history of slavery in korea

history of slavery in korea encompasses a complex and multifaceted aspect of Korean
society that spans centuries. From early tribal times through the dynastic kingdoms and
into the Joseon era, slavery and servitude played significant roles in shaping Korea’s social
and economic structures. This article explores the origins, development, and eventual
decline of slavery in Korea, highlighting key periods and social dynamics. Understanding
the history of slavery in Korea sheds light on the evolution of class distinctions, labor
systems, and human rights issues within the peninsula. The article also examines the legal
frameworks, cultural perceptions, and the eventual abolition of slavery, providing a
comprehensive overview of this important historical subject. The following sections delve
into the early forms of slavery, its institutionalization during the Goryeo and Joseon
dynasties, and the legacy it left on modern Korean society.
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Early Forms of Slavery in Korea

The roots of slavery in Korea can be traced back to the tribal and ancient states preceding
the Three Kingdoms period. During these early times, slavery was less formalized but
present as a consequence of warfare, debt, and social hierarchy. Captives taken during
conflicts were often enslaved, and certain social groups were relegated to servitude based
on birth or economic status.

Slavery in Tribal Societies

In Korea’s prehistoric and tribal societies, slaves were typically war captives or individuals
who fell into servitude due to debt or punishment. These early forms of servitude were not
codified in law but were socially accepted practices. The slaves performed labor-intensive
tasks such as farming, household duties, and serving tribal elites, contributing to the
survival and expansion of early Korean communities.

Development during the Three Kingdoms Period

As Korea transitioned into the Three Kingdoms era (Goguryeo, Baekje, and Silla), slavery
became more structured. The kingdoms used slaves as a labor force to support



agriculture, construction, and military efforts. The status of slaves was hereditary in many
cases, and their labor was essential to maintaining the kingdoms’ economies. The legal
codes of some kingdoms began to reflect regulations concerning slavery, indicating its
institutionalization.

Slavery during the Goryeo Dynasty

The Goryeo Dynasty (918-1392) saw significant developments in the systematization of
slavery. Slaves, known as nobi, were an established social class, and their roles were
defined within the legal and economic frameworks of the dynasty. Slavery during this
period was intertwined with land ownership and bureaucratic administration.

Definition and Role of Nobi

Nobi were legally recognized slaves who served aristocrats, government officials, and
temples. They were divided into household slaves and field slaves, performing various
duties from domestic chores to agricultural labor. Despite their bondage, some nobi had
limited rights, including property ownership and the ability to marry, reflecting a complex
social status that was neither fully free nor entirely property.

Legal and Economic Aspects

The Goryeo legal code codified the rights and duties of nobi, and the government
regulated their treatment and transactions. Slavery was a vital component of the agrarian
economy, with landowners relying on slave labor to cultivate extensive estates. The state
also used nobi in public works and military support roles.

Institutionalization of Slavery in the Joseon
Dynasty

The Joseon Dynasty (1392-1897) represents the height of slavery’s formalization in Korean
history. The rigid Confucian social order reinforced the hierarchical structure that placed
slaves near the bottom of society. The nobi system became deeply embedded in the
political, economic, and social fabric of Joseon Korea.

Nobi as a Social Class

During Joseon, nobi were legally defined as a lower class, but with certain protections
under the law. They were primarily owned by aristocratic families (yangban), government
officials, and the royal family. Their numbers were significant, with estimates suggesting
that up to 30% of the population could be classified as nobi at certain times. The system
was hereditary, and nobi status was passed down through generations.



Roles and Responsibilities

Nobi performed a wide range of duties, including:

Domestic service within aristocratic households

Farming and labor on estate lands

Skilled labor such as artisanship and craftsmanship

Supporting government functions and royal projects

Despite their servitude, some nobi could earn wages, own property, and sometimes buy
their freedom, indicating a nuanced system of bondage.

Legal Framework and Social Control

Joseon laws detailed the rights and restrictions of nobi, including prohibitions against
mistreatment and guidelines for manumission. The Confucian ideology underpinning
Joseon society emphasized social harmony and hierarchy, which justified the maintenance
of slavery as a natural social order. Slave rebellions and escapes were met with strict
punishment, reflecting the state’s interest in preserving the system.

Abolition and Legacy of Slavery in Korea

The decline and eventual abolition of slavery in Korea were influenced by internal reform
movements, external pressures, and modernization efforts in the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. The history of slavery has left enduring marks on Korean society and its social
structures.

Reform and Abolition Efforts

During the late Joseon period and into the Korean Empire era, reform-minded officials and
intellectuals advocated for the abolition of slavery as part of broader modernization
initiatives. The Gabo Reform of 1894 officially abolished the nobi system, legally ending
slavery in Korea. However, the social and economic ramifications lingered, as many
former slaves remained economically dependent on former masters.

Legacy in Modern Korean Society

The history of slavery in Korea has influenced contemporary social attitudes and class
structures. The descendants of former nobi faced discrimination and social stigma well
into the 20th century. Understanding this history is crucial for comprehending the
evolution of Korean social hierarchies and the ongoing challenges related to social
equality and human rights.



Summary of Key Points

e Slavery in Korea originated from ancient tribal practices and evolved through the
Three Kingdoms period.

e The Goryeo Dynasty formalized slavery with the legal classification of nobi as a
distinct social class.

e The Joseon Dynasty institutionalized slavery within a Confucian hierarchical system,
with nobi playing vital economic and social roles.

e The abolition of slavery in 1894 marked a significant social transformation, though
its legacy persisted in Korean society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the role of slavery in ancient Korean society?

In ancient Korean society, particularly during the Three Kingdoms period, slavery was an
established institution where slaves, often war captives or indebted individuals, performed
labor for aristocrats and royalty.

How did the status of slaves change during the Goryeo
Dynasty?

During the Goryeo Dynasty (918-1392), the status of slaves, known as 'nobi,' became more
systematized. Though still considered property, some slaves could own land, marry freely,
and even purchase their freedom.

What was the nobi system in Korea?

The nobi system was Korea's form of bonded servitude or slavery, existing mainly during
the Goryeo and Joseon dynasties. Nobi were peasants who were legally owned by their
masters but had some personal rights compared to chattel slaves elsewhere.

When and how was slavery abolished in Korea?

Slavery in Korea was officially abolished in 1894 during the Gabo Reform period, which
was part of broader modernization efforts influenced by internal reforms and external
pressures from foreign powers.

How did Confucianism influence the institution of



slavery in Korea?

Confucianism, which deeply influenced Korean society, reinforced hierarchical social
structures that maintained slavery. It emphasized social order and loyalty, which justified
and perpetuated the existence of the nobi class.

Are there any lasting impacts of the slavery system in
modern Korean society?

While slavery was abolished over a century ago, some social hierarchies and class
distinctions rooted in the historical nobi system have influenced modern social attitudes.
However, contemporary Korea strongly condemns slavery and promotes equality.

Additional Resources

1. "Slavery and Social Order in Early Korea"

This book explores the institution of slavery during Korea's early historical periods,
focusing on how enslaved individuals were integrated into social and economic structures.
It examines legal codes, family systems, and the roles slaves played in agriculture and
domestic settings. The author provides a nuanced view of how slavery influenced class
hierarchies and state formation.

2. "The Lives of Nobi: Korea’s Hereditary Slaves"

Focusing on the nobi system, this book delves into the lives of hereditary slaves in Joseon
Korea. It highlights their daily experiences, legal statuses, and the complex relationship
between masters and slaves. The narrative draws from historical records, offering insights
into the socio-economic dynamics that sustained slavery for centuries.

3. "Slavery and Freedom in Korean History"

This work provides a comprehensive overview of slavery throughout Korean history,
tracing its evolution from early kingdoms to the late Joseon dynasty. It discusses the
gradual shifts toward emancipation and the factors that contributed to the decline of
slavery. The book also compares Korean slavery to other forms of servitude in East Asia.

4. "Nobi and the State: Legal Frameworks of Slavery in Joseon Korea"

Examining the legal underpinnings of the nobi system, this book analyzes Joseon-era laws
and decrees that regulated slavery. It sheds light on how the state sought to control and
exploit slave labor while maintaining social order. The author also discusses legal reforms
that affected the status of slaves over time.

5. "The Economic Role of Slavery in Pre-modern Korea"

This book investigates the economic significance of slavery in Korea before
industrialization, emphasizing agricultural production and artisanal labor. It discusses
how slave labor contributed to the wealth of aristocratic families and the state. The author
uses economic data and historical sources to assess the impact of slavery on Korea’s
development.

6. "Social Mobility and Slavery in Korean History"
Exploring the possibilities of social mobility within the slave class, this book examines



cases where nobi or other enslaved people could gain freedom or improve their social
standing. It considers marriage, manumission, and other pathways, highlighting the
fluidity and rigidity of social structures. The study provides a deeper understanding of
personal agency under slavery.

7. "Resistance and Rebellion: Enslaved Peoples in Korea"

This volume documents instances of resistance, rebellion, and everyday acts of defiance by
enslaved Koreans. It portrays how slaves negotiated their oppression and sought
autonomy within a rigid system. The book draws on folklore, court records, and historical
narratives to showcase the resilience of enslaved communities.

8. "Comparative Slavery in East Asia: Korea, China, and Japan"

Offering a comparative perspective, this book situates Korean slavery within the broader
East Asian context. It contrasts Korean practices with those in China and Japan,
highlighting similarities and differences in legal status, economic roles, and social
perceptions of slaves. The comparative approach provides a richer understanding of
regional slavery systems.

9. "The Abolition of Slavery in Korea: Historical Processes and Legacies"

This book traces the decline and eventual abolition of slavery in Korea, focusing on
political, social, and economic factors that led to emancipation. It discusses the influence
of modernization, reform movements, and foreign pressures. The author also explores the
lasting legacies of slavery in contemporary Korean society.
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