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The Bureaucracy and Bureaucrats in
Modern Korea, 1863-1892
— Study on the Jwamogs of Bibyeonsa —

Kan KIMURA*

Abstract

This study is intended to examine the bureaucracy of the late Chosun Dynasty, from
1863 to 1892, based on the Jwa-mogs, or the seating orders, of Bibyeonsa. The reasons
to discuss the bureaucracy of this period using this data are as follow below.

As every scholar of this field would admit, the bureaucracy is one of the most impor-
tant factors to understand Korean history. However, there are no many fruitful studies on
the bureaucracy of the late Chosun Dynasty, as compared to those of periods before and
after this period. So to understand Korean modern history, we need to study more about
the bureaucracy.

The Jwamogs of Bibyeonsa give us very useful information about the bureaucracy.
They are the monthly seating orders of Bibyeonsa, one of the most important "Cabinets"
of the Chosun Dynasty, where almost all major bureaucrats of the period received their
seats and discussed their state affairs. As every seating order of East Asian societies, the
Jwa-mogs also reflect their official monthly ranking as bureaucrat, so they can give us
fruitful information not only about monthly changing of each bureaucrat's status. It also
tells what decided the bureaucratic order at the Chosun Dynasty, and each regime of the
period. Also the changings of power balance of each group and each regime itself are
described.

This study shows us following points. First, on their bureaucratic orders at Bibyonsa,
they had three major official ranks of "ministers", "notables", and "clerks". "Clerks" just
received their seats, but they had no right to join cabinet meetings. Looking at the bu-

reaucrat's appointments, "ministers” were much more politically appointed than "nota-
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bles". The latter also could be divided into three minor classes where their previous ca-
reers were important.

Secondly this study shows us that this period, 1863-1892, could be divided into four
shorter periods from their characteristics of appointments of bureaucrats. The first period
is the famous Taewongun period, 1863-1873, when "ministers" and "notables" were ap-
pointed the most politically, ignored pervious orders of cabinets. The second period,
1874-1879, is what we can call "the Post Taewongun period", when senior anti-
Taewongun ministers stably occupied their seats as ministers. The third period is "the pe-
riod of coup d'etats", this was when new ministers and notables were appointed by King
Kojong and his close associates, after forced and unforced retirements of senior minis-
ters. However, in this period, two successive but failed coup d'etats and their aftereffects
prevented newly appointed ministers and notables from exercising their power. The last
period, 1887-1892, is the period, where Kojong and his close associates established their
power against other groups and China. The Min-clan finally succeeded to occupy higher
seats as notables, but not as ministers, in this period. We, then, may call it "the period

of Kojong=Min-clan regime".





