
history of slavery in korea
The history of slavery in Korea is a complex and often overlooked aspect of the peninsula's past,
stretching back millennia and evolving through various dynasties and social structures. While often
overshadowed by narratives of dynastic power and foreign invasions, understanding Korean slavery
is crucial for a comprehensive grasp of its socio-economic development and the lives of its most
marginalized populations. This article will delve into the origins of Korean slavery, explore its
manifestations across different historical periods including the Goryeo and Joseon dynasties,
examine the various types of enslaved individuals and their roles, and trace the eventual abolition
and lasting legacies of this deeply ingrained institution. By illuminating this often-hidden history, we
gain a more nuanced understanding of Korean society and its journey toward modernity.
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Origins of Slavery in Ancient Korea

The roots of slavery in Korea can be traced back to the proto-Three Kingdoms period and the early
unified Silla. Archaeological evidence and historical texts suggest that warfare and conquest played
a significant role in the initial establishment of enslaved populations. Captured individuals from
defeated tribes or neighboring polities were often subjugated and forced into labor, forming the
earliest strata of enslaved people. This form of enslavement was largely a consequence of tribal
conflicts and the consolidation of power by emerging states.

Early Korean societies, like many ancient agrarian communities, relied heavily on manual labor for
agricultural production and resource extraction. The introduction of captives as a labor force
provided a readily available means to expand these essential activities without relying solely on free
labor, which might have been more volatile or less controllable. This early form of slavery, though
perhaps less systematically structured than later iterations, laid the groundwork for its
institutionalization.

Early Forms of Captivity and Debt Bondage

Beyond direct conquest, other factors contributed to the emergence of enslaved status in ancient
Korea. Debt bondage, where individuals could be enslaved due to unpaid debts, appears to have
been present. This mechanism allowed for the accumulation of labor through economic distress.
Furthermore, criminal punishments sometimes involved enslavement, with offenders and their



families potentially being relegated to servitude as a form of societal retribution and control.

These early forms of enslavement were characterized by a degree of fluidity. While some individuals
were permanently bound, others might have found avenues for manumission or escape, depending
on the specific societal norms and the owner’s discretion. However, the fundamental principle of
owning another human being as property and extracting their labor without compensation was
firmly established.

Slavery during the Goryeo Dynasty

The Goryeo Dynasty (918–1392) inherited and further developed the existing systems of slavery,
integrating them into its sophisticated bureaucratic and aristocratic structure. Slavery became more
institutionalized, with clear legal frameworks defining the status and rights (or lack thereof) of
enslaved individuals. The concept of hereditary slavery began to solidify, meaning that the children
of enslaved persons were often born into the same state of servitude.

During Goryeo, enslaved people were an integral part of the economy, particularly in agriculture,
mining, and domestic service. The ruling elite, including the royal family and the Buddhist clergy,
often owned significant numbers of enslaved individuals. This ownership was a marker of wealth and
status, contributing to the hierarchical social order that characterized the period.

The Legal Status of Goryeo Slaves

Goryeo law provided a framework for the ownership and treatment of enslaved individuals, though
these laws were often applied unevenly and favored the enslavers. A crucial aspect was the concept
of "private slaves" (nobi, 奴婢), who were considered the property of their masters. Their lives, labor,
and even their reproduction were largely controlled by their owners.

While the legal status was one of subjugation, there were some limited mechanisms for
manumission. A slave could theoretically be freed by their owner, or in certain exceptional
circumstances, through state intervention or by purchasing their freedom, although the latter was
an exceedingly rare occurrence for most. The system, however, was designed to perpetuate itself,
making freedom an elusive goal for the vast majority.

The Joseon Dynasty: The Height of Hereditary Slavery

The Joseon Dynasty (1392–1897) witnessed the formalization and extensive entrenchment of
hereditary slavery, making it a pervasive feature of Korean society for much of its existence. This
period saw the development of a rigid social hierarchy where nobi formed the lowest rung. The
concept of inherited servitude became deeply ingrained, affecting generations of families and
shaping their destinies from birth.



The Joseon state actively regulated slavery through various laws and decrees. The government
recognized the economic utility of enslaved labor and the political power derived from owning large
numbers of nobi. This led to a system where the enslaved population comprised a significant portion
of the total population, particularly in rural areas where agricultural labor was paramount. The
distinction between "government slaves" (gongnobi) and "private slaves" (sabinnobi) became clearer,
each serving different masters and fulfilling different functions for the state and its elites.

The System of Hereditary Nobi

The hereditary nature of nobi was a defining characteristic of Joseon slavery. If a person was born to
a slave mother, they were considered a slave, regardless of the father's status. This principle, often
referred to as "mother’s status determines lineage" (momjip beop, 모즙법), ensured the continuous
supply of enslaved labor across generations. This created a deeply entrenched class of unfree
laborers whose lives were predetermined by their birthright.

This hereditary system also created complex legal and social dynamics. While slaves were property,
their existence was also tied to land ownership and agricultural productivity. The state often
intervened to regulate the movement and ownership of slaves, particularly in relation to taxation and
military conscription, highlighting the economic importance placed upon this labor force.

Types of Enslaved Persons and Their Roles

The enslaved population in Korea was diverse, encompassing various categories based on their
origin, status, and the nature of their servitude. These distinctions often determined their daily lives,
the types of labor they performed, and the level of authority their masters held over them.
Understanding these categories is crucial to appreciating the multifaceted nature of slavery in
Korean history.

The primary division was between government-owned slaves and privately-owned slaves.
Government slaves, also known as public slaves, were owned by the state, royal institutions, or
Buddhist temples. They performed a wide range of duties, including construction work, military
service, tax collection support, and various administrative tasks. Their lives were often dictated by
state demands and the needs of public projects.

Government and Private Nobi

Gongnobi (공노비) were directly under the control of governmental bodies. These individuals might
have been confiscated from criminals, inherited by the state, or were descendants of earlier
enslaved populations allocated to state service. Their labor was often directed towards maintaining
state infrastructure, producing goods for the royal court, or serving in auxiliary military roles. Their
existence was tied to the functioning of the state apparatus.

In contrast, sabinnobi (사빈노비) were privately owned by individuals, ranging from wealthy aristocrats



to ordinary farmers. These slaves were primarily engaged in agricultural labor, domestic service,
craft production, or even as porters. The level of treatment and the nature of their tasks varied
greatly depending on the wealth and disposition of their individual owners. Some private slaves lived
in relatively close proximity to their masters, performing familial duties, while others worked in
more remote agricultural settings.

Other Forms of Unfree Labor

Beyond the primary categories, there were other less formally defined groups who experienced
forms of servitude. These could include individuals who were indentured for extended periods due to
debt, war captives who were not fully integrated into the slave system but were subject to forced
labor, and individuals who lost their free status through various social or economic misfortunes.
While not always classified as chattel slaves, their lack of freedom and forced labor distinguished
them from the free population.

Causes and Consequences of Enslavement

The perpetuation of slavery in Korea was driven by a complex interplay of economic needs, social
stratification, and legal frameworks. The agrarian economy, in particular, relied heavily on a readily
available and controllable labor force to maximize agricultural output, which was the backbone of
the state's prosperity and stability. The aristocratic and landowning classes found in enslaved people
an invaluable asset, providing them with economic power and social prestige.

Furthermore, the concept of social hierarchy was deeply embedded in Confucian ideology, which
emphasized order and status. Slavery, in this context, was often seen as a natural, albeit harsh,
consequence of one's birth or misfortune, fitting into the established social order. The legal system,
while sometimes offering limited protections, ultimately reinforced the institution by defining slaves
as property and regulating their ownership and transfer.

Economic and Social Drivers

The primary economic driver for slavery was the need for cheap and reliable labor. In an agricultural
society where technology was limited, human power was essential for cultivating land, harvesting
crops, and undertaking other arduous tasks. Slave labor allowed landowners to increase their
production and wealth without having to pay wages, thus boosting their economic standing and
influence. This created a vested interest among the elite in maintaining and expanding the slave
population.

Socially, ownership of slaves was a significant marker of status and power in Joseon society.
Aristocrats and wealthy households often kept numerous slaves to manage their estates, serve their
families, and perform various domestic chores. This display of ownership reflected their wealth and
social standing, reinforcing the hierarchical structure of society. The existence of a subservient class
was thus crucial for the maintenance of the elite's privileged position.



Consequences for Enslaved Individuals and Society

The consequences of enslavement for individuals were profound and devastating. Enslaved people
were denied basic human rights, subjected to physical and psychological abuse, and their families
could be broken apart through sale or transfer. Their lives were characterized by perpetual
servitude, with little hope of improving their social or economic standing. The psychological impact
of such a life, passed down through generations, undoubtedly left deep scars.

For Korean society as a whole, the institution of slavery created a significant underclass, hindering
social mobility and contributing to widespread inequality. While it fueled the economy and bolstered
the status of the elite, it also represented a fundamental injustice that contradicted ideals of human
dignity. The long-term effects of this deeply entrenched system continued to resonate even after its
formal abolition, influencing social attitudes and economic disparities.

Abolition of Slavery in Korea

The gradual process of abolishing slavery in Korea spanned several decades and was influenced by
both internal reforms and external pressures. While attempts to reform the system were made
earlier, the decisive steps towards abolition gained momentum in the late Joseon period, particularly
during the reign of King Gojong.

The mid-19th century brought increasing contact with Western powers, who viewed slavery as a
barbaric practice and exerted diplomatic pressure on Korea to reform its institutions. Internally,
reformist movements within Korea also began to question the morality and economic inefficiency of
the slave system, advocating for its eradication. These combined forces created an environment ripe
for significant legal and social change.

Key Reforms and Legal Changes

One of the earliest significant steps was the 1886 decree that granted freedom to government slaves
(gongnobi). This decree, while not immediately freeing all enslaved individuals, marked a crucial
turning point. It signaled the state's willingness to dismantle parts of the hereditary slave system
and acknowledged the growing momentum for reform. However, private slaves were not included in
this initial reform, and their status remained largely unchanged.

The most comprehensive abolition came with the Gabo Reforms of 1894. This series of radical
reform measures, spurred by the Donghak Peasant Revolution and external influence, formally
abolished all forms of hereditary slavery and the legal distinctions between social classes. The Gabo
Reforms aimed to modernize Korea and create a more egalitarian society, and the eradication of
slavery was a cornerstone of this ambitious agenda.



Challenges and Gradual Transition

Despite the legal abolitions, the transition away from slavery was not instantaneous or without its
challenges. Many former slaves, having known only servitude, lacked the skills, resources, or social
networks to integrate effectively into free society. They often faced continued discrimination and
economic hardship, struggling to find stable employment or acquire land. The legacy of their unfree
past lingered, impacting their opportunities and social standing for years to come.

Furthermore, the enforcement of the abolition decrees was not always consistent across the country,
particularly in more remote regions. The economic reliance of some landowners on slave labor
meant that resistance or attempts to circumvent the new laws were not uncommon. Thus, while
legally abolished, the complete eradication of the social and economic vestiges of slavery took time
and continued societal effort.

Legacy of Slavery in Korean Society

The enduring legacy of slavery in Korea is a complex tapestry woven with threads of social
stratification, economic disparity, and lingering prejudices. While the institution was legally
abolished over a century ago, its impact has continued to shape Korean society in subtle and overt
ways. Understanding this legacy is crucial for a complete historical perspective and for appreciating
contemporary Korean social dynamics.

One of the most significant legacies is the impact on social mobility and class structures. The rigid
hierarchy imposed by slavery, even after its dismantling, contributed to a sense of inherited social
status that took generations to overcome. While Korea has made significant strides in economic
development and social equality, the historical echoes of a stratified society where birth dictated
one's fate can still be felt.

Social Stratification and Discrimination

The historical division between yangban (aristocracy), jungin (middle class), sangmin (commoners),
and cheonmin (outcasts, which included slaves) left a deep imprint on Korean social consciousness.
Even after the abolition of the cheonmin status, former slaves and their descendants often faced
discrimination and social stigma. This could manifest in difficulties finding marriage partners,
securing good employment, or gaining social acceptance.

The concept of blood purity and lineage, deeply intertwined with the Joseon social system, continued
to exert influence. While overt discrimination is less common today, historical prejudices can
sometimes resurface in subtle forms, affecting perceptions and opportunities for individuals whose
ancestry can be traced back to enslaved populations. This hidden history continues to be a sensitive
topic for many.



Economic Disparities and Cultural Memory

The economic consequences of slavery are also part of its lasting legacy. Generations of
uncompensated labor meant that enslaved families were unable to accumulate wealth or property.
Upon emancipation, many found themselves without land or capital, perpetuating cycles of poverty
and economic disadvantage. This historical disadvantage has contributed to persistent economic
disparities that, while not solely attributable to slavery, are undoubtedly influenced by it.

Culturally, the memory of slavery remains largely unspoken or fragmented in public discourse. While
historical scholarship has begun to illuminate this aspect of Korea's past, it is not as widely
discussed as other historical events. This can lead to a disconnect between the official narrative of
modern, egalitarian Korea and the lived experiences of its historical enslaved populations.
Reconstructing and acknowledging this suppressed history is an ongoing process, essential for a
more complete and honest understanding of Korea's journey.

FAQ: History of Slavery in Korea

Q: When did slavery first emerge in Korea?
A: The origins of slavery in Korea can be traced back to ancient times, likely emerging with the
development of stratified societies and warfare during the proto-Three Kingdoms period. Captured
individuals and those subjected to debt bondage or criminal punishment formed the earliest
enslaved populations.

Q: What was the primary type of slavery during the Joseon
Dynasty?
A: The primary type of slavery during the Joseon Dynasty was hereditary slavery, known as nobi (奴婢).
This meant that individuals born to slave mothers were automatically considered slaves, and their
status was passed down through generations.

Q: Were there different categories of enslaved people in
Korea?
A: Yes, there were distinct categories. The main division was between government slaves (gongnobi,
公奴婢), who served the state, and private slaves (sabinnobi, 私婢), who were owned by individuals. Other
forms of unfree labor and indentured servitude also existed.

Q: What kind of work did enslaved people in Korea perform?
A: Enslaved people performed a wide range of labor, including agricultural work, domestic service,
mining, construction, craft production, and various tasks for the government or their private owners.
Their roles were often dictated by the needs of their masters and the economy.



Q: What led to the abolition of slavery in Korea?
A: The abolition of slavery in Korea was driven by a combination of factors, including increasing
external pressure from Western powers who opposed slavery, and internal reformist movements
advocating for modernization and social change. Key legal changes occurred during the late Joseon
period.

Q: When was slavery officially abolished in Korea?
A: Slavery was officially abolished through the Gabo Reforms of 1894, which formally eradicated
hereditary slavery and the rigid social class system of the Joseon Dynasty.

Q: Did the abolition of slavery immediately end
discrimination?
A: No, the abolition of slavery did not immediately end discrimination. Former slaves and their
descendants often faced continued social stigma and economic hardship, and the legacy of class
distinction took generations to overcome.

Q: How did being a slave impact family structures in Korea?
A: Slavery severely impacted family structures. Families could be broken apart through the sale of
individuals, and the hereditary nature of slavery meant that children were often separated from
parents or inherited the status of their enslaved mothers, leading to intergenerational servitude.

Q: Is the history of slavery in Korea widely discussed today?
A: While historical scholarship on Korean slavery has grown, it remains a less prominently discussed
aspect of Korean history in public discourse compared to other events. Acknowledging and
integrating this history into broader narratives is an ongoing process.

Q: What were the economic implications of widespread slavery
in Korea?
A: Widespread slavery provided a cheap and abundant labor force that was crucial for the agrarian
economy and for bolstering the wealth and status of the aristocracy and landowners. It fueled
productivity but also contributed to significant economic inequality and hindered social mobility for
the enslaved population.
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