERIOD OF CHALLENGE; 1894-1898

Between 1860 and 1907 the traditional power 
structure of the Yi dynasty was exposed to intense forces 
of change. The initial challenge to the traditional power 
elite came from within the country in the form of rural 
rebellions led by the reform minded leaders of the Tong Hak 
religious movement. Of only brief duration, the reform 
movement ceased to be a threat to the elite Yangban by 
1866. But as the bitterness which the Korean farmer felt 
toward his superior was replaced by a traditional, passive 
obedience, a new and potentially more dangerous challenge 
to the tradition-oriented leaders became evident in 1876.
In that year Japan concluded the first commercial and 
diplomatic treaties with the "Hermit" Kingdom and immedi
ately thereafter all the Western powers in the Orient 
rushed to Korea seeking equal rights with those gained by 
Japan. These treaties could have destroyed the traditional 
power elite's protective shield of isolation and exposed 
Korea to the crosscurrents of modernization created by the 
presence of the Western nations in the Far East had it not 
been for China's renewed interest in retaining Korea as her 
tributary and the temporary disinterest of Japan and the 

■ ; ' : 17 ■ , ■ , ■ ■



other foreign powers in Korea. For the moment at least the 
Korean rulers were safe.

The treaties, however, had forced the Yi dynasty to 
establish communications with the world around it. Mis
sions were sent abroad with two objectives to achieve.
First, these missions were to establish diplomatic post in 
the capitals of Europe, the United States, and Japan, But 
these first groups of Korean travelers to the West were 
also sent to evaluate the nature and magnitude of Occidental 
military supremacy. These missions resulted in the dis
patch of a small group of young elite Yangban to Japan 
where they were to study , the military arts of the West. 
Intended as an effort of self preservation by the elite 
Yangban, the endeavor almost ended in their fall from 
power. In December of 1884 this group of Korean youths 
returned to their homeland and staged a palace coup. Their 
goal was to remove the traditional rulers from office and 
cut Korea's ties with China. In this.manner they hoped to 
set Korea on the path of rapid modernization similar to 
that then taking place in Japan and with the same purpose 
of enabling their nation to resist the demands of the 
Western nations. As Japan then saw Korea's independence 
from China essential to her continued security, the 
Japanese government supported the young Korean radicals.
The coup attempt nevertheless failed and China quickly 
reclaimed her diplomatic and military superiority on the



. 1peninsula.. Once again protected by China from the 
initiators of modernization, the elite Yangban for the next 
ten years resumed their unquestioned rule of the country.

After 1884 the power of the elite Yangban rested 
upon five pillars: (l) China's willingness to protect
Korea from Japan and other foreign powers in order to safe
guard her own sovereignty, (2) control of the nation's 
bureaucracy through which the Yangban could maintain their 
oppressive and financially rewarding domination of the 
Korean population, (3) superiority in education which 
served to rationalize the social and political superiority 
of the Yangban in Korean society, (4) widespread apathy 
among the people in regard to the methods of their rulers 
and which greatly accounts for their inability to influence 
the conduct of their government, and (5) social differen
tiation on the basis of ascription-oriented, criterion. So 
long as these pillars remained intact, the socio-political 
equilibrium of the Yi dynasty would survive.

.' The attempted coup of 1884, however, had resulted
in the split of the Yangban ruling elite into progressive 
and conservative factions. The young radicals who had 
participated in the attack on the Seoul court managed to

1. For detailed accounts of the opening of Korea
see: C . I. Eugene Kim and Han-Kyo Kim, Korea and the
Politics of Imperialism (Berkeley: University of California 
.Tres's ,'_T9F77• Also: Frederick M. Nelson, Korea and the Old 
Order in Eastern Asia (Baton Rouge: Louisiana^State 
University Press, 1945).
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escape to Japan. This group, initially under the leader
ship of Kim Ok-kyun, became the first progressive faction 
of the Yangban class. They sought to free Korea from China 
and the past in order to save her from future humiliation 
and possible colonization. Their base of support was in 
Japan and during the period 1884 to 1904 they were out of 
•power except for the brief period from 1894 to 1896.
Though claiming to be Korean nationalists, they actually 
became the vanguard for Japan's Korean policy.

This progressive movement was directly aided by . 
Japan's policy of keeping Korea free of all foreign powers, 
including China but excluding Japan, in order to protect 
the national security of Japan. Though by no means con
sistent in its policy toward Korea, Japan's government 
generally viewed Korea as a dagger pointed at the heart of 
Japan, and, therefore, a vital link.in its system of 
defense against the West.

The conservative faction in Korea's ruling elite 
consisted of the power cliques of elite Yangban ruling 
Korea between 1884 and 1906. They viewed the progressives 
and their plan to strengthen Korea as a direct threat to 
their continued superiority in Korean society. As a 
result, these men fought to preserve the traditional order 
and their control of the administrative machinery rather 
than save their nation from domination by a foreign power. 
They were initially not nationalists nor were they
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royalists seeking to protect their king. Rather these con
servatives were loyal only to themselves and it was not 
until very late in their struggle with the progressives and 
Japan that they rallied about their king and nation in a 
last desperate attempt to retain their supremacy.

The Tong Hak Rebellion 
Following the 1884 coup effort, Korea's rulets felt 

secure behind China's protection. This security from 
foreign intervention in Korea's affairs, however, came to 
an abrupt end in the summer of 1884.

As the Seoul power elite focused their attention on 
the foreign powers at Korea's door between 1884 and 1894, 
the Tong Hak movement under its new leader, Song Pyong-jun, 
re-emerged almost unnoticed throughout the kingdom. The 
rural population rallied about the Tong Hak banner and its 
program for purging corrupt officials from the government. 
Rapidly gaining momentum between 1884 and 1894, the move
ment burst into full full revolt against the local officials
in the spring of 1894, the season of famine during the Yi 

2dynasty. Though in no way supported nor ignited by the 
Japanese government, a group of Japanese citizens under

2. Weems, op. cit. , p . 17.
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Uchida Ryohei did go to Korea and join in the rebellion as
the Tenyukyo (Heavenly Way Contingent).

The Seoul power clique took immediate steps to
suppress the rebellion. Unable to rely fully upon the
Korean army, the Korean government called in Chinese
troops. Arriving in June 1894, the increase in the number
of.Chinese troops in Korea was interpreted by Japan as a
threat to her national security. Because of this, Japan
dispatched her own forces to Korea. The Tong Hak rebellion

4thus became the casus bellus of the Sino-Japanese War.
- In the subsequent clash between China and Japan, 

the myth of China's military strength was totally and 
quickly destroyed by the modernized Japanese military. No 
longer able to claim Korea as her sphere of interest, China 
retreated into Manchuria. Korea and her traditional socio
political equilibrium stood fully exposed to Japan's self- 
appointed mission of modernizing the Korean government. In 
other words, the conservative ruling elite had lost one of 
the five supports upon which their power rested.

Japan and the Reforms of 1894
The conservative ruling elite were caught without 

a means to prevent Japan from interfering in the internal

3. Francis Hi lory Conroy, The Japanese Seizure of 
Korea, 1868-1910 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press , 19U07, p . 23l..

.4. Ibid., p . 234.
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affairs of their domain. Korea had no military of any
significance. This had been the reason for calling, in
Chinese troops to suppress the Tong Hak movement. Nor.
could the Yangban protect themselves by rallying the
population against Japan. Nationalism still existed only
in the minds of a few Koreans. Beside, at the time the
Korean people were more concerned with improving their
government than with protecting the nation from a foreign
power. The ruling Yangban therefore had no other choice
but to step aside and permit Japanese troops to seize the

5imperial palace on July 23, 1894.
To insure Korea's continued independence from 

China, Japan's minister in Seoul, Otori, was authorized by
the Japanese cabinet to supervise the reform of the Korean

6 ' government. The cabinet under Min Yong-jun was forced
from power. While Prime Minister Min was able to escape
to China, his fellow cabinet ministers, Min Eung-sik, Min
Hyung-sik, Min Ch'i-hon, and Kim Se-guei were banished from
Seoul. Queen Min, champion of the conservative power
clique, went into partial retirement from court politics.
To act as. the legalizing agent for the program? Minister
Otori turned to the leader of the anti-Min clique Tae

5. Ibid., p. 268.
6. Ibid., p. 251.
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7Won-gun, the arch-conservative regent. The Tae Won-gun 

readily accepted. At the time he was under house arrest 
because of his efforts to gain control of the central 
administration and he saw Otori's offer as a means of 
returning himself and his followers to power.

As the Min clique was removed from the government 
during August, most of the leading progressives who had 
participated in the 1884 coup attempt were recalled from 
Japan. Their numbers included Pak Yong-hyo, Kim Hong-jip, 
Pak Chun-yang, Yi Won-gung, Kim Ha-gu, Kwun Yong-jin, Yu 
Kil-jun, Kim Ha-jung, and Yi Eung-ik.^

Supported by an able body of loyal progressives 
available for government posts and with the Japanese 
minister at the king's side, the official examination 
system was terminated and a new cabinet created with the 
addition of a Ministry of Education and a Privy Council. 
This reformed cabinet, appointed in September 1894, 
included both conservative and progressive elite Yangban. 
The progressives, however, held the major post, because the 
Prime Minister, Kim Hong-jip, was a leading progressive 
with ten years residence in Japan. Other progressives 
under him were Kim Yun-sik, 0 Yun jung, Pak Chong-yang, and 
An Kyong-su. The conservatives were represented by Min

7. Ibid., pp. 261 264.
8. Homer B . Hulbert, "Modern Korea," Korea Review, 

IV (June 1904) , 287. ,



7 v.' ' ■ ' :■ ' v';- V V ' . ; : : " . .  • ,  . 25
Yong-dal, Su Ghung-sun, Yi Kyu-won, Yun Yong-gu, and Um
c 9Se-yang.

This coalition worked together and approved some 
reforms. But the Tae Won-gun and his clique were only 
awaiting the time when circumstances would permit a return 
to the former practices in the government. At the moment, 
however, the Tong Hak rebellion had to be suppressed. Thus 
as the Japanese army was effectively destroying the move
ment, Japan was unintentionally aiding the conservative 
Korean rulers by returning the population to the previous 
apathy which greatly contributed to Yangban domination of 
Korea. Moreover, the reforms were of only a superficial 
nature at this time as the lower echelons of the bureauc
racy remained in the hands of conservative officials♦

But the tradition-oriented officials almost delayed 
too long before countering the Japanese-supported progres
sives. Inoue Kaoru arrived on October 11 to replace 
Otori. An advocate of gradualism and pacif ic means,
Count Inoue assumed his task with vigor and in November 
presented to the Korean King a list of the following 
reforms, known as the "Reforms of 1894";

1) All thought of dependence, on China shall be 
put away.
2) The line of succession and rank in the Royal 
Family shall be clearly marked.

9. Ibid., pp. 287-288.
10. Conroy, op. cit., p . 271.
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3) The King shall attend to public business in 
person and in consultation with his ministers 
and the Queen shall not interfere in government

: matters.
4) The affairs of the Royal Household shall be 
kept quite distinct from the general government.
5) The duties of Ministers and other officials 
shall be clearly defined.
6) Taxes shall be regulated by law and addi
tions to them are forbidden.
7) The assessment, collection and disbursement 
of the national revenue shall be in the hands of 
the Finance Department.
.8) The expenses of the Royal Household shall be 
reduced, that the example may become a law to 
the other departments.
9) An annual budget shall be made out so as to 
regulate the management of the revenue.
10/ The.laws governing local officials shall be 
speedily revised in order that their various 
dunctions may be differentiated.

■ 11) Intelligent young men shall be sent to foreign 
countries to study.
12) A method for the instruction of military 
officers and a mode of enlistment for soldiers 
shall be determined upon.
13) Civil and criminal law must be clearly 
defined and strictly adhered to and imprisonment 
and fines excess of the law are prohibited.
14) Men shall be employed irrespective of their 
origin. Ability alone shall determine a man's 1 
eligibility whether in Seoul or in the country.

To carry out this program, Count Inoue supervised
the formation of a new cabinet in December 1894. This time
the progressive and pro-Japanese element in the government
would dominate the cabinet. With Kim Hong-jip still as
prime minister, the new cabinet consisted of Yu Kil-jun,
Pak Yong-hyo, 0 Yun-jung, Kim Yun-sik, Yi Cha-myun, Su
Kuang-bom, Cho Heui-yun, Sin Keui sun, Um Se-yung, and

11. "Korean Reforms," Korean Repository, II 
(January 1895), 2-8.



] 2Pak Chong-yang. Like the majority of Korean progressives
at the time, they had just returned to the country from 
Japan or had been recently called out of banishment. They 
therefore had no basis of power other than Count Inoue's 
support of them. Advocates of reform also dominated the 
Privy Council to keep the King under the direct influence 
of progressive thinkers.

Some progress was made during the summer of 1895.
The Western calendar replaced the traditional lunar
calendar and regulations were issued defining the duties
and conduct of officials. Official salaries were fixed and
Korea's first budget compiled. But the most significant
and enduring of these reforms came in education. To train
potential candidates for public office in the absence of
the traditional examination system, a Normal School was
established in Seoul with courses in Western categories of
knowledge. A military academy for the training of officers
in the methods of modern warfare soon followed. The
opportunity for learning Western technology and. thought was
provided a group of 170 young Yangban who were sent to
study in Japan with the financial assistance of the Korean

13government. The door to modern education was now fully
open and never again to be closed.

12. Hulbert, "Modern Korea," op. cit., pp. 287-289.
13. •"Continued Progress," Korean Repository, II 

.(July 1895), 265-266.
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Also of great importance in terms of political 

modernization was the implementation of social reforms. 
Class distinctions were officially ended. No longer was 
the Yangban to wear clothing distinctive to his social 
status nor was he to be prohibited from becoming involved 
in commerce.. Slavery became a crime and widows were per
mitted to remarry. As these reforms had been a part of the
Tong Hak program, the. reasons for joining the movement were

14thus also being eliminated. Yet in the process, a second 
pillar of Yangban rule, the ascription criteria for 
political role,allocation, was being destroyed.

: The traditional socio-political equilibrium seemed 
"doomed by the summer of 1895. Japanese troops did in fact 
suppress the Tong Hak rebellion and thereby serve the 
conservative power elite by returning the population to 
their former state of passive obedience. These troops 
remained in Korea, however,. thereby preventing the tradi
tional rulers from ending the reform of their bastion of 
power, the government bureaucracy. The progressive 
officials were by this time on the verge of pushing 
modernization into the lower reaches of the bureaucracy.
An additional problem of the conservative officials was 
their inability to unite. The Queen Min and Tae Won-gun 
factions remained at odds in a constant struggle to remain

14. Ibid.
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" closest to the source of political power, the King, and 

thus could not concentrate on purging the progressives from 
the; cabinet.

But the Korean reformers had two great weaknesses.
• First, their power was dependent upon the continued 
presence of the Japanese military in Korea, and, secondly, 
they lacked any ties of support with the Korean population. 
So long as the reforms did not directly affect the lives of 
the people , they did not take sides with either the frag
mented conservative or progressive wings of their govern
ment. These weaknesses proved fatal to the reform program 
in the fall of 1895.

Beginning in August the course of events turned 
against the progressives. Until that time the Tae Won-gun •
had made only feeble efforts to discredit the progressives

16and Japan's influence at the imperial residence. But 
from.August 1895 until February 1896 a combination of 
diplomatic blunders by Japan and the growing concern of 
Russia over Japan's intentions in Korea ignited a series 
of protests and power struggles which resulted in Japan's 
embarrassed retreat from Korea and the discrediting of the 
advocates of modernization in the eyes of the population.

15. Homer B . Hulbert, "Modern Korea," Korea 
Review, IV (August 1904), 370.
y 16. Ibid., p. 364.
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The first of these events occurred in September, 

.1895.. When it was discovered that Pak Yong-hyo, a leading 
pro-Japanese progressive, was planning a palace revolt to 
effect complete control over the government, the cabinet of 
pro-Japanese progressives was forced to leave the country 
and Count Inoue was replaced by Miura Goro.

Miura Goro was a military man with little under
standing of international relations and diplomacy. Hence 
when approached by the Tae Won-gun with a plot to assassi- 
nate Queen Min, Miura agreed. He saw the scheme as a means 
of speeding up the reform in the government. The Tae Won- ,
gun, however, was only interested in clearing away the. Min

17clique's opposition to his rule.
As a result of this scheming, Queen Min was 

assassinated on the night of October 8, 1895. But this 
move proved to be the undoing of the reform movement. When 
word of the event became known in November, Miura and his 
aid, Sugimura, were recalled to Tokyo and there arrested 
because they had taken action without requesting permission 
from their superiors. Western nations humbled the Japanese 
government with formal protests. In Seoul, the population 
was sparked into violent protest against the Tae Won-gun 
and the Japanese residents in the country. The few

17. Lee Chong-sik, The Politics of Korean 
Nationalism (Berkeleyt University of California" Press,
T9"E>Ty, pp. 42-44.
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remaining pro-Japanese progressives still in the government 
were either killed by mobs or returned to Japan. Russia 
now became actively interested in Korea and increased its 
legation guard.

In order to retain some control over the Korean 
government, Japanese troops assumed the duty of guarding 
the imperial residence from would-be assassins. Yet 
because Japanese soldiers had participated in the assassi
nation of Queen Min, the"king feared for his life. Finally 
in February , 3.896, the Korean monarch escaped his guards 
and took up residence in the Russian legation. Japan's 
defeat was now complete. Thoroughly embarrassed and
unwilling to engage Russia in war, Japan surrendered its

18influence in Korea to Russia. In this way Russia 
replaced China as the protectors of the Yangban officials. • 

Also of significance here, in terms of continued 
Yangban rule is that the two leaders of the conservative 
cliques had destroyed themselves in the process of dis
crediting the progressive Yangban officials. In the 
temporary absence of.alternate leadership, the monarch 
became the focal point of political activity, as elite 
Yangban scrambled to gain his favor and with it access to

ihigh position in the cabinet. This granted the King an 
effective voice in the state of affairs. Fearing Japan's

18. Hulbert, "Modern Korea," op. cit., pp. 372-375.
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return to Korea and the rebirth of the Tong Hak rebellion, 
he kept alive limited reform in the bureaucracy, replaced 
Japanese military and education advisers with Russian 
nationals and retained some progressives on the Privy 
Council. These reformers , having either just arrived in 
Korea from study abroad or else having parted with the pro- 
Japanese progressives prior to the assassination of Queen
Min, were not identified with Japan and therefore were
■ 19trusted by both the King and the Korean people.

.From this latter group there had emerged in the 
summer of 1896 a new challenge to the traditional socio
political equilibrium. These Korean progressives sought 
to modernize Korea's social and political institutions 
without aid from any foreign nation. They felt that by 
organizing the commoners into political action groups and 
educating Korea's apathetic population in the ways of 
democracy, then change could be ignited from within the 
existing social order and free of foreign supervision^ The 
organization which initiated this new progressive movement 
was the Independence. Club.

The Independence Club: Challenge from Within 
. The leader of this progressive and nationalist

movement was So Chae-p'il. A participant in the 1884 coup 
attempt, he had escaped to Japan and then traveled to the

19. Ibid., p. 378.



United States. - During his ten years residence in America, 
he had studied medicine and become a doctor and citizen of 
the United States. . In January 1.896 he returned to Korea 
intent on making his homeland a free and democratic nation. 
Accepting a position as an adviser on the Privy Council, he 
refused appointment to the pro-Japanese cabinet then still 
in office.^

Dr. So established Korea's first private newspaper
the Tongnip Sfnmun (independent) , in April 1896, printed
in Korea's phonetic alphabet (on mun) so that it would be

21readable to the common people. In it he advocated such
radical reforms as the popular election of all officials up
to the provincial level of government and the dismissal of
two-thirds of all government employees so as to save 

22. money. .
Gathering about him some thirty ardent followers, 

he organized the Independence Club in July 1896. While it 
called for reforms similar to those demanded earlier by the

20. Editorial Department, "Dr. Philip Jaisohn," 
Korean Repository, V (June 1898), 193.

21. "The Independent Served Pioneer in Korean 
Journalism," Korea Journal, 1 1  (May 1962), 17.

22. Philip Jaisohn, "What Korea Needs Most,"
Korean Repository, III (1896), 108-110. Also: Homer B .
Hu1bert^ "Tne Independence Club," Korean Repository, V 
(December 1898), 281-287; Homer B . HuXbert, "The Inde
pendence Club and Vice-President of the Privy Council," 
Korean Repository, V (August 1898), 270-272.



. . ,' . ■ : :  34
pro-Japanese progressives, the club sought Korea's complete
independence from all foreign powers including Russia..

The club's initial membership included many
significant figures in the later history of Korea. Like
many of the progressives who had served in the. reform
cabinets of 1894-95, this group consisted of several young
elite Yangban who had either studied abroad or else in •
missionary schools and therefore had some knowledge of
Western ideas. ' Many of them had also been officials or
were then in the government. Yi Wan^-yong, then an official

03in Seoul, later served as the Prime Minister in 1910.
The club's secretary, Chong Kyo, was a former county
magistrate and compiled, a valuable history of these last

24years Of the Yi dynasty. Pak Che-sun later served as
25Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1905. The club's presi

dent, Yun Ch'i-ho, had served a brief tenure as Minister of 
Education in 1894. Membership also included Yi Sung-man
who in years to come, would assume leadership of the Korean
nationalist movement in the United States and be elected

26south Korea's first president.

23. Kim and Kim, op. cit., p. 147.
24. Ibid., p. 114.
25. George T. Ladd, In Korea with Marquis Ito 

(New Yorks C. Scribner's Sons! T W H X T -?"• 17.
26. Henderson, op. cit., p. 66.
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The Independence. Club was not only revolutionary in 

-terms of the reforms it advocated, but it also employed 
some very new methods in its struggle with the conservative 
forces then rapidly regaining control of the nation's 
bureaucracy. The club appealed to the people of Seoul for 
their support. Holding discussions in the capital's 
streets, its members first endeavored to develop political 
awareness among the population by teaching parliamentary 
procedure and lecturing on the political conditions of 
other nations.

Beginning with suggestions for better lighting of 
the city's streets and improved sanitation, the club soon 
became the most vocal critics of the government. The 
king's continued presence in the Russian legation was 
strongly denounced. Petitions were drawn up and presented 
to the conservative cabinet demanding an end to bribery and 
official corruption. The Korean people were again being 
urged to grasp political power from their rulers through 
collective action as had occurred during the Ton Hak 
rebellion.

Throughout the latter half of 1896 and during 1897 
the Independence Club was at odds with the ruling elite. 
With passive obedience reported in the nation's interior 
and the return of Japan to Korea unlikely due to Russia's 
presence, the conservative Yangban consolidated their 
control over the Seoul bureaucracy and set about undoing



the reforms of 1894-95. Tensions increased in the capital. 
As the progressives became more and more confident in their 
basis of power, the people , the conservative rulers became 
increasingly determined to purge the reformers from the 
Privy Council and prevent the commoners from supporting

27political leaders advocating political and social change.
The elite Yangban in power were not now fighting a 

threat to Korea's sovereignty, as they might have argued in 
1895. The Independence Club was nationalistic, advocating 
change only in order to strengthen Korea's ability to 
resist foreign control. But such changes were detrimental 
to the ruling elite's position and therefore this movement 
also had to be suppressed if tradition were to be perpetu
ated .

Early in 1898 the elite Yangban reacted. In March 
Dr. Philip Jaisohn was forced to resign his position on the 
Privy Council and he left the country in May.

This single demonstration of strength failed to 
halt the club's campaign for modernization. Yun Chi-ho, 
the club's president, now focused his followers' attention 
on the removal of specific officials from the government. 
Using mass demonstrations to frighten the Korean monarch, 
the club forced the resignation of Cho Pyong-sik, vice- 
president of the Privy Council. Three members of the club

27. Clarence Weems (ed.) , Hulbert' s History of 
Korea (New York: Rout ledge & Kegan Paul, 1962 TT II, p. 310.



28were then appointed to the Privy Council. As soon as 
the crisis had passed, it was evident such success was of 
little consequence. Again the Independence Club staged 
mass rallies in front of the imperial palace to demand the 
dismissal of corrupt officials. Once again the emperor 
removed a number of officials from their post. Success 
prompted the demonstrators on to more rallies and demands 
for improvement of the government. But this time the 
emperor reacted by returning his support to the conserva
tive clique and on November 5, he ordered the Independence 
Club to disband. Immediately the office holders hired the 
peddlers of Seoul, who then enforced the imperial edict of 
disbandment. A few of the leading members of the club
such as Yi Sung-man were imprisoned while a larger group

29made their way to Japan.
The disbandment of the Independence Club in the 

fall of 1898 ended the first series of efforts to initiate 
social and political modernization in Korea. Why had these 
efforts failed? First, the power basis of Korea's con
servative political elite had weathered the efforts by the 
Tong Hak leadership, the Korean progressives supported by 
Japan and the Independence Club to destroy it. The

28. Hulbert, "The Independence Club and Vice- 
President of the Privy Council," op. cit ., p. 271.

29. Hulbert, "The Independence Club," op. cit., 
pp. 281-287.



socio-political equilibrium survived not because of the 
conservative Yangban1s strength but rather because of the 
weaknesses and mistakes:of the reformers. Those seeking to 
• improve Korea's ability to resist foreign domination 
actually worked against one another;, Instead of allying 
with the Tong Hak leadership and thereby creating a 
coalition between ruler and subject which might have set 
Korea on the path of self strengthening and modernization, 
the Japanese-supported Korean progressives destroyed the 
Tong Hak leadership with the aid of the Japanese army. ,
This meant that they could not rely upon the population for 
its support of either their reform program or their rule.
At the same time this action.strengthened the conservative. 
Yangban officials' position by restoring "social harmony." 
Thus the only opponents which the conservative power elite 
had to contend with were the progressives in the cabinet. 
When Russia challenged Japan's position in Korea and pro
tested the assassination of Queen Min, Japan was forced to 
reduce her influence in Korea or else fight. Having just 
completed one w ar, Japan chose to retreat. Since Japan at 
the time was the sole supporter of the progressive cabinet, 
its ability to rule declined with Japan's departure from 
Korea. With Russia acting as their protector as China 
previously had done and, furthermore, with Korea's popula
tion once again involved in the struggle to survive, the 
conservative officials set about consolidating their
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control over the national bureaucracy. The Independence 
Club had come into being too late to prevent the Yangban 
officials from restoring themselves to power. By the time 
the club was strong enough to challenge the guardians of 
tradition, the socio-political equilibrium and its support
ing pillars had been restored. Moreover, the club simply 
lacked the military force with which to counter the armed 
peddlers then working as the.agents of the conservative 
power elite. Therefore, it was because of the lack of 
unity and uncoordinated efforts of Korea's early advocates, 
of modernization that they failed and the conservative 
Yangban succeeded in retaining their superiority in Korean 
society.

. But what had the guardians of the Yi dynasty 
actually accomplished in their selfish struggle to remain 
Korea's rulers? Most significantly they had prevented 
their nation from acquiring the knowledge and skills then 
necessary for the country to remain independent of foreign 
rule. The conservative Yangban, furthermore, alienated 
those men capable of.strengthening Korea and forced the 
Korean advocates of modernization into an alliance with 
Japan. By doing this, they also separated the Korean 
people from the only group of political leaders who had the 
potential to rescue the nation from poverty and coloniza
tion. Now leaderless, the Korean people remained passively 
obedient to the selfish demands of their rulers.



Yet the conservative victory was not complete.
. T h o u g h the guardians of the Yi dynasty had been able to 

restore their pillars of power, these pillars had been 
severely shaken. As will be seen in the next chapter,
Yangban power continued gradually to erode during the years 
from 1898 to 1 9 0 4 . . .



CHAPTER IV

. THE PERIOD OF CONSERVATIVE ASCENDANCY: 1896-1903

The six years of conservative ascendancy which 
followed the demise of the Independence Club was a period 
§f -relative calm within Korea. Generally speaking,

- Korea's•government officials returned to their pursuits of 
leisure and squeezing of the population. Constantly on the 
verge of starvation, Korea's farmers chose to struggle with 
the plow and nature rather than turn their fading physical 
strength against their oppressive masters. Korea's tradi
tional society was once again in equilibrium.

Yet surrounding this facade of harmony the storm of 
international rivalries continued. During the years 
between 1896 and 1898 Russia had attempted to turn Korea 
into a colony. But while the Independence Club blocked 
these efforts within the nation, Japan regained her com
posure in international affairs. Supported in a diplomatic 
offensive against.Russia by Britain, the United States, and 
France, Japan succeeded in blunting Russia's scheme for 
supremacy in Korea. Thus by 1898 Russian and Japanese 
interests and concessions in Korea had reached a balance.
To give this balance an aura of legality, the Nishi-Rosen

41
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agreement was concluded between the two powers on April 25, 
1898. 1 : . -

As Russia and Japan wrestled with each other 
between 1896-98, Korea's King collaborated with his con
servative Yangban advisers and in 1896 forged a foreign 
policy with the purpose of perpetuating the existence of 
the Yi dynasty and its protectors. He and his advisers saw 
foreign intervention in Korea's internal affairs as the 
primary threat to their continued survival. Their solution 
was both negative and Confucian in nature. Instead of 
strengthening the nation through modernization, they would 
balance foreign interest in Korea with commercial conces
sions. In this way they hoped to play the foreign powers 
against each other and thereby retain Korea's independence. 
The second aspect of this policy was directed toward pre
venting cause for Japan, to reenter Korea in an effort to 
modernize the Korean government. For the sake of their Own 
survival, the Confucian-oriented rulers attempted to 
construct a facade of reform and modernization in Seoul 
which would form a shield against Japan and behind which 
they could perpetuate their corrupt and inefficient rule of 
Korea.

1. Kim and Kim, op. cit., p. 96.
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The Policy of Limited Reforms 1896-1898

The conservative officials accepted the policy, of
superficial modernization and appeasement of. foreign powers
since it both protected them from the Korean progressives
now in Japan and permitted them to continue their oppress-

2ive rule of the Korean population. At the time the only 
opponent to the program was the newly-formed Independence 
Club. Because the Yangban were confident in their ability 
to control this group of progressives, and, moreover, 
because they saw the continued membership of some of these 
progressives on the Privy Council as contributing to the 
facade of progress, they considered the club's presence to 
be more an aid to them than a threat.

Thus between 1896 and 1898 some of the 1894 reforms 
were retained. In 1897 the king manifested Korea's 
independence from China by assuming the title of emperor. 
The examination system was not restored and schools in 
foreign language and Western technology remained open to 
members of the Yangban class. Also during the period young 
Yangban continued to go abroad for study in Western 
sciences. Since Korea was now claiming to be modernizing 
itself, all the symbols of economic development, such as 
railroads, paved streets, lighthouses and electricity were

2. '"Official Corruption, Korean Repository, IV 
(1897), 110-111. ~
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3to be constructed. Korea's power elite felt it much safer

to train its own sons in these arts rather than remain
l\.dependent upon foreign technical advisers. The purpose of

this program, however, remained one of negative self-
preservation of the socio-political equilibrium rather than
one of national strengthening. All that had really changed
in the political philosophy of Korea's rulers was that
their traditional position in society was to be saved by
Western technology, rather than moral regeneration, and by
balanced foreign intercourse rather than isolation.

Another aspect of the 1894 reforms which was kept
alive at this time was the up-dating and strengthening of
the Korean army. Initially, under Japanese supervision,
the Korean army received Russian advisers after Japan's
embarrassed departure in 1896. No longer jable to rely upon
foreign troops to suppress international disorders because
of the fear of foreign- intervention the elite Yangban saw
in their army another tool through which to control their

5subjects and hence perpetuate their superiority.
Another aspect of limited reform was the assigning 

of the Korean Customs Service and the Department of Finance 
to the British citizen and former employee of the Chinese

3. K i m .and Kim, op. cit . , p. 115.
4. "Notes and Comments," Korean Repository, V 

(May 1898),; 193. ~
■ 5. Kim and Kim, op. cit., p. 115
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Customs Service, Mr. McLeavy Brown. An astute and 
extremely honest man, he demonstrated what could be done 
with the efficient use of the Customs revenues. Enforcing 
efficiency and honesty in the administration under him with 
the threat.of monetary fines and dismissal from office, Mr. 
Brown contracted American and French companies to build a 
street, car system in Seoul, a raiIrbad between Seoul and 
its port of In Chon, paved streets in the capital and 
Western-style office buildings. For the Emperor's palace 
he provided electric lights and an automobile.^

While his efforts served the interest of the 
Yangban by adding to the image of reform, he was despised 
for his thrift with the small amount of tax revenues that 
survived their journey from the countryside. Being a 
foreign subject, however, he was beyond their grasp. When 
Russia attempted to remove him from both offices in 1897 
in order to replace him with one of their own subjects,
Mr. McLeavy Brown became a crucial weight in the balanced 
scales of international .rivalries. The Korean Emperor 
cherished his continued presence. The elite Yangban, 
moreover, became fully aware of the potential danger 
inherent in his removal from office and they also came to 
welcome his continued services. Although the Russian 
Minister M. de Speyer did succeed in removing Brown from

6. "The Korean Customs Service," Korea Review, V 
(October 1905), 367-380.. . ' ”  ~
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7the post of Minister of Finance, McLeavy Brown remained as 

the chief of the Customs Service until October 1905 when 
Japan "reformed" the department by dismissing him.

In other words, the international situation 
surrounding Korea during this period of conservative 
ascendancy forced the elite Yangban into a more moderate 
political philosophy and gradually to the point of even 
supporting some modernization of- their government. At the 
same time they believed themselves in control of these 
changes and felt gradual reform would contribute to their 
continued supremacy in Korea.

The Domestic Impact of the Nishi-Rosen Agreement
The Nishi-Rosen agreement of April 1898 seemed to

signal the success of this policy of limited reform and
balanced foreign interests. The Korean Emperor and his
conservative cohorts interpreted the agreement as a mark of
their success because of the pact's major terms. First,
Russia and Japan recognized Korea's independence and agreed
not to interfere in her domestic affairs. Both nations
formally agreed to co-exist in Korea with self-imposed
restrictions on the degree of their diplomatic and

8commercial influence in Korea.

7. Angus Hamilton, Korea (New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1904) , pp. T92-207.
--- 8. Editorial Department, "The Nishi-Rosen Conven- •
vention," Korean Repository, V (May 1898) , 192.
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While this international agreement, did not have 

immediate effects upon Korea's balancing act in foreign 
affairs, repercussions of this treaty upon the domestic 
reform policy were crushing. The confusion-oriented 
officials now viewed continued reform only as an erosion of 
their power. The ascription-oriented criterion for 
students going abroad had failed to prevent the creation of 
new progressives within the Yangban class. When these 
young Yangbah came into contact with Western knowledge, 
they became aware of fallacies in their fathers' system of 
thinking and, furthermore, realized that their fathers were 
concerned only with perpetuating the myth of Yangban 
supremacy. These youths thus returned to Korea with a 
sense of nationalism and a desire to save their nation 
through modernization rather than devote their energies to 
upholding tradition and Yangban rule. Obviously their 
rulers could not permit them entrance into the government 
but since their technical skills were, needed to replace 
foreign advisers, young and Western-educated Yangban were 
permitted and willingly did enter other careers in 
engineering, medicine, and the teaching of foreign lan
guages. As the fields also satisfied the nationalistic 
youths' desires to improve the social welfare and economy
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- ' gof their nation, yet Western education had to be dis

continued as soon as possible if the Yangban rulers were 
not to witness their destruction at the hands of their own 
sons.

When Japan and Russia agreed not to interfere in 
•Korea in April 1898, and with the facade of reform no 
longer an essential tool of self-preservation, the con
servatives in the Korean government took steps to end"study 
in Japan. That same month all Korean students in Japan 
were ordered home and their government grants terminated. 
These students, however, refused this command and remained 
in Japan with all the other Korean progressives then in 
exile.10

The effect which the Nishi-Rosen agreement had upon 
the conservative rulers' policy of domestic reform also 
helps to explain why Dr. So Chae p'il, founder of the 
Independence Club, was banished from Korea in May 1898 as 
well as helps to explain why the Korean King ceased to 
acquiese to the demands of the Independence Club in 
November 1898.

9. "The Fusion of Korean Society," Korea Review,
IV (August. 1904), 338, 342. Also: George Kennan7 "The
Korean People, Products of a Decayed Civilization," The 
Outlook (October 21, 1905), 412; Edwin Maxey, "The Recon
struction of Korea," Political Science Quarterly, XXV,
No. 4,(December 1910) , 4X2.

10. Korean Repository, V (April 1898) , 159.
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Japan1s promise of non-intervention meant to the 

Korean Emperor that he no longer had to tolerate the 
offensive and disobedient behavior of the Independence 

; Club because the Club's existence was no longer an essential 
element in the protective facade of reform. With the 
Emperor finally on their side, the Yangban elite rushed to 
destroy a group which they viewed as being nothing more 
than a challenge to theif continued leisure and pursuit of 
wealth through bribery and "squeezes."

Yet instead of destroying the progressive Korean 
nationalist, all that the conservative Yangban actually 
accomplished was the unification of the various progressive 
elements. The majority of the Independence Club backers 
went into exile in Japan. There they joined with the 
remnants of the Tong Hak leadership and the 1894 reformers. 
Awaiting the opportune moment to return to Korea, the 
progressives finally were able to unite and improve their 
organizational skills in the years between 1898 and 1904.

Meanwhile, by continuing to view reform and 
modernization as merely undermining their power rather than 
a deterrent to foreign domination, the selfish rulers of 
the Yi dynasty crippled the reform program in 1898 and 
returned to the matter of exploiting their subjects.

Blinded by the apparent success of playing one 
foreign power against the other and having destroyed the 
only other opponents to their rule, the conservative



Yangban ceased to listen to the Emperor, the one man in 
Korea then able to keep the scales of foreign interest 
balanced. These political opportunists ceased heeding his 
edicts because they no longer were in need of his favor in 
order to retain their posts and returned him to his former 
position of figurehead ruler. Freed of his control, the 
conservative power elite perverted the Emperor’s foreign 
policy from its intended purpose of maintaining the inter
national status quo to one of contributing to their 
financial solvency. ;

The Tong Hak rebellion had begun a cycle within 
Korea's agrarian-based economy which gradually eroded the 
economic foundation of the elite Yangban. During the years
1894-95 many farmers had left their fields uncultivated

j .'■■■. .while they joined in the attacks on the local officials.
Each rebel killed therefore meant one less productive
subject to "squeeze.” Lands fell into disuse. Flooding
increased as dikes went unrepaired, resulting in the loss

1 1of additional sources of wealth for the Yangban. To
compensate for this loss of income the elite Yangban raised 
the rents and taxes of the decreased number of subjects 
within their grasp. Unable to meet these new demands, the 
farmers were forced.from their fields and either resorted 
to banditry or moved to the coastal ports and Seoul seeking

11. "The Fallow Lands," Korea Review, IV (August 
1904) , 345 . - -
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employment in the rapidly growing commercial enterprises

12serving Korea's booming foreign trade.
As a last resort to retain their financial solvency

the ruling elite began selling public lands and concessions
. 13to foreign individuals. In order to gain access to this

new source of funds, the Seoul Yangban split into power
factions and took to fighting amongst themselves for either
cabinet posts or positions in the Mining Bureau. Two posts
became extremely important in this struggle for economic
survival.

The first of these.was Minister of the Household. 
Responsible for the well-being of the imperial court and 
the supervision of all public lands, this minister had 
access to the imperial seal which was required on all state 
documents. Just how powerful the position became in these 
years of conservative ascendancy is illustrated by the rise 
of Yi Yong-ik. In July 1903 this man became the Minister 
of the Imperial Household. The following month he assumed 
the presidency of the newly formed Central Bank of Korea.
In October he appointed himself commander of the Seoul 
gendarmes and then added to his portfolio in December the

12. Ibid., pp. 346-350.
13. Horace M. Allen, "Consular Report Number 24," 

Korean Repository, V (April 1898) , 146-147. Also: Monthly
"Notes and Comments," in Korean Repository for period 1898- 
1900 and monthly "News Calendar," ,r"Tn^Korea Review for 
period 1900-1904. .



52
office of Minister of Finance and Supervisor of the
Imperial Mint. Thus by January 1904 he and a fellow pro-
Russian official, Yd Keun— tak, controlled the entire Korean 

14government.
The next most powerful and rewarding office in the 

Seoul government was that of Minister of Home Affairs.
After the termination of.the official examinations, this 
department became responsible for receiving applications 
for positions in the provincial and district governments.

This reform of 1894 served the conservative Yangban 
in two ways. Firstly it created the appearance that the 
official positions were being filled according to merit and 
therefore satisfied Japan's desire to see the Korean 
government modernize. In so doing it also served as a

Ifront for continued bribery and corruption. Because the 
minister in charge of this department was responsible for 
approving and submitting a list of candidates for office, 
the bureaucracy remained under the control of the conserva
tive Yangban. This cabinet post quickly became the focal 
point of bribery. A constant struggle was carried on among 
the elite Yangban over this position. Officials and those 
eligible for office scrambled to gain the favor of those at 
court most likely to obtain the post. Of couhse such 
were bound together with money and Yangban began to squeeze

14. "Retrospect of 1903," Korea Review, IV 
(January 1904), 13-20.



Yangban. The Emperor aided in this process by seeking to 
satisfy all factions. Almost on a monthly basis he : -
appointed a new man to the Ministry of Home Affairs. 
Needless to say, the local officials changed post just as 
frequently as one power clique after: another gained control 
of this office.^

What was of utmost significance amidst this rampant 
corruption and inefficiency in Korea's bureaucracy between 
1898 and 1903 is that by the summer of 1903 two political 
opportunists, Yi Yong-ik and Yi Keun-tak held complete 
control over the government. Their rapid rise was not due 
to innate ability or respect by their cohorts but due to 
the Emperor's inability to halt their rise. The Emperor 
simply had no power with which to regulate his administra
tion. As greed was by that time the major determinant of 
one's conduct and political loyalties, these men gradually
accepted Russia's offer to support their ascendancy in the 

16government. In exchange for this aid, Russia was to
receive several financially rewarding lumber, mining, and

] 7fishing concessions. Because other Yangban did not wish

15. "News Calendar," Korea Review (1900-1904).
With patient regularity and some humorous comment, Homer 
Hulbert, editor of the Korea Review, recorded the constant 
shuffle of officials and their very questionable conduct.

16. "Retrospect of 1903," loc. cit.
17. Ibid. Also: K. Asakawa, The Russo-Japanese. 

Conflict: Its Causes and Issues (Boston: Houghton MiffTTn 
and Company", 1904) , ppT^2"83'-%83".
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to be left out in the scramble for bureaucratic office 
after Yi Yong-ik got control of the Ministry of Home 
Affairs, they also jumped on the train of his official robe 
and were pulled into the government father than sacrifice 
their own future well-being for the sake of keeping the 
scales Of foreign concessions balanced. Consequently, in 
the fall of 1903 and January 1904, the power clique of Yi 
Yong-ik repaid their debt to Russia with Commercial con
cessions. Blind to reality, these unenlightened leaders 
of Korea failed to see Japan preparing to return to Korea.

In short, the Yi Yong-ik clique had destroyed one 
of the pillars upon which the continued existence of the 
traditional socio-political equilibrium had rested during 
the period of conservative ascendancy. This pillar of 
balanced international interest in Korea had been con
structed in 1897 as a replacement for Chinese and Russian 
protection of Korea from foreign interference in her. 
domestic affairs from 1884 to 1897, It had remained in 
place from 1897 until the summer of, 1903. It had been 
destroyed by Yangban greed and Russia's desire to colonize 
Korea. .Since Japan could not afford to have a potential . 
aggressor so close to her borders, her government reacted 
with war. Beginning in February, 1904 Japan reasserted 
her influence in Korea's capital. This time the socio- : 
political equilibrium would not survive Japan's efforts to 
destroy it. To understand why we must see how the ..
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traditional equilibrium, and its champions had been weakened 
from within and also during the years of conservative 
ascendancy.

Although the elite Yangbah had struck down Western 
education within its own ranks, it had been forced by fears 
of foreign retaliation to permit the flow of Western educa
tion into the ranks of its subjects. This influx of new 
values and skills beneath the Yangban class destroyed 
several other very significant pillars of their power and, 
in so doing, also threatened the demise of the traditional 
socio-political equilibrium.

The Missionary Schools
American missionaries had arrived in Korea in .1884. 

Among the first to settle in Seoul was Dr. Horace Allen.
He was urgently called to the royal palace on the night of 
the 1884 coup attempt and saved the lives of several 
wounded officials. In so doing he gained the respect of 
the King and his advisers. Thereafter he became a trusted 
tutor at the imperial residence and those missionaries 
coming after him had little difficulty gaining permission 
to enter Korea's interior. Though the local officials were 
displeased with their presence, they were powerless "to 
hinder their work. Korea's rulers were well aware of what 
might occur if a missionary were physically harmed. In
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effect, f oreign missionaries were granted privileges close

18to those of diplomatic immunity.
At first, however, the missionaries found the

people too fearful.of persecution to communicate with 
■ 19them. Initially their work was limited to rendering 

medical services, studying the Korean language, and 
translating the books of Christianity into the native 
language. Though some converts had been made by 1894, the 
majority of Koreans continued to suspect the true intention 
of these foreigners in their land. But with Korea defense
less in the face of foreign intervention and the policy of 
not offending foreign nations, fears of persecution rapidly 
disappeared after 1895. A staff member of the Korean 
Repository, himself a missionary , estimated that between
1894 and 1898 the number of pupils in the missionary schools

20increased twelvefold. While these free schools had been 
established primarily to win converts to Christianity, they 
brought, commoner and poor Yangban alike into intercourse 
with French, British, and American citizens who then 
exposed their eager students to a new system of social

18. William F. Sands, Undiplomatic Memories (New 
York; Whittlesey House, 1930), pp. 92-93.

19. Benjamin B. Weems, op. cit., pp. 4-5. Also; 
"Obstacles Encountered by Korean Christians," Korean 
Repository, II (1895), 145-151.

y 20. Editorial Department, "Korea's New Responsi
bility," Korean Repository, V (April 1898), 147.
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values embodied in the Christian doctrine and spoke of the 
social and political conditions in foreign nations.
Christianity thus sparked a gradual re-orientation of the 
traditional values cherished by the elite Yangban.

-Christianity also became a vehicle through which 
the fusion of Korea's social classes could take place. 
Sharing the same books and classrooms, commoner and Yang ban 
could not avoid contact with one another. Converts to 
Christianity included commoners as well as Yangban and 
therefore it became a basis for common understanding as

21well as discussion in an atmosphere of social equality.
This education amongst the common class thus 

initiated the collapse of the criterion for social differ
entiation. No longer was the commoner unable to question 
the authority and wisdom of his rulers for he now knew his 
station in life was not necessarily natural and eternally 
valid..

Another tool of the missionary which served as a 
vital implement in this educational and social revolution 
was the use of on mun. Invented prior to the establishment 
of the Yi dynasty, this phonetic alphabet of twenty-eight 
letters had become identified as the female writing system 
with the rise of the national examinations in which the

21. Homer B. Hulbert, "The Internal Condition of 
Affairs in Korea,w Ko re a Rev i e w , IV (April 1904), 164.
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i _ 22Chinese script was the mandatory vehicle for expression.

The missionaries quickly realized the potential value of 
this "feminine" script because of its simplicity and 
Usefulness in the printing of Christian works. Thus it 
became an essential part of the curriculum in the mis
sionary schools. The ability to read ceased to be a 
demanding and lengthy process, because on mun can be 
learned in a matter of hours. By 1898 its use in the 
interior of Korea had become so widespread that government
announcements posted throughout the districts were pub-

23lished in both Chinese and on m u n .
Facilitating the commoners’ education in Western 

knowledge throughout the nation, the American missionaries 
had opened by 1907 some twenty-two high grade schools and 
508 common grade schools with a total enrollment of 
13,2 88 students. The French Catholic and British mis
sionaries had built a system of 167 schools with 3,501

9 4students in attendance by the end of 1908.
. Obviously the Yangban monopoly on education had 

ended by the first years of the twentieth century. No

22. Hamilton, op. cit., p. 104.
23. "The Official Gazette," Korean Repository, V 

(May 1898) , 196. . ~~ ~~ ~ ™"
• 24. Governor General, Annual Report on Reforms and 

Progress in Korea, 1908-1909 (Seoul: TTTOTO""’, p. TE2. 
Hereafter cited as Annual Report for . . . with year 
covered.'
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longer could the ruling class rationalize its superiority 
in wealth and social status on the basis of its education.

■Another direct result of this revolution in educa
tion was the intensification of political awareness among

25the urban and rural population. The continued exploita
tion of the population by the local officials kept alive 
discontent among the commoners. Seeking some relief from 
their daily suffering, a very significant and ever increas
ing number of commoners turned to Christianity in the hope 
of realizing a more pleasurable future as promised by the 
Christian concept of heaven. But for the present, mis
sionaries contributed to the maturing of widespread 
political awareness by training the commoners in the 
politically important tools of debate and the techniques of 
collective action. While the intended purpose of these 
endeavors was to give the Christian communities cohesion 
and the ability to expand themselves under native leader
ship, a small but very influential number of Christians 
found these techniques very useful for political agita
tion. ̂

One of these by-products of Christian education was 
the. institutionalization of the private newspaper prior to
1904. Initiated by the efforts of So Chae-p'il in 1896,

25. Lee Chong-sik, o p . cit. , p. 33.
26. "The Fusion of Korean Society , H o p . cit. , 

pp. 342-343.
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the number of privately owned newspapers quickly multiplied
after his forced departure from Korea. Printed in on gun,
these weekly publications were devoted to editorializing
Upon the corruption and inefficiency of the government.
Though published primarily in Seoul and rather limited in
terms of the number of issues printed, these newspapers
had'wide circulation both in the Seoul area as well as in

27the rural regions. Such wide circulation was facilitated
by the postal service formerly established by the Japanese
and the travels Of the missionaries between Seoul and their

28parishes in the countryside. No longer was the farmer 
dependent upon the yamen runners for news.

The work of the missionaries, in short, was slowly 
undermining the socio-political equilibrium during the 
period of conservative ascendancy by crumbling several of 
the pillars upon which the defenders of tradition relied 
for their ability to rule Korea. The fact that the 
commoners were being educated by the Christian missionaries 
meant first of all that the Yangban monopoly on education 
had ended by the close of the nineteenth century. Secondly, 
since the education was Western and therefore liberal in 
terms of the social structure fostered by Confucian thought,

27. "The Independent Served Pioneer in Korean 
Journalism, " o p . cTtT T p T T T T

28. "The Fusion of Korean Society," o p . cit.,
P* 341.



the traditional criterion for social differentiation were
being replaced by institutional-type loyalties such as
nationalism and role allocation according to merit rather
than merely on the basis of one’s family. The third
pillar of Yangban power to erode during this period was
that of widespread political apathy. While the Yangban
continued to supply the reasons for seeking reform in the
government, the population received from the missionaries
the tools for political agitation and organization. Thus
by 1904 all that Korea's commoners needed in order to
revolt against their oppressive rulers was a capable and
willing cadre of political activists around which to rally
and direct their energies against the champions of the Yi 

29dynasty.

29. "News Calendar," Korea Review, IV (January 
1904) , 25, 27 , 30. Also: IhidTTHiy 190^7, p. 217; Hulbert 
"The Internal Condition of'"Affairs in Korea," o p . cit., 
p V  163. • .



CHAPTER V

THE CONTEST FOR POPULAR SUPPORT

The opportunity for Korea's impoverished population 
to influence the.conduct of their government came in 1904 
just as Japan opened war with Russia and facilitated the 
return of Korea's progressive nationalists.

The subject of this chapter is that of the contest 
which occurred between the conservative and progressive 
wings of Korea's power elite during the years from 1904 to 
the middle of 1906 over the allegiance of the population.

As Russia's influence and concessions multiplied in 
Korea during the period 1898-1904, Japan maintained a 
constant yet cautious vigilance upon her close neighbor. 
Korea continued to be viewed as the weakest link in the 
Japanese defense program. By February 1904 Japan's govern
ment felt Russia had grown too powerful in Korea and was a 
serious threat to Japan's continued security. The two 
nations joined in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 to 
determine into which sphere of influence Korea was to rest. 
Immediately Japan dispatched forces to Korea and took steps 
to affirm her political superiority on the peninsula. The 
policy of balancing foreign interest had failed and once

62
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again Korea's traditional socio-political equilibrium was 
exposed to the enforcers of modernization.

This return of Japan's influence to Korea was at . 
first conducted in a.most careful manner. .To legalize her . 
military presence in Korea, the Protocol of February 23, 
1904 was concluded between the two governments. It 
authorized the occupation of strategic positions through
out the nation by the Japanese military forces. To guard 
against fears of colonization, Japan proclaimed itself 
defender of Korea and insured the territorial integrity and 
independence of Korea., Unlike the similar agreement of

11894, no demands for reform were presented at that time.
With Japan's.immediate concern being the defeat of

Russia and not the reform of Korea's government, the
continued Yangban rule of Korea seemed, at least for the
moment, a possibility. The champions of tradition had only
one pillar still supporting their superiority in society,
control of the nation's bureaucracy. Just how weak their
power basis had become by 1904 was revealed when to put an
end to the corrupt power clique of Yi Yong-ik, all that

2Japan had to do was put the man on a boat to Japan.

.. 1. Kim and Kim, op. cit. , pp. 121-122.
2. "News Calendar,” Korea Review, IV (February 

1904), 94.
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The Conservative Yangban Appeal 

.This action cleared the way for more nationalistic 
elite Yangban to assume leadership of Korea's government.
- These m e n , however, were conservative in that they 
cherished Confucian values but they were more honest in 
their conduct than the political opportunist of the 
previous six years. Moreover, these men who now gained 
cabinet posts in Seoul had a sincere desire to save their 
nation from humiliation and foreign economic exploitation. 
Such men as Yi Yong Ta and Yi To-ja, Min Yong-wan, and Yi 
Chi-yong had some knowledge of Western learning either from 
travel abroad as emissaries of the King or in the Western 
schools in Seoul. During the previous ten years they 
either remained muted or else their advise had not been 
heeded. At last they were in a position to effect some of 
the solutions they felt necessary to save Korea from her 
neighbors. Their first concern was protecting Korea's 
natural resources from exploitation by foreigners, 
especially the Japanese.

In March of 1904 the Japanese Board of Trade, a
private organization in Pusan, petitioned the Japanese

3 'Minister in Seoul for:
1. the revision of the February treaty
2. Japanese management of the Customs Service
3 . reform of agricultural methods

3. Ibid, (March 1904), 123.
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4. permission for foreigners to reside anywhere 

in the interior
5. the establishment of Japanese agricultural 

experimental stati ons in each of the 
thirteen provinces

6 . permission for Japanese boats to trade along - 
the Korean coast

7. district branches of Japanese banks .
8 . currency reform

Japanese were also demanding mining and railroad conces
sions, and in 1904 a private Japanese citizen named Nagamori 
proposed that all the uncultivated land in the country and
other national resources be thrown open to the Japanese

4residing in Korea.
To counter these efforts by Japanese subjects,

Korea’s ruling Yangban took some drastic and rather
revolutionary steps . Yi To-ja, former Foreign Minister and
then Vice-President of the Privy Council, organized a large
holding company to develop the mining and agricultural

5resources of the nation. A Yangban was publicly entering 
into commerce I That same month Yi To-ja and two fellow 
officials, Sin Keui-sun and Song Su-man, founded the Po-an

r
H oe, Promotion of Peace and Safety Society. Gathering 
about them other supporters in the government, they appealed 
to the Korean people to come from the farms and stage

4. George Kennan, "The Japanese in Korea," The 
; .Outlook (November.11, 1905) , pp. 611-612.

5. "News C a l e n d a r ,  ̂ Korea Review, IV (July 1904) ,
317 • m i J -

6 . Ibid., p. 318.



' . ' 66 
rallies in Seoul against the Japanese. At last Korea's 
Confucian-oriented rulers realized the importance of 
popular support as a source of strength for the nation.

But the Seoul officials had several handicaps which 
could not be immediately overcome. The first of these was 
that the commoners could not wipe away memory of centuries 
of exploitation and inefficient government by the elite 
Yangban, some of whom were now calling for the servants to 
support their masters. Moreover, Korean nationalism was 
still too weak at the time to forge Korea's people into a 
coalition against Japan. Nationalism was weak primarily 
because Korea's rulers had never fostered its growth 
through constructive action and good government within the 
nation and had suppressed its primary advocates, the 
Independence Club. Thus what relatively small support the 
Po-an Hoe was able to rally did not come anywhere near 
equaling the magnitude necessary to keep Korea's natural 
resources from foreign exploitation. An additional weak
ness of the officially supported societies such as the 
Po-an Hoe. was that they lacked any military means of 
protection. When Japan's military countered the efforts 
of the Po-an Hoe with force in July 1904, four of its
leaders were arrested without resisting, as neither arms

7nor public opinion could protect them.

7. Ibid., pp. 319-320.



The Nag amori- land scheme and other Japanese demands 
for economic concessions came to nought in the summer of 
1904 not because of Korean resistance to them but rather 
because Japan's government > for diplomatic reasons, did not 
vigorously support such demands at the time. \

The Appeal of the Pro-Japanese Progressives
In August. 1904 a second protocol was concluded 

between Korea and Japan. The terms of this pact permitted 
Japan to supervise the reform of Korea's financial and
foreign affairs ministries and to hire foreigners as

•'8 ■ advisers in the Korean government.
With Japan once again the dominant power in Korean 

politics and preparing the way for the complete reform and 
modernization of the Korean government, the united progres
sive Koreans ended their exile and returned to Korea during 
the fall of 1904.

Since 1896 this group had been awaiting such an 
opportunity. In the summer of 1901 they had been joined in 
Japan by the Tong Hak leaders Son Pyong-hi, Yi Yong-gu, and 
Song Pyong-jun. Also returning with them was the former 
Tong Hak follower Uchida Ryohei. Yi Yong-gu, with the 
advice of Uchida and the able assistance of the Japanese 
government, formed the II Chin Hoe or Single Advancement

8 . Kim and Kim, op. cit. , p . 123....
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9Society on September 1, 1904. . Its avowed purpose was to 

stabilize the Imperial House, provide for the security of 
life and property, and carry out Korea’ s promises to Japan 
through, reforms in the army and currency., '

Son Pyong-hi, principle figure in the Tong Hak 
organization' since the summer of 1898, returned to Korea 
at this same time. Earlier in the year he had ordered his 
agents in Korea to form the Chung Nip Hoe (Neutrality 
Society) to resist the Korean authorities in their collec
tion of taxes. Upon his return he ordered the organiza
tion’s name changed to the Chin Bo Hoe or Progressive 
Society. Already in alliance with the leaders of the I1 
Chin Hoe, he then merged his following with the II Chin 
society. To the Korean farmers the II Chin organization

liappeared to be the Tong Hak movement with only a new name. 
In other words, Korea's rural population saw the II Chin 
Hoe as a means through which to alleviate their suffering 
and end the oppressive reign of corrupt officials.

It was because of this that throughout the fall of 
1904 rumors were rampant in Seoul of thousands of men 
cutting off their hair and proclaiming membership in the II 
Chin Hoe. Groups of Korean farmers gathered in the provin
cial and district seats of government to demand an end to

9. Korea Review, IV (September 1904) , 410.
10. Benjamin B. Weems, o p . cit., pp. 53-55. .
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corruption in the government. From the south came reports

11of confused Tong Hak followers making II Chin banners.
By the end of October it was estimated that there were not 
less than 50,000 persons in the II Chin Hoe and thousands 
mote joining each week.^

Amidst these reports an imperial decree was issued 
ordering the II Chin and Chin Bo organizations to disband. 
The Emperor's wish was not respected and the people con
tinued to rally behind the II Chin banners. -A counter 
organization was quickly founded in Seoul. Calling itself 
the Kuk Min Hoe or National People's Society it called 
for:13

1. the upholding of the Imperial House
2 . the improvement of relations between upper

and lower classes
3. developing friendly relations with foreign 

powers
4. upholding domestic and international law
5. watchfulness against the men who had once

fled the country.
Apparently the Po-an and Kuk Min societies formed 

by the elite Yangban failed to rally the people to their 
support as the Korea Review remained mute on their 
activities during the fall of 1904 except to mention that 
the former official, Kyong Kuang-kuk was the president of

IT. "News Calendar," Korea Review, IV (September
1904) , 416.

.12. Ibid. (November 1904), p. 512.
13. Ibid. (September 1904) , p. 414.



the Kuk Min Hoe. Yet another organization to oppose the II 
Chin Hoe was f o m e d  in November. Called the Righteous 
Army, Hi Byong, it was under the control of corrupt 
officials in Seoul. It too seems not to have been joined 
by any significant number of commoners.

This rash of new political organizations was brought
to a rapid stop by General Hasegawa, commander of the
Japanese Army,, when he put the Japanese gendarme in charge
of policing Seoul. During the first days of 1905 a list of
regulations was issued by him requiring the permission of
the Japanese Army prior to the formation of any new

15organizations or mass demonstrations.
This struggle between the now nationalistic 

conservative political leadership and the progressive 
Korean reformers for the support of the Korean population 
continued throughout 1905.

The nationalistic organizations such as the Kuk 
Min Hoe, the Po-an Hoe, and Ui Byong (Righteous Army) 
suffered the stigma of being under the leadership of 
Korea's Yangban officials. Though the Kuk Min Hoe pro
claimed some very revolutionary social reforms and salva
tion of the nation, apparently. Korea's politically active 
population did not trust the word of their rulers to reform.

14. Ibid. (November 1904), p. 512.
15. Ibid. (January 1905), p. 13.
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While 'nationalism was an underlying theme of the officials' 
appeal to their subjects, either nationalism was too weak 
within the interior or else the farmers, felt the 11 Chin 
Hoe could better accomplish both ends. In brief, the 
Korean rulers had little hope of success in gaining 
popular support at the beginning of 1905.

- On the other hand, the progressives seemed to have 
all the advantages needed to win this contest. They were 
now united behind one banner and group of leaders. Japan 
was actively protecting their organization. Moreover, 
their promises of reform were successfully rallying the 
rural population to their side.

Yet there was one factor which neither side could 
control, the intercourse between Koreans and Japanese in 
Korea. This single factor proved the most significant in 
the contest for popular support.

The Determining Factors Japanese in Korea
• During the Tong Hak rebellion, Japanese soldiers

and civilians had entered the interior of Korea in large
numbers. Their reserved manner and honest conduct had
helped to modify the historic ill-feeling Koreans harbored

16for the Japanese since the invasions of 1592-98. While

16. Editorial Department, "The Nishi-Rosen 
Convention," op. cit., p. 192.
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addressing the Japanese Diet in 1895, Count Okuma re
ported,^ '

Whereas , at one time, Japanese could not travel 
or trade outside Seoul, Fusan, Jinsan, and 
Gensan, they are now welcomed throughout the 
eight provinces of the kingdom. At Pyeng-yang,

. which was at One time entirely deserted by
Japan, they can now. trade in safety. They also 
carry on their business as far north as Wiju on 
the Yalu River, which marks the Chinese boundary.

But as soon as Japan had won her victory against
China and the Japanese were then rapidly taking control of
Korea's foreign trade, the Korean Repository in an editorial
dated July 1895 noted that even Count Inoue, then Japan's
minister in Seoul, had become aware of the increasing

18arrogance among his countrymen in the capital. But then
came Japan's embarrassed retreat from Korea in 1896 and
Japanese were once again restricted to living and trading
in a few open ports. 'While this greatly reduced friction
between the two nationalities it did not prevent an ever-
increasing number of Japanese merchants from settling in
Korea. Those who entered Korea between 1896,and 1903.came
seeking to gain wealth quickly. Using unsavory methods in
dealing with the Koreans, they took advantage of the Korean

19people by selling inferior goods at inflated prices.

17. Ibid.
18. "Japanese Residents in Korea," Korean 

Repository, II (July 1895), 310.
19. Kennan, "The Japanese in Korea," op. cit.$

P- 613. ;.
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Moreover, the Japanese had both the capital and business
expertise to win out in competition with the few small
Korean merchants in the ports of Pyong Yang, In Chon,

20Mokpo, and Pusan. In the minds of those Koreans who came 
into contact with this small group of Japanese merchants 
there developed an image of all Japanese as being dishonest 
and arrogant.

By 1903 the Dai Ichi Ginko, a private Japanese 
bank, was the dominate financial institution in Korea with 
several branches serving the profitable needs of the 
Japanese traders. In league with these m e n , the bank 
advocated the replacement of the unstable Korean currency 
with banking notes of its own and Japanese script.
Japanese began to counterfeit Korean coins and use them in 
their business transactions with the Koreans. As the 
government in Seoul was then incapable of effective action, 
due to rampant corruption, the Korean merchants and 
customers took matters into their own hands. The trading 
ports became the setting for frequent riots and murders as 
each nationality sought revenge for the other's mi she-
i . 2 1navior.

With the return of Japanese diplomatic and military 
supremacy to Korea in February 1904, several additional

20. Asakawa, op. cit. , p. 14.
21. "News Calendar," Korea Review, III (July 1903) , 316. _ _ _ _ _ _
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ports were opened for trade to Japanese subjects. .The 
number of Japanese in Korea rapidly grew in direct propor
tion to the increase of. their nation's influence on the 

22peninsula. Soon the entire country was open to Japanese 
traders as their government's army arid naval forces took up 
positions in the interior and in all of Korea's ports.

.Japan's citizens made some very bold demands for 
concessions but these had come to nought. The Japanese 
army, on the other haridhad no difficulty gaining permis
sion to construct rail arid telegraph lines running through 
the entire length of the country. In March the construc
tion of a line running north from Seoul to the Chinese

23border at Wiju was begun. While its initial purpose was 
one of serving the needs of the Japanese army, it was of 
enormous potential value in terms of the economic develop
ment of Korea's rural regions. At first, however, it meant 
to the people of Korea only additional cause for distrusting 
the Japanese.

The first problem caused by the building of the 
railroad was the need to conscript Korean laborers. 
Interpreting the Protocol of February 1904 as a permit to 
demand complete compliance with their wishes, the Japanese 
officers in charge of hiring Korean workers issued instead

22. .Ibid., IV (March 1904), 121. 
vf ;■ 23. Ibid. , p. 127.



quotas to local magistrates demanding the voluntary or 
forceful fulfillment of such quotas. This led to direct 
interference by the Japanese military in the local govern
ments. Though by no means a widespread practice, the 
Japanese military in Wonsan went to the extreme of 
replacing an uncooperative magistrate with their own 
appointee.̂  The Korean government protested to no avail.

As for the workers themselves, they were forced to 
endure hardships without any means for redress. Working in 
gangs, the laborers were unwillingly isolated from their 
families, who relied upon their labor for the spring 
planting. Though wages were officially far higher than 
normal for such employment, either Korean foremen "squeezed"
those under them in exchange for various privileges or else

0 5the Japanese army failed to pay the workers at all.
Since construction was not limited solely to rail

roads but also included the building of barracks, telegraph 
and telephone lines as well as port facilities, the number 
of Korean workers who either experienced or learned of such 
maltreatment while in the employment of Japanese was indeed 
large. Beginning with the Seoul-Wiju railroad in March
1904, construction reached its height in the spring of
1905. The Japanese government invested some 38 million yen

24. Ibid. (May 1904), p. 200.
25. Ladd, op. cit., p . 264.
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in military facilities during 1905.^  While in economic 
terms this certainly could be interpreted as a boom in the: 
Korean economy, the price in terms of its adverse effect 
upon the relationship between the Japanese and Koreans is 
immeasurable.

The second problem created by this large building 
program was that of land. As mentioned earlier, the 
Nagamori land scheme to open Korea's uncultivated areas to 
exploitation by the Japanese had already caused great 
tension between the two peoples during the summer of 1904. 
The Korean people were therefore justly suspicious of any 
attempt by the Japanese to gain control of land in their 
country. The Japanese military establishment not only 
augmented such fears but conducted itself in such a manner 
as to affirm these fears. Sacrificing the cooperation of 
the Korean people for the sake of military considerations 
and speed, the Seoul-Wiju line was pushed into the con
struction phase with little provision for the payment of 
the farmers for the loss of their homes and crops..

But even when the military urgency of war decreased 
at the beginning of 1905, the Japanese army continued its 
arrogant attitude toward those either living on desirable 
land or else holding title to it. As the army settled into 
more permanent facilities late in the winter of 1904-05,

26. Japan Year Book Office, The Japan Year Book of 
1906 (Tsukiji, Tokyo: 1906), p. 538.
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the issue of land focused in and around the cities of Pyong 
yang, Won san, and Seoul.

The Japanese military commander in Pyong yang asked 
the Japanese ministry in Seoul, not the Korean government, 
for permission to requisition in February 1905 a large
S  ■ ■ . ■ ■ -piece of land in that city. It was to serve as the site
for the military headquarters of the Japanese army in
northern Korea. The population immediately joined their
government in protesting this request as the temple of

27Korea's first emperor, Kija, was. located on the land. 
Similar: cases occurred in Won san, where military 
authorities merely surveyed areas and then posted signs 
claiming the land as restricted areas and requiring all 
inhabitants of the area, to vacate their homes immediately 
as they were to be torn down. The same was done in Yong 
san, a suburb of Seoul, and several other localities. The 
Korea Review recorded numerous such incidents throughout 
the spring and summer of 1905. In each case the land was 
paid for after some delay but those who lived or farmed

28the land were forced to evacuate without any compensation.
According to the Japanese government, the amount 

of land either bought or requisitioned by the Japanese

27. "News Calendar,Korea Review, V (March1905), 115. — —  —
■ 28. See the monthly '"News Calendar" of the Korea 

Review, V (January-August 1905).



military during the period 1904-05 amounted to some 10
9Qmillion tsubo.

Public Land Private Land Payment
Place (tsubo) (tsubo) (Yen)

Yong San 519,290 900,710 101,956
Pyong Yang 7.3,494 1,986,506 160,960
Shin Wiju . 821,851 : 28,149 . 1,689
Of the original 10 million- tsubo of land taken by the army,
5,670,000 tsubo were either restored to their owners or

30transferred to the railroad. Of this amount, 973,540
tsubo of land were transferred to the railroad for stations,
of which 787,126 tsubo of land was privately owned. For
this property the owners received 60,453 yen. In addition
to the army land, 10,068,154 tsubo of private land was
taken over by the railroads with payment said to be
590,605 yen. The Japanese Navy requisitioned some
4,391,304 tsubo of private land at Chin-Kai Bay. Almost
two years later, in April 1907 , the owners received payment

31for their land. No mention is made of compensation for 
the loss of crops, homes, and time suffered by the Korean 
people. Nor is any mention made of the number of graves 
destroyed by the Japanese. Needless to say, the people of 
Korea could not help feeling that the Japanese and those

29. Annual Report for 1909, p. 21



loyal to them had come not to aid their country but to 
exploit it.

Unfortunately such activities on the part of the
Japanese in Korea during 1905 were not limited to trade and
the purchase of land. The Korean peninsula is very rich
in mineral wealth such as gold, iron, and coal. Mining was

: a major means of livelihood for many farmers in their spare
time and they set up mining operations throughout the 

- 3 2country. During the years 1898-1903 several large mining
concessions were granted to American, German, and French
companies to mine Korea's gold and silver deposits. Their
activities did not, however, interfere with those of the
Koreans. The. Korean miners continued to mine without being
required to gain their government's permission. Though the
government officials were indeed profiting from the granting
of a limited number of mining concessions to foreigners
other than Japanese , no Koreans suffered a loss of their
source of income. Many, in fact, quite willingly left
their farms to work at the foreign concessions.

But with the return of Japanese influence to Korea
and after the Nagamori land proposal became known, the
Korean government ceased issuing mining concessions to all ; 

33foreigners. Then the situation was drastically altered

32. Allen, op. cit. , p. 149.
% : . V33. "Consular Report," House Documents , Volume 53 

(April-June. 1904), 505. . —
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in the summer of 1905. In August all mining activities 
were ordered halted by the Japanese advisers in the Korean 
government. New regulations for mining were issued and the 
local. Korean officials ordered to enforce them. The 
regulations stated that:

1. .When Japanese or other foreigners wish con
cessions for Korean, mines, permission must 
be had from the Japanese.Minister.

2. No concessions will be granted except for 
- vbonafide mining purposes.

3. Rates for concessions and taxes on mines 
will be increased•

4. Koreans may get concessions from their 
government, providing they are not associ
ated with foreigners in the project. ■34

The Korean government, now with the support of its subjects,
refused to implement these rules and all the mines tech-

35■nically became government property.
Resistance to these measures was overcome in July

1906, when the General Mining and Placer Mining laws we re
compiled and put into effect by the Japanese Residency 

’ 36General in Korea. Applications for mining concessions by 
foreigners were accepted. Though proclaimed as a measure 
to eliminate corruption and inefficiency in the Mining. 
Bureau of the Korean government, these laws in effect turned 
Korea's mining industry into a Japanese-dominated industry.

34. "News Calendar," Korea Review, V (August 
1905), 316. ~ -

35. Ladd, op. cit., p. 311.
36. Ibid., p. 312.
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Of the 361 concessions granted by the end of 1907, 285 went
to Japanese, 47 to Koreans, and 29 to persons of other 

37nationalities. At the same time Korea became Japan's
38major supplier of gold bullion.

Fishing was another industry lost by the Korean 
people to their neighbors. While Japan had granted Korean 
fishermen rights to fish in Japanese waters just as 
Japanese nationals were permitted free access to Korean 
waters, Korea's fishermen were poor and thus did not have 
the boats for lengthy fishing trips. The following chart 
illustrates the "equality" between the two nationalities, in 
this industry by 1907 . ̂

The Fishing Industry of Korea, 1907
Persons Boats Value of Catch

Japanese 16,644 3,898 3,777,860 yen
Koreans 68,520 12,412 3,139,100 yen

Although Japanese merchants, miners, fishermen, and 
soldiers rapidly increased in number between the years 
1904 to 1906, no system for regulating their conduct was 
then in existence. While a few consulates in the port 
cities had jurisdiction over Japanese nationals, Korean law

37. Annual Report for 1908, p. 149.
38. Foreign Trade of Japan, A Statistical Survey 

(Tokyo; The OrTentaT Economist", 1935) , p. 587.
39. Annual Report for 1908, p. 157.
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did not apply to the Japanese. Yet Koreans involved in
disputes with, a Japanese subject were tried and punished by
Japanese authorities. As a result, the Korean people
resorted to violence as a means of enforcing some restraint
on their visitors. It was not until the arrival of Ito
Hirobumi as Governor General in 1906 that Imperial Ordinance
Number 166 established a judicial system for the Japanese
in Korea.^ By this time, however, Koreans and Japanese
shared an intense mutual hatred.

■ Whereas in July 1895 the number of Japanese in
Korea had totaled only 6,988 in the three ports of Seoul,

/ *|
Chemmulpo, and Pusan, by the end of 1907 this number had
increased to 126,168 persons plus two and one-half divisions

42of the Japanese Army. Though the Japanese government 
cannot be accused of attempting1 to colonize Korea with its 
surplus population, it did not, on the other hand, prevent 
such colonization from taking place. Nor can one say that 
Japan initially was interested in Korea because of economic 
motives. Yet, by the end of 1906, the relatively small 
Japanese minority in Korea's population of some 10 million

40. U. S. Department of State, Papers Relating to 
the Foreign Relations of the United StatesJ/Washington,
D. C .; U. S. Government Printing Office, 1907), pp. 1039- 
1041. Hereafter cited as U. S. Foreign Relations.

41. • "Japanese Residents in Korea," op. cit.,
p . .318.

42. Annual Report for 1908, p. 6.
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did dominate the foreign trade and the internal price and 
wage structure in Korea* It controlled the Korean 
currency through the Dai Ichi Ginko which by that time had 
become the central goyernment bank in the country.
Japanese citizens dominated the mining, fishing, and whole
sale industries of Korea. Although of minor importance in 
comparison to the value of agriculture, domination of such 
means of livelihood meant less opportunity for the Koreans 
to benefit from their nation's economic development. 
.Moreover, all of the communications and transportation 
facilities in the nation were by then in the hands of 
Japanese owners and operators. A great deal of land had 
also fallen under Japanese ownership or supervision. While 
all this made for very good statistical data with which to 
prove that the economy was indeed undergoing very, rapid and 
profitable expansion, such figures fail.to reveal the loss 
of homes, jobs, and even lives suffered by the Korean 
population.

The increase of Japanese in Korea during.1904 and 
1905 thus fanned .the previously gradual growth of Korean 
nationalism into a something resembling a brush fire. 
Wherever Japanese traveled during these years they left 
behind smoldering sparks of nationalism which soon 
enveloped the Korean population in a firey love of their 
nation. Thus by the end of 1905 Korean nationalism was 
rapidly on the rise throughout the nation. It was a
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nationalism, born out of a hatred of Japanese and anyone: 
associated with them.

.The intensification and spread of Korean nationalism 
paralleled the contest between the conservative and progres
sive wings of Korea's political leadership. When the
protectorate treaty of November 17, 1905 was signed in

4 3  'Seoul making Korea a protectorate of Japan, Korea's 
rulers and subjects banded together to protest the treaty. 
.Their demonstration was of no effect because the capital 
was under .Japanese martial l a w . ^  But the tide of popular 
sympathy had turned toward Korea's traditional rulers.

• •When the II Chin Hoe publicly announced its support 
of the treaty, the more nationalistic faction of the 
organization, the Chin Bo Hoe, under Song Pyung-hi, divorced 
itself from the pro-Japanese organization in December
1905.^ Already by the latter half of .1905 the monthly 
"News Calendar" of the Korea Review reported a series of 
incidents between II Chin and Tong Hak followers. People 
who had cut off their top knots to symbolize their break 
with tradition and membership in the avowedly pro-Japanese 
II Chin Hoe became the target of violent attacks by persons 
condoning their action as patriotic. The progressives who

43. Kim and Kim, op. cit. , p. 121.
44. Ibid., p. 178.
45. "News Calendar," Korea Review, V (December 

1905). . — —
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filled the Cabinet by the fall of 1905 became known as the 
"Five Traitors." Even today their names are pronounced by 
the Koreans with unsuppressible disgust.

In other words, Korean society by the end of 1905 
was dividing itself on the basis of nationalism rather than 
class identification Or attitudes toward modernization.
The majority, of politically active Koreans shifted their 
support away from the leaders of reform, who were now 
considered pro-Japanese traitors, and toward the long 
despised yet seemingly patriotic elite Yangban. Having 
thus lost their reform-minded leaders, Korea's commoners 
became a confused and leaderless multitude during the 
winter of 1905-06.

Whereas Korea's ruling elite had been unable to 
rally their subjects behind them in 1904, the activities of 
the Japanese in the country forced the Korean population 
into an awareness of their national identity and directly 
contributed to the rise of at least a crude form of 
nationalism. Though not yet in full support of their 
rulers, the commoners now had a sense of loyalty to their 
nation which moved their sympathies from one of opposition 
to one of cooperation with their rulers.



CHAPTER VI

JAPAN AND THE DEMISE OF THE TRADITIONAL 
SOCIO-POLITICAL EQUILIBRIUM

As Japan's soldiers and merchants were alienating 
the general population and causing them to dislike anyone 
and anything associated with Japan between the years 1904 
and 1906, Japanese-enforced ref orms were rapidly eroding 
the conservative elite Yangban's last remaining pillar of 
authority, control of the nation's bureaucracy. .The 
traditional socio-political equilibrium, in other words, 
was on the verge of complete destruction by the summer of
1906.

■ The Fall of the Elite Yangban 
Japan had initiated a new wave of reforms in the 

fall of 1904 under the authority granted by the helpless 
Korean monarch in the Protocol of August, 1904. In 
accordance with this agreement, Japan was given total 
control over Korea's foreign relations and permitted to 
position its advisers in the Ministry of Finance and the 
Police Bureau.^ Mr. Megata, formerly of Japan's Finance 
Ministry, became vice-minister of Finance in the fall of
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1904. He placed Korea on the gold standard and then

o.proceeded to reorganize the ministry under him. In the
process, several Yangbans were discharged and Korea's

3finances put into some order at long last. Mr. Stevens,
also a former employee of the Japanese government and later
assassinated by Koreans in the United States, became the

4adviser to Korea's Foreign Affairs Ministry. Mr.
Maruyama arrived in February, 1905 to begin advising the
Korean Police after some months of clumsy direction under

5the Japanese Garrison Commander.
By March, 1905 Korea had a balanced budget, and a 

completely reorganized central administration and appeared 
to be on the path toward rapid political modernization.
But to the Seoul population and especially the political 
elite, all that appeared to be happening was the Japanese 
infiltration of Korea's government. In that month the 
•number of officials in the central administration had been 
reduced from 751 to 571.^ The reduction was, however, only 
in the number of Korean officials in the administration for 
as soon as a Korean was discharged with a severance

2. Ladd, op. cit., p. 318.
3. "News Calendar," Korea Review, V (February 

1905), 80. : ~ ; ”
4. - Ibid., p. 119.
5. •Ibid., p. 75. . .
6 . Annual Report for 1907, p. 17.
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allowance, twice as many Japanese officials replaced him.
..For example, in February, 1905 Mr. Maruyama became the
adviser to the Korean Police. He then hired Mr. Hurogawa

"1as an interpreter who then hired two more assistants.
Already by that time Japan had two secretaries and four
clerks in each cabinet office in addition to the Vice-
Minister and one-third of the secretaries and clerks in

8each department of the ministries. In reality, therefore, 
Japanese subjects were replacing Korean Yangban at a very 
rapid rate. Moreover, instead of training or even advising 
Korea's officials in new administrative skills, the Yangban 
were merely being discharged from their only source of 
livelihood.

This "reform and modernization" of the Korean 
government intensified after the signing of the Protec
torate Treaty in September, 1905. The treaty made Korea 
a protectorate of Japan and authorized the establishment of 
a Residency-General to supervise Korea's political modern
ization. According to Imperial Ordinance Number 267 of the 
Japanese government, the duties of the Residency-General 
were to include control over Korea's foreign affairs, 
supervision over all affairs in Korea, authority to make 
use of the Japanese garrison forces as he deemed necessary,

7. ■ Korea Review, V (February 1905), 76, 78-79.
8 . .Annual Report for 1907, p. 18.



direction of the imperial officials and all others in the
Korean government, issuance of ordinances with limited
punitive provisions, and suspension of any order or
measure of any department in the Korean government.
-Issued on December 20, 1905, this Japanese law, in effect,
ended Korea's independence and served as the constitution

9for a Japanese government in Korea. Thus by the end of
1905, Korea's population arrived at the consensus that 
"progress" meant, in reality, Japanese imperialism.'
-Whereas reform had once meant a powerful way to alleviate 
Yangban oppression and thereby improve their life circum
stances, as was the case during the Tong Hak rebellion and 
until the end of 1904, Korea's population was aware by the 
close of .1905 that progress had reversed its meaning. From 
that time until the end of Japanese imperialism in 1945, 
Japanese-supported modernization took on the meaning of 
exploitation and oppression. Independence, and not reform, 
became the primary task at hand, demanded by the rapidly 
developing mass nationalism of the period. As the con
servative Yangban agreed with this trend of popular 
opinion, it was inevitable by December, 1905 that they 
would soon join with their subjects in opposition to both 
their major antagonists, reform and Japan.

9. Hioki to U. S. Secretary of :Statej January 19,
1906, U. S. Foreign Relations, p.. 1025.



. : 90
Ito Hirobumi as the Governor-General of Korea
Into this sea of nationalism jumped Ito Hirobumi.

■ In November, 1905 he had been appointed as the first 
Governor-General in Korea. His apparent ignorance of 
Korean nationalism and of the problems he was soon to face 
is revealed in a speech he made on November 30, 1905 about 
Japan's role in Korea,

. ,She [Korea] will be assisted and led along the 
paths of gradual progress and everything savoring 
■of precipitate pressure will be avoided. . . .
There can, however, be no error in explicitly 
asserting that the policy of the Governor-General 
wiil not be in any sense revolutionary, but will 
be one of gradual progress. . . . Hence it becomes
inevitable to adapt toward the Government [of 
Korea] measures of a more or less compulsory 
nature. . , . The [Korean] people, however, are 
eminently peaceful and quiet and toward them, 
therefore, the policy pursued must be one of 
gentle persuasion.10

This speech is representative of the numerous 
speeches he made to the foreign diplomatic corps, the 
Japanese and. Korean governments as well as to the people of 
Korea.^ While the speeches may have assuaged any fears of 
Japanese imperialism harbored at the time by Western 
diplomats, nothing Ito said pacified the passions of 
Korean nationalism. In the next few pages let us compare 
Ito1s words with his actions of 1906 and 1907.

10. Wilson to Secretary of State, ibid., p..1028.
11. See Ladd, loc. cit. The book was written 

while Ladd was a guest and an informal adviser to Ito 
during his first year as Resident-General.
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What did ''gradual progress" come to mean for the

Korean official? One year after Ito assumed his position
as Governor-General, 40,7% of all government officials in

12the "Korean" government were Japanese. Literally 
thousands of Yangban, corrupt or otherwise, had lost their 
jobs with neither skills necessary to enter other occupa
tions nor training, programs through which to gain such 
skills. As of November, 1907, 4,126 Korean officials 
during the preceding ten months had been dismissed. To
help them adjust, they were given a severance allowance in 

13January, 1908. Japanese supervisors and advisers such as
tax assessors and councillors, i.e., police inspectors,
were stationed in each of Korea's thirteen provincial
capitals. While official salaries were raised, Japanese
advisers received 50% higher incomes due to the hardships

14of the environment. In the Communications Bureau,
"gradual progress" came to mean that 577 Koreans worked as
mail carriers together with 814 Japanese subjects. In the
Railway Bureau of the Governor-General's administration,

151,000 Koreans served as '"laborers and petty employees."
As Koreans were discharged to lessen the financial

12. Kim and Kim, op. cit. , p. 150.
13. Annual Re po r t for 1908, p. 34.
14. Annual Report for 1907 , PP . 18, 19, 39
15. Annual Repo rt for 1908, P. 9.
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obligations of the central government, Japanese.were hired 
as advisers with wages 50% higher than their Korean 
counterparts -. Another economy measure was the reduction 
of ceremonies from 792 to 201. The number of superintend
ents at shrines or temples was reduced from 354. to 253. 
Groundkeepers were reduced from 3,400 to 5 0 0 . ^  But at the 
same time as all this "reducing" was going on, the budget 
of the‘Imperial Household rose from 727 ,000 yen in 1906 to 
1,300 >000 in 1907 and fixed at 1,500 ,000 yen in 1908.^
Supplementing this progress was the construction of an Art

18Museum and Zoological Gardens at a cost of 150,000 yen.
Ito's "gradual progress" thus came to mean loss of 

employment to both Yangban and commoner alike. It meant 
that even those officials wishing to reform their ways were 
given neither the opportunity nor the training necessary to 
do so. Instead of modernizing the criterion for political 
role allocation, the Japanese used political sympathies or 
nationality, rather than skill and ability, to replace 
ascription-oriented criteria for political office. The 
most obvious example of this was the appointment of Song

16. Ibid., p. 34.
17. Ibid., p. 37.
18. Ibid., p. 35.
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Pyong-yun, leader of the II Chin Hoe, to the post of Home

19Affairs Minister on June 6, 1908.
Moreover, the Korean people were expected to carry

the largest portion of the cost for Ito's "gradual
progress." Ito stated on February 3, 1906, that

. . . it would be by no means a wise arrangement
that she [Japan] should shoulder Korea's various
expenditures which are destined to grow hereafter 
larger and larger, and that they should be 
imposed on our people. Therefore it is essential 
that we should make the Koreans gradually increase 
.their financial strength and should devise means 
for getting the people of Korea themselves to 
bear, as far as possible, the expenses of all 
Korean undertakings.20

It should be noted that at the beginning of his speech Ito
stated, "The poverty of the Koreans is a matter of universal

21knowledge . . . ."
Once again "gradual" is the key word. During 

Ito's first year as Governor-General, the amount of land 
registered for taxes doubled and by 1907 was 48% of Korea's 
total tax revenue. Also during 1907, the number of houses
registered for taxes doubled from 741,268 to 1,556,419.

9 9This was from a low of 454,829 in 1904. Although the
reformers could claim to have greatly reduced corruption 
       -

19. Ibid., p. 36.
20. Wilson to Secretary of State, February 3,

1906, U. S. Foreign Relations, p. 1030.
21. Ibid.
22. Annual Report for 1908, pp. 91, 94.



and increased efficiency in Korea's government, these same 
measures more than doubled the official tax burden on the 
population even when "squeezing" is taken into account.

But as Koreans lost government employment and faced
very rapid increases in their taxes, Korean income came
nowhere near increasing in proportion to these added
burdens. Furthermore, these "gradual increase in ability
to pay" taxes paralleled Japanese civilians' rampant
exploitation of Korea's natural resources. In other words,
the Korean people had access to income in only one major
industry at the time, agriculture. How could the Koreans
increase their ability to finance modernization when they
lacked the capital and skills with which to increase
agricultural production and facilitate produce distribution
when the sources for capital such as foreign trade, mineral
wealth, and financial institutions were dominated by the
Japanese? Governor-General Ito seems not to have given
the matter much thought when he said,

The population of our country shows a very 
rapid rate of increase and it is natural that 
this increment should overflow [to] Korea.
Above all, when the various enterprises in 
that country [Korea] reach a stage of develop
ment it is quite evident that we shall witness 
a very great addition to the number of our 
people going there as compared with to-day.23

23. Wilson to Secretary of State, February .3,
1906, U. S. Foreign Relations, p. 1030.
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Ito knew his people well but he had much to learn

about the "eminently peaceful and quiet". Korean people.
Beginning in the summer of 1906, Ito and his colleagues
began to learn.

• Control of the bureaucracy, the last pillar upon
which Yangban rule and the traditional socio-political
equilibrium, had depended, was almost gone by June of 1906.
As the Yangban officials tumbled from power in 1905 and
1906, they saw their subjects rising up in a wave of
protest against.Japan. The unity of Korea's traditionally
separated social classes was consummated in the spring of
1906 as Confucian scholars and Yangban officials joined any

0 4commoners seeking to rebel against the Japanese. This
unity manifested itself in the "Righteous Army,"1' which
gradually spread across Korea during the summer of 1906 and

25attacked both Japanese subjects and pro-Japanese Koreans. 
The Korean people now discovered what Ito had meant by 
"gentle persuasion" in his speech of November 30, 1905.
The Japanese Garrison forces, with the aid of some Korean 
troops, quickly suppressed the rebellious bands. By the 
spring of 1907 the insurrection seemed to have run out of 
vigor and new recruits. But the unity of the Korean people

24. Lee Chong-sik, op. cit., pp. 75-76. Also:
"News Calendar," Korea Review, VlTJuly 1906) , 272, 275.

25. Kim and Kim, op. cit., p . 198. Also: Korea 
Review, VI (November 1906), 475.
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increased in its intensity of commitment. Even the Korean
emperor was in contact with this underground movement of

26Yangban and subjects < By July> 1907, Ito found friendly
persuasion ineffective with the Korean emperor and forced
him to abdicate on July 18, 1907. On August 1, 1907 the
Korean Army was disbanded and the purge of unsympathetic

- 27Yangban officials from their post was intensified. At 
the same time, membership in the '"Righteous Army" vastly 
increased and the number of attacks on the Japanese 
Garrison Army increased directly in proportion to the

28ruthlessness of its methods of suppressing the rebels.
It would take four years and several divisions of the 
Japanese Army to suppress the rebellion and persuade the 
Koreans to accept Japan's "modernization" of their 
country.

Conclusion
The significance of the "Righteous Army'" rebellion 

is that it represented all strata of Korean society from 
the Emperor down through the Yangban class to the lowest

29of commoners. The traditional socio-political equilibrium

27. Lee Chong-sik, o p . cit. , pp. 78-79.
28. Kim and Kim, op. cit., pp. 204-205. For 

details of rebellion in addition to this source seet 
F. A. McKenzie, The Tragedy of Korea (London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, 1908)1 Chapters 16-18; Annual Report for 1908- 
1909, pp. 68-83. ~  ~ ; "

29. Lee Chong-sik, op. cit., pp. 82, 84-85.



had collapsed and its champions were fighting their last 
struggle to revive it. The Yangban scholars and officials 
and the power elite among them had turned to their subjects 
for support too late to save either themselves or their 
nation. Trapped by their Confucian education and their 
boundless greed, their champions such as the Tae Won-gun 
and Queen Min had turned to China for salvation from their 
"subjects during the Tong Hak rebellion and then to Russia 
to save themselves from the Japanese supported and progres
sive Yangban.

After emerging as victors in the upheaval of 1894- 
96, the dynasty's loyal officials created a new shield 
against the instigators of reform. Returning to their 
corrupt and inefficient ways, they sacrificed national 
security for their own greed. In destroying the first 
nationalistic movement to emerge from within the nation 
and to have popular support, they crippled Korea's ability 
to defend itself from foreign aggression. They failed to 
channel their subjects' desire for change and their rising 
sense of nationalism, into a constructive program of 
modernization and self-strengthening. By this failure 
they united Korea's progressive political leaders in a 
coalition with Japan. With their continued misconduct 
these same men pushed their subjects into contact with an 
alien system of thought and values. As a result, the 
conservative Yangban debased their own basis of authority
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while doing little to provide for the security of their 
nation.

Thus by the beginning of 1904, Yangban ascendancy 
. was a myth of power precariously balanced upon the last 
remaining pillar of the bureaucracy. When Japan and the 
united Korean progressives threatened this last bastion of 
Yangban rule, the champions of tradition turned to their 
people for support. They did so not so much out of concern 
for.their nation but out of selfish motives. With China 
rapidly crumbling into chaos, Russia entangled in war, and 
the other Western powers disinterested or committed in 
other areas of the world, Korea's rulers had no potential 
allies other than their subjects. But the hour was too 
late. Korea's masses did not immediately come to the 
rescue of either their nation or its inept rulers. The 
memories of oppression and exploitation by their masters 
was still too vivid in their minds. But as the Japanese 
swept across the nation and sparked a brush fire of 
nationalism by alienating the native population, Korea's 
subjects also found no other leaders to turn to for . 
salvation from Japanese progress except their own odious 
masters. The union of Korea's social classes thus evolved 
out of a realization that both major classes in Korean 
society needed one another. A mutual hatred for Japan 
became the bond which finally bridged the traditional gap 
of loyalties between ruler and subject. As the "Righteous
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Army" provided the avenue through which this mass 
nationalism could express itself, Japan's efforts to 
pacify the "army" intensified and spread the unity between 
ruler and subject.

But mass nationalism had come too late to save 
Korea from Japan. While it is true that Japan was respon
sible for the death of Korea's independence in 1910, the 
last rulers of the Yi dynasty share this responsibility.
It was they who were responsible for Korea's negative 
response to the coming of the West and Japan. Rather than 
modernize and strengthen the nation, they chose to fight 
all advocates of change in order to preserve the tradi
tional socio-political equilibrium and their dominant 
position in it.

For too long Japan and such men as Ito Hirobumi 
have been blamed for the annexation of Korea in 1910.
While it is true that Ito Hirobumi can be justly accused 
of having pursued the politics of hypocracy, he paid the 
supreme price for this when assassinated in 1909. On the 
other hand, Japan was definitely intent on making Korea a 
colony by 1907 but it is also evident that Korea's 
political elite had done very little and too late to save 
their nation. Thus for both these reasons the people of ■ 
Korea suffered an immeasurable price in life and freedom. 
They continued to suffer oppressive rule because although 
Japan had destroyed the traditional socio-political
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equilibrium, it had erected in its place a similar system 
of rule in which all. that actually had changed was the 
replacement of Yangban supremacy with that of Japanese 
dictatorship. This "hew" socio-political equilibrium 
endured until 1945 when it was destroyed by Japan's defeat 
in World War II. In short, Japan did not modernize Korea's 
social and political institutions. The people of Korea are 
today still involved in that task. They will succeed if 
unhindered by other nations.



REFERENCES

Books ' •
Asakawa, K. The Russo-Japanese Conflicts Its Causes and 

Issues. Boston; Houghton Mifflin and Company,
• T3U47~

Conroy, Francis Hi lory. The Japanese Seizure of Korea,
1868-T910. Phila’deIphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1^60.

•Fairbank, John, Edward Reischauer, and Albert Craig. East 
Asia, The M odern Transformation. Boston: Houghton 

. HijfFlin Company! 19651 ~~™
Foreign Trade of Japan, A Statistical Survey. Tokyo: The 

Orienta1 Ecohdmis t , 19351
Governor General. Annual Reports on Reforms and Progress 

in Korea, 1^9071 1908-19091 " S e o u T T H W E T T ^ D ^ !  “
Hamilton, Angus. Korea. New York: Charles Scribner's 

Sons, 1904 . .
Henderson, Gregory. Korea: Politics of the V ortex.

Cambridge: Harv arh^’llhTv e rsi tyPras s , 1'9"6 8 7
Japan Year Book Office. The Japan Year Book of 1906. 

Tsukiji, Tokyo: llTDfTT^"
Kim, C . I. Eugene and Han-Kyo Kim. Korea and the Politics 

of Imperialism 1876-1910. BerEeTeyl University* of 
^-g^Yfornia Press ,"”1967 .”’

Ladd, George T. In Korea with.Marquis Ito. New York:
C. Scribner's Sons, I90B1

Lee Chong-sik. The Politics of Korean Nationalism.
Berkeley! University of California Press, 1963.

McKenzie, F. A. The Tragedy of Korea. London: Hodder & 
Stoughton, T 9 D 8 .

Nelson, Frederick M. Korea and the Old Order in Eastern 
Asia. Baton Rouge: 'Louisiana"State University" . 
Press, 1945.



Sands, William F. Undiplomatic Memories. New York; 
Whittlesey Nouse, T53T)T " "

U . S .  Department of State. Papers Relating to the Foreign 
Relations of the Uniteo~STates'. Washingtdn7 D. C.: 
U . ■ S . Ghvernment Printing-0'f flee , 1907 .

Weems, Benjamin B . Reform, Rebellion, and the Heavenly 
■ W ay. Tubs on: Univer sT ty^ of~ Ari zona Press,”1^54.

Weems , Clarence (ed. ) . Hulbert's History of Korea, II.
New York: Rout ledge and Kegan’TPauTj 1962.^

’ Articles
Allen, Horace M. "Consular Report Number 24," Korean 

Repository, V (April 1898) , 146-149.
"Consular Report," House Documents, Volume 53 (April-June 

1904) , 505.’  ............ -
"Continued Progress," Korean Repository, II (July 1895) , 

"265-266.
Editorial Department. "Dr. Philip Jaisohn," Korean 

Repository, V (June 1898), 190-193.
"He is a Farmer," Korean Repository, V (June 

, . 1^98), 229-234.
 ■  ___. "Great Changes in the Korean Government,"

Korean Repository, II (March 1895), 111-118.
' - "Korea's New Responsibility," Korean

Repository, V (April 1898), 146-147.
"Life in the Interior," Korean Repository, V

-  (April 1898), 160. ,
. "The Nishi-Rosen Convention," Korean 

Repository, V (May 1898), 192.
Untitled article, Korean Repository, V (April 

~ ' ms), 159.
"The Fallow Lands," Korea Review, IV (August 1904), 345- 

350. “  ™



103
'"The Fusion of Korean Society,1' Korea Review, IV (August 

1904), 338-350. ”” "
Han Woo-keun. 1lThe Stratification of the Yi Dynasty

Society and the Process of Its Change," Korean
. Affairs, II (1963), 38-43.

Hulbert, Homer B . "The Aiun," Korea Review, IV (February
1904) , 63-67. ' ' . ; ™ " —  —

wThe A ]u n ,11 Korea Review, IV (June 1904) , 
2% 9-2 5 5 . .

. "The Independence Club," Korean Repository, V 
   (December 1898), 281-287 .

. "The Independence Club and Vice-President of 
the Privy Council," Korean Repository, V (August 
1898), 270-272.

■- "The Internal Condition of Affairs in Korea,"
Korea Review, IV (April 1904) , 163-164.

■ ' . * "Korean Reforms," Korean Repository ,11
TTanuary 1895), 1-9.

"Modern Korea," Korea Review, IV (June 1904) ,~~~ " 2^7-289. _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

.. "Modem Korea," Korea Review, IV (August 
”  I % 4 )  , 364-378.

■"The Independent Served Pioneer in Korean Journalism," 
"Korea Journal, II (May 1962), 17.

Jaisohn, Philip. "What Korea Needs Most," Korean 
Repository,,III (1896) , 108-110.

^Japanese Residents in Korea," Korean Repository, II (July 
1895), 310-318.

Kennan, George. "The Japanese in Korea,1' The Outlook 
(November 11, 1905) , pp. 609-616. "

___________ . "The Korean People, Products of a Decayed
Civilization," The Outlook (October 21, 1905), 
pp. 409-419.

Korea" Review, IV (September 1904) , 410; V (February 1905), 
~”76, 78-79; VI (November 1906) , 475. '



; . . . 104
■"The Korean Customs Service,1' Korea Review, V (October

1905), 367-380. — —
■"Korean Reforms ,11 Korean Repository, II (January 1895),

2-8.
Korean Repository, V (April 1898), 159.
Maxey, Edwin. "The Reconstruction of Korea," Political

Science Quarterly, XXV, No. 4 (December 1910)„ 412.
’"News Calendar," Korea Review, 1900-1906 (monthly).
"Notes and Comments,” Korean Repository, 1898-1900 

(monthly).
"Obstacles Encountered by Korean Christians," Korean 

Repository, II (April 1895), 145-151.
"Official Corruption," Korean Repository, IV (1897), 110- 111. ■ —

"The Official Gazette," Korean Repository, V (May 1898), 
196-197.

"Retrospect of 1903," Korea Review, IV (January 1904), 
13-20. ~  ~ ~ ~  ™

Yun Chon-ju. -"Democracy in Korea," Korea Journal, III 
(December 1963), 5.


