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The Formation Process of ‘Minjok’
Concept in Korea

Chanseung Park(Department of History, Hanyang University)

B Key Word : Nation, Minjok, Kukmin, Jokrew, Dongpo.

The Chinese used the word Jokrew to indicate a race in the age of Sangseo. The
word Jokrew was also found in the Annals of the Choson Dynasty, suggesting that
Korea was influenced by China. The Korean jokrew was usually used to differentiate
Korean people from others, such as Yeojin people, or Japanese people. The word
‘Dongpo was also frequently found in the Annals of the Choson Dynasty. Although
the original meaning of ‘Dongpo  was brothers and sisters, the meaning was later
expanded to define people under the care and rule of a king. Kings wanted to say
that all the people were their ‘Dongpo — particularly when a monarch wanted to
collect taxes from the upper-class people, the Yangban. During the late 1890s, the
word ‘Dongpo  was used more frequently in Korea. By the 1900s, though, Dongpo
no longer defined people who were in the care of a king; instead, the term described
a major group in history. Likewise, equality among Downgpo started to be emphasized.

After 1906, the word ‘Minjok also began to appear in Korean discourse.

Originally, it roughly defined a group of people in China. However, in the early
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1870s, the Japanese started using the word to indicate ‘nation.” Then, Liang Ch'i-
chao, writing in China, also used the word ‘Minjok to mean ‘nation,” in one of his
writings, produced in 1903. However, while Korean students in Japan would use
‘Minjok in the same way as the Japanese, people in Korea only began to use the
word ‘Minjok due to the influence of Liang Ch’i-chao, after 1906.

Around 1906, the word ‘Kukmin(voll) was more widely used than ‘Minjok(nation)
because the Korean people had an aspiration to become a ‘new volk! However,
when King Kojong abdicated, and the Empire of Korea fell, it seemed impossible for
Korean people to become a ‘new nation(Kukmin)." Thus, the concept of Minjok had
risen. It was more appealing than Kukmin, given the condition that Koreans did not
have their own state. It could also strengthen the movement for the retaking of the
nation’s sovereignty. The process of establishing the concept of ‘Minjok, thus,
suggests that, in Korea, this concept was inherently suited to play an important role

in the establishment of a modern nation state.
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