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Korean Laborers in the Construction of the Kyonbu Railroad

OMURA Yoichi

Abstract:

This paper considers the role that the civil engineering construction industry of Japan in the Meiji period
played in the modernization of Korean farmers through the construction of a colony railroad in Korea. The
political and economic factors of the movement of Korean laborers from the countryside have already been
demonstrated. However, the relationship between Japanese management and Korean labor and the
construction of the Kyonbu railroad (from Seoul to Busan) has not fully been demonstrated yet. This paper is
based on records of a Japanese engineer who participated in the construction of the railroad.

The civil engineering construction industry of Japan introduced the newest technology to construct tunnels
and bridges on the Kyonbu railroad. About 4,500,000 or more Korean laborers, of whom many were farmers
unrelated to modern labor, participated in the construction work in return for Japanese money and coupons,
giving them their first experience of a commodity based economic system and making them, in effect, modern
paid workers.

It has so far been thought that Japan used forced labor to construct Korean railroads. However, Korean
laborers' wages increased 4 times between 1901 and 1910. Therefore, Korean laborers' wages may have been

determined by the relation of supply and demand.

Keywords: Kyonbu railroad, civil engineering construction industry of Japan, commodity economy, Korean

laborers, coupon
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