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UnderstandingiiKorean Economic Development
in Terms of Comparative History

Ki-Zun Zo*

Summary

After World War II, many countries which had been colonies or semi-
colonies achieved their political independence and undertook a course of economic
industrialization and self-sufficiency.

Korea is one of those developing countries. These countries had many common
problems such as whether or not these new countries could catch up with indus-
trialized countries. Another problem is that these new countries are not all
receiving total support from their people, though they have achieved remarkable
economic growth.

We can find the clues to these problems by contemplating the process of their
industrialization. These countries should have undertaken economic industrializa-
tion by choosing appropriate elements from their historical experiences. They fell
into a dilemma due to hasty industrialization without the establishment of neces-
sary preliminary conditions, that is, removal of feudal and/or colonial legacies.
The Korean economy also encountered some problems. Feudal and colonial lega-
cies had negative influences on Korean economic development.

In terms of the above problems we will divide Korean economic development
into four periods, starting with traditional agricultural society in the eighteenth
century until the present and analyze the characteristics of each. The first period
is roughly from the eighteenth century to the nineteenth century, that is the
period before the opening of ports; the second is from opening of ports in 1876
to the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910; the third is the 35 years under
Japanese imperial rule; and the fourth is the 37 years after Korean liberation in

1945,

* Department of Economics, Korea University.
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In the first period, Korean agricultural society is characterized by a pre-existent
landlord-leading management pattern of agriculture, where tenants did not have
the opportunity to acquire wealth. Therefore in contrast to Europe, tenants in
Korea could not elevate themselves to the middle class. With advances in com-
merce and industry, merchants and industrialists accumulated their wealth and
formed a new wealthy strata.

In the second period, together with the opening of ports, western commercial
organization was introduced to Korea. Under this system Korean merchants failed
to compete with foreign merchants due to insufficiency of capital accumulation,
and internal development was blocked.

In the 1910s, during the third period, Korean society had semi-feudal and
colonial traits.

In the 1920s Korea, as a Japanese colony, experienced a capitalistic system in
its nascent stage, socio-economically and culturally.

In the 1930s and the first half of the 1940s, the Japanese control of national
capital was deepened.

In the fourth period, Korea made efforts to abolish the feudal and colonial
legacies and to establish a national economic policy after the establishment of
the government, but such efforts were in vain because of the Korean War. After
the Korean War, political and economic chaos persisted. In one way or another,
the April 19, 1960 Revolution brought in a fourth new democratic government,
but this democratic government was overthrown by the May 16, 1961 Coup
d’etat, and a new government was established. This government tried to achieve
ecopomic growth by means of five year economic development plans. The Korean
economy has achieved rapid growth in the 1960s and 1970s, but many problems
became apparent in the process. One of the most important of those problems is
unequal benefits arising from the economic expansion, that is, the government
granted many privileges to some people, but left the distribution mechanism of
profits up to economic principles. Thus, the gap between the poor and the rich
was enlarged. On this account, the government did not obtain total support from
the people, though it did achieve rapid economic growth. It is worth-while to note

that the government will try to place emphasis on a private economic system in
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the 1980s.
We must remember, therefore, that in the assessment of economic development

in one country, not only the results of development but also the process of

development itself is important.



