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Beyond Dichotomy: the Suggestion for the New

Approach to Korea’s “Modernization” and Colonization
The University of British Columbia Jinsung Kim

The relation between Korea and Japan has been one of
the most crucial research topics in historiography of both
states. Especially, the problem of “modernity” and colo-
nialism during the modern period is an ongoing issue in
this field. In Korean academia, simply put, there are two
major opinions in terms of the colonial period: the Inter-
nal Development Theory (NTERY#EJE ) and the Theory
of Colonial Modernization (fERHTARCER). The for-
mer emphasizes the likelihood of independent “modern-
ization” of Korea whereas the latter pays attention to the
role that the Japanese government played under the colo-
nial rule and its legacy in terms of Korean “moderniza-
tion”. In these research trends, individual historians differ
in the opinions about Japan. The researchers arguing for
the Internal Development Theory consider Japan as an
obstacle to progress of the Korean society. To be specific,
the Japanese government merely exploited Koreans and
kept the development of Korea in check according to the
scholars. In contrast, the counterparts maintain that the
colonial rule of Japan over Korea offered Korean not only
benefits during the period but also the foundation of Ko-
rean “modernization” after the independence.

Although two kinds of scholars have made an enor-
mous contribution to Korean historiography there are
several limits in common from my point of view. Above
all, the definition of “modernity” or “modernism” is still
ambiguous. In fact, there is not any agreement regarding
this issue. This ambiguity makes it difficult for us to grasp
the character of the modern period. In my opinion, many
Korean historians are posing a question about modernity
and attempting to define it, but it remains unsolved so
far. In addition, the research scope is considerably con-
fined to one nation, or Korea, in the narration. The limi-
tation of this tendency is obvious in that the Korean aca-

demia have trouble in communicating with scholars in
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other regions, if not entirely. Last but not least, the na-
tionalistic approach to Korean history has obscured di-
verse aspects in Korean historiography. In other words,
the research themes have predominantly concentrated on
the independent movement and resistance against the
Japanese empire.

Despite the devotion of the existent historians, it is re-
quired to conduct research from a different perspective.
As a matter of fact, two kinds of scholars share the no-
tion of “modernization”. For them, “modernization” is a
core element of a contemporary nation, “the good” to hu-
man beings, and a goal that Koreans should accomplish.
In this sense, it is not exaggeration that they are very
similar, if not the same. In this situation, aside from the
necessity of defining the notion of modernity, it is needed
to contemplate the trait of “modernization”. This process
demanded sacrifice and commitment of many subalterns,
or people of lower class. However, many historians have
just paid attention to small number of people, including
prominent politicians, resistants, or businessmen. By do-
ing this, the lives of a majority of common people are un-
consciously excluded in the narration of modern history.
There are two tasks in order to address this issue; the
light and shade should be equally investigated. Moreover,
the life of common people should be the subject of future
research in spite of its difficulty.

As aforementioned, many historians in Korea tend to
just focus on Korean society in doing their research.
From my point of view, this methodology is not sufficient
to explain the situation of “modern” Korea. In order to
clarify the character of Korean “modernity”, it is neces-
sary to compare with other cases, such as Japan, China,
or India. In particular, comparison and contrast with Ja-
pan’s circumstance will be very conducive to illuminating

Korean society. The emphasis on Korean peculiarity is
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crucial, yet taking other cases into account can deepen
the understating of Korean history. This is an obviously
daunting task because it requires scholars not only to
master several languages but also to investigate history of
individual countries. However, this comparative approach
is very crucial to make Korean and Japanese history as
part of world history.

It is true that the modern history of Korea was the se-
ries of struggles between Korea and Japan. Many Korean
independence activists resisted the unlawful colonial re-
gime in Korea by establishing the provisional government
overseas or assassinating Japanese leading figures. The
nationalistic approach has probed this aspect so far, and
in virtue of this methodology, many historians were able
to reveal the independent movement in modern history
more clearly. However, it is also very significant to ob-
serve other aspects. Was the relationship between Korea
and Japan just harsh and hostile? Did they affect each
other merely unilaterally? Did the failure of “moderniza-
tion” of Korea result from the interruption of Japan? Was
not the Korean government responsible for its failure?
How was the life of a majority of people who did not par-
ticipate in the independence movement? These many
questions can be solved only when we overcome the lim-
its of the nationalistic narration.

In this sense, the period of 1880s is fascinating to me
as a short-term project. This is the era that the Korean
government conducted its “modernization” project inde-
pendently, which resulted in failure. It is necessary for us
to investigate the activities of the Korean court and cen-
tral officialdom in order to reveal the cause of this failure.
In spite of the importance of this era as a bridge between
the opening of Korea in 1876 and the outset of its coloni-
zation in 1910, few scholars have focused a spotlight on
this era. By looking into this period, we can explain the
cause and effect of colonization more evidently.

Comparison between the “modernization” processes of
Korea and Japan in this era will enable us to clarify the
peculiarities of each state in a systematic way. For exam-
ple, the Korean government failed its modernization
when the irregular peasant army, which rebelled against
the Korean central government, defeated the regular
army in 1895. This incident is of symbolic significance
since it marked the fiasco of the Korean “modernization”
process. Despite the governmental investment in the mili-
tary and economic fields, the efforts were fruitless. In

contrast, the Japanese government successfully achieved
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the project, and the Meiji government put down the Sat-
suma Rebellion (PEFHk4+) led by Saigo Takamori (PG4
F£#%) in 1877. The success of Japan, or the Meiji Re-
form, and the failure of Korean “modernization” show the
extreme difference, which determined the fate of these
states.

As a long-term project, I would like to shed light on
the life of common people that have been excluded from
the historical narration as well. How did they recognize
the process of “modernization” and react to this process?
What did it mean to them? Was it beneficial to their life?
Otherwise, did it have a negative influence on their daily
life? Due to lack of data, it is very challenging to examine
their lives and thoughts. Nonetheless, it is a crucial task
in that it can reveal lives of a majority of people. Beyond
the political, systematic, or economic history, historians
need to pioneer the new fields. All things considered, the
research on 1880s can help us comprehend how Koreans
understand “modernity”.

The Research Center for Nonwritten Cultural Materi-
als, the Institute for the Study of Japanese Folk Culture,
and Kanagawa University have an ideal environment for
my research. As a visiting researcher from the Depart-
ment of Asian Studies at the University of British Colum-
bia (UBC) in Canada, I had an opportunity to visit these
three centers. One of the main subjects of the Research
Center for Nonwritten Cultural Materials is the problem
of settlements in and outside Japan. As a garrison of for-
eign powers, settlements played a role as an agent of im-
perialism. But, another important aspect of the regions is
the fact that it also acted as a window of cultural ex-
change and trading activities. Therefore, the studies on
settlements make it possible for us to better understand
“modernity” and colonialism. In this center, I was able to
collect historical data and make a bibliography of the
previous research achievements. In fact, gaining these
publications in Canada is a very hard task because of
lack of information and the limit of funding. Moreover,
visual catalogues in this center provided me with visual
images of the settlements. Reading the books and visual
catalogues about settlements and the interrelationship in
East Asia, I realized how significant and broad this field
is. Furthermore, in terms of methodology, Research Cen-
ter for Nonwritten Cultural Materials is very inspiration-
al. As its name stands for, this center has gleaned the
non-written data so far unlike the tendency of ordinary

historians who mainly rely on written data. Utilization of

Aiming at the Research into Nonwritten Cultural Materials



non-written materials can be a catalyst to broaden the
field of history.

On top of that, Institure for the Study of Japanese Folk
Culture is specialized in research on the area of common
people (#F[X). Since one of my research interests is as-
sociated with the life of publics in the late 19" century,
academic communication with this center is very valu-
able. In truth, this center is not well known to many
scholars in Canada. The opportunity to visit Institure for
the Study of Japanese Folk Culture is a great asset for
me. As a matter of fact, my supervisor, professor Namlin
Hur, was one of the researchers in this center approxi-
mately 20 years ago. Without this connection, I would
not have a chance to meet scholars and approach to his-
torical documents in this center. When it came to the
documents, the most important one was books on Japa-
nese policies in Korea because it is very difficult to find
the original books in Canada.

Moreover, the library of Kanagawa University is trea-
sure trove of Japanese modern history. It has collected a
bunch of historical, political, and economic books con-
cerning East Asia. To be specific, the works for interna-
tional relations between Korea and Japan also occupies
enormous space in the library. Among them, the histori-
cal documents, such as the Documents Related to Terau-
chi Masatake (FFPNIEZKEIRCE) and the Documents of
Saito Makoto (GFBESE3CE) are very difficult to obtain in
Canada. In this situation, it was very pleasing to read
them in person. As a matter of fact, the librarians of the
Asian Library at UBC have made a full effort to collect
references and historical data related to modern Japanese
history. Nevertheless, they cannot cover the entire re-

search attainments outside Canada. Therefore, the sug-
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gestion and request of researchers are very crucial in ad-
ministering this library. The list that I made in Japan can
make a contribution to enriching the references in this li-
brary.

In historiography, both paper work and field work are
very important. Without the field trip, scholars just un-
derstand their research subjects superficially. In order to
understand Japan, it is crucial to visit historical sites in
Japan. Thus, I made time for visiting Tokyo in spite of
my busy schedule. In fact, there are a lot of historical
sites related to modern history of Japan in this city. For
example, the Imperial Palace (:£J%) is a place in which
major decisions were made by the Emperor and promi-
nent politicians. In addition, the issue of Yasukuni Shrine
($EEFP%E) is a hot potato in the relationship between
Japan and the rest of East Asian states. If we do not un-
derstand the thought of the Right Wing in Japan, it is im-
possible to say that we are aware of Japanese society.
The visit to the shrine is rare chance to understand the
group of people. Moreover, Japan academia has gained
benefit from the world-famous archives. The Diplomatic
Record Office of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Japan
(458 M1 5 RHE) and the National Archives of Japan
(LA SCEAE) are the typical examples of excellent ar-
chives in Japan. By visiting these two places, I was able
to gain knowledge about their system and structure.

Definitely, the visit to Research Center for Nonwritten
Cultural Materials and Institure for the Study of Japanese
Folk Culture was a great fortune personally. I could ap-
proach to the original historical data and historical sites
through this research trip. The cooperation and mutual
exchange between Kanagawa University and UBC will

be beneficial to each other’s studies.
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