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A Study of the Landlord System in Korea (Part I)

—On Land Tenure under Japanese Colonial Policy, 1910-45—

Yong-Ha Shin*

1. Introduction

This study aims to analyse the economic structure and historical implications
of Korean landlord system in the period of Japanese colonial rule, 1910—45,

The system had many special characteristics inherent in itself, which are very
difficult for us to interpret. For instance, during the period, the rate of tenant
rent had increased remarkably compared with that of preceded feudal system in
the Yi dynasty. The fall of owner-farmers to tenant-farmers had become a
nation-wide tendency, as the ownership of arable 1 and had been concentrated
into the hands of a few landlords. This is only an example and there occurred
many other phenomena to be studied.

Recently, the interpretation of the phenomena has become a subject of con-
troversy, and two different views has proporsed.

A group of economists views the Korean landlord system under the Japanese
colonial rule as the equivalent of the “feudal” landlordism which had characterized
the landlord system of the Yi dynasty. They have concluded that the landlords
of the colonial period were equivalent to feudal landlords; tenant-farmer to serfs;
tenant rent to feudal rent; and the rise of tenant rent rate to increase in feudal
rent. They believe that, though capitalist economy was dominant in urban-
industrial sector, in rural-agricultural sector, and especially in agricultural
production, the feudal system was still persistent and, in a sense, reinforced far
from being declining.

The other group raises quite opposite interpretation. This group maintains that
the landlords of the colonial period were similar to the modern landlords or
agricultural capitalists; that tenant rent had common characteristics with modern

* The author is full time lecturer of the economic history of Korea, and Korean agricultural economy

of College of Commerce, Seoul National University. He is also research professor in the Insitute of
Economic Research, Seoul National Unjversity.
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rent or profit; that the tenant-farmers were just the same as modern agricultural
laborers. According to this view the Korean landlord system under Japanese
colonial rule was quite different from that of the Yi dynasty, that is to say,
the one is modern system while the other is feudal one. As a result, capitalism
is argued to have risen not only in industrial sector, but also in agriculturél
sector.

These two opposite points of view have produced the different interpretation
~in the study of other special phenomena which are not mentioned in this paper.

The author thinks these views are highly speculative lacking positive bases,
liable to bring out dangerous misinterpretation. He emphasizes the unbiased
attitude of mind in the research and the use of reliable research materials in
order to meet the required positivistic precision in bring out more rational
interpretation. The author has conducted this study independent of any speculative
views, using available materials published by the Japanese Government-General
of Korea. Great efforts have been made to interpret, from a new point of view,
the Korean landlord system under the Japanese colonial rule.

The first part of this study deals with problems of rent.

2. Problems of Tenant Rent
(1) Collection of Tenant Rent

In the colonial period the tenant rent was collected in three ways: Chongjo
(ef), Tajo(}17), and Chipjo(BHH).

Under Chongjo method the amount of tenant rent was decided by the tenancy
contract between landlords and tenant-farmers, and the tenant rents was collected
in fixed amount according to the agreed terms without consideration of crop
harvest.

In case of Tajo, the rate of tenant rent was fixed every year by agreement
between landlords and tenant-farmers, but its amounts were fluctuated depending
on the net yields of the year. The amount of tenant rent depended upon the
year’s harvest.

Chipjo took a combined form of Chongjo and Tajo, under which landlords
and tenant-farmers figured out, before harvest, the estimated yields, and decided
the year’s amount of tenant rent based on the estimated figures.

The ratio of the application for these methods in the collection of tenant
rent was as follows.
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Year Chongjo Tajo Chipjo

1920’s Paddy-field 24.2 50.8 25.0
Dry-field 50.9 46.4 2.7

1930’s Paddy-field 32.0 52.0 16.0
Dry-field 60.6 38.0 1.4

As we can see in the table, throughout the colonial period, in the case of the
tenant rent of paddy-field, Chipjo had been transformed, in dynamic fashion,
into Chongjo, whereas in the dry-field, Tajo tended to turn into Chongjo.

(2) The Rate of Tenant Rent

The rate of tenant rent in yields differed slightly according to the method of
rent collection. An abridged figure could be cited as follows. The figure (a)
shows the range of its maximum, and figure (b), that of its average.

Year Chongjo Tajo Chipjo

1920's @ 49—80% 50—70% 47—80%
)] 40—50 50 39—50

1930’s @ 58—90 50—79 50—80
(b 50—60 50 50—55

Note: (a) stands for the maximum rate of tenant rent in paddy-fields yields, and (b),
average rate of tenant rent of the yields.

To sum up, the average rate of tenant rent in paddy-field and dry-field
yields during the period was 50—60 per cent under Chongjo, 50 per cent under
Tajo, and 50—55 per cent under Chipjo, respectively.

The important fact is that despite the development of capitalism in the colonial
period, the rate of tenant rent had risen to a considerable degree compared with
that of the Yi dynasty. .

The comparison of average rate of tenant rent of the Yi dynasty and the
colonial period can be shown in the following table.

Chongjo Tajo Chipjo
The Yi dynasty 33—50% 50% 33—50%
The colonial period 50—60 50 50—55

As the table indicates, the increase in Chongjo is noteworthy. Generally
speaking, the rate to tenant rent had risen in the colonial period from below
50 per cent of the Yi dynasty to 55—60 per cent. This means that the rate had
increased by 5—10 per cent of gross products. How can this fact be interpreted
in terms of economic history ? What is the implication of the fact that in
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specific case rate of tenant rent had been increased up to 90 per cent ? These

questions remain to be studied.

3. Payment of Tenant Rent

The method of payment of tenant rent was divided into two: one is the
payment in products and the other, the payment in money. In 1920’s, 94.6
per cent of the year’s tenant rent had been collected in products and remaining
5.4 per cent in money. The rent in products consisted of the payment in the
yields of 92.8 per cent and substitute crops of 1.8 per cent. And the above
figure of tenant rent in money did not represent the original money rent
because it had included payment in money-substitute (f£:5%).

According to the research, the tenant rent in products of rice-field yields were
at 93.9 per cent, while the tenant rent in money was 6.1 per cent in 1930’s.
Granted that the tenant rent in money could be divided into payment in
money-substitute and tenant rent in original money, the ratio in the rent in
money of 6.1 per cent can be divided into 3.9 and 2.3 per cents respectively.
In case of dry-field yields, the tenant rent consisted of the rent in products
of 92.1 per cent, payment in money-substitute of 4.0 per cent and the original
money rent of 3.9 per cent.

The payment in money-substitute here means that the standard of tenant
rent was represented in terms of the payment in products such as rice, barley,
bean, etc. and the given amount was paid in money at current market prices.
Therefore the tenant rent in original money in 1930’s appeared only as 2.3 per
cent in paddy-field case and 3.9 per cent in dry-field. There is no denying
the fact that the ratio of rent in money was inclined to increase with capitalism
advanced in the urban area. But the commutation was relatively slight one.

These phenomena had continued up to the year of 1945.

4. Components of Tenant Rent
The two opposite views mentioned at the beginning could not reach any
convincible conclusion in spite of long, elaborate disputes because they interpreted
tenant rent eather in terms of rent or profit exclusively. The positivistic
examination of facts makes it plain that the tenant rent is composed not only
of rent but of other additional elements. The author views that the tenant
rent in Korean landlord system under Japanese colonial policy is composed
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fundamentally of both rent and interest. During the Yi dynastry, tenant rent
was nothing but the rent itself; under the Japanese colonial rule, however,
interest had been included in tenant rent. Because the Government-General
of Korea forced the landlords to invest in irrigation and land improvement
projects in order to increase food production and its transmission to Japan.
Moreover, the Japanese introduced the new factors into agricultural production
such as new seeds, modern agricultural implements, chemical fertilizers, and
pesticides.

The landlords lent those new agricultural implements to tenant-farmers in
advance and they charged the interest of the costs as well as principal after
harvest. In most cases the principal was seperately collected and only the interest
was included in tenant rent. Therefore, we can put the components of tenant
rent under Japanese colonial rule into following patterns.

(1) Tenant rent==rent.

(2) Tenant rent=rent-the interest of irrigation and land improvement costs.

(3) Tenant rent=rent+the interest of agricultural equipments costs such as
new seeds, chemical fertilizers, and so on.

(4) Tenant rent=rent+the interest of inrrigation, land improvement and
agricultural equipment ccsts.

(5) Tenant rent=rent-the interest of irrigation, land inprovement and
agricultural equipments costs+land-tax.

Of these types, in the Type (1), the rate of tenant rent was 50% of the gross
products, while landlords did not conduct any lending or investment. But, in
the case of Type (2), which includes the interest of irrigation and land
improvement costs, the rate of tenant rent rose up to 55—60%. And, as are
shown in Types (3)(4)(5), if the interest of agricultural equipment costs and
other components were added, the rate of tenant rent kept increasing in some
case, even up to 90% at ceilling. This interpretation, the author thinks, is
the new discorery.

The view, that the rise of tenant rent rate is a reflection of reinforcement of
feudal rent and of feudalism rooted strongly in the field of agricultural production,
must have been influenced by a speculative prejudice that the tenant rent simply
is equivalent to rent.

And the other view, according to which the rise of tenant rent rate could
be interpreted as an increase in profit rate, fall into the same misguided
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speculation that the tenant rent equals with profit.

The Korean landlords under the Japanese colonial rule were not agricultural
capitalists but absentee-landlords. They might had supplied some capital and
equipments besides the land, but that was simply lending to tenant-farmers. On
the other hand, tenant-farmers were farm operators and responsible producers
as well as actual agricultural cultivators. The tenant-farmers, therefore, were
not mere agricultural laborers, though sometimes blurred in practice, but the
actual farmers who could not possess land of their own.

For the most part, landlords had invested in irrigation and land improvement
projects not directly but indirectly through the Government-general of Korea.
The Government-General directed the irrigation and land improvement projects,
and charged the expences to the landlords who collected the interest of the
costs from the tenant-farmers. It was similar in the case of the supply of
capital and epuipments scuh as new seeds, agricultural implements, chemical
fertilizers, pesticides and so on. The landlords lent them in advance and put
the pressure on the tenant-farmers to pay the interest as well as pricipal.

The principals were collected separately. And interest of various costs were
added to tenant rent. Therefore, it is clear that the tenant rent is consisted
of both rent and interest, not of profit. According to survey data of that
period, the rate of original rent in the tenant rent has proved to be under
about 50 per cent of gross products during the period. This is the same as in
the age of Yi dynasty. With the interest added to this original rent, whole
tenant rent rate had risen, and their degree of rise as a whole had been
decided by how many equipments and capital the landlords had lent to tenant-
farmers. This analysis concerns with the conditions of the landlords as the
land-supplyers.

On the part of the tenant-farmers as the land-demanders, what made possible
the increase of tenant rent rate was the keen competition among them to get
land-lease under the pressure of relative surplus population of tenant-farmers in
rural area.

5. The Stage of Development of Tenant Rent in Korea
As mentioned above, the tenant rent in Korean landlord system under Japanese
colonial rule is neither feudal rent nor capitalist profit in the process of

evolution of rent in Korea. The author considers that the tenant rent under
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Japanese colonial rule was a compound of the original rent and interest in the
age of transition.

At that time the feudal social hierarchy system had legally been abolished
and only the vestiges of feudalism still survived. The land tenure had been
conducted not according to the practices of feudal hierarchy system but to
economic contract basically. The feual rent was already in the process of
disorganization though not completely, and capitalist rent did not appear yet.
The tenant rent of Korean landlord system in that period.should be considered
as a peculiar type of rent that occured in the transition period of disoganization
of feudal rent under the impacts of capitalism.

The tenant rent of Korea under the Japanese colonial policy might be quite
similar to that of metayer rent in the 18th century France. But the metayer rent
in French agriculture had developed in the form of (metayer rent=rent+ profit),
while tenant rent of Korea had developed in the form of (tenant rent=rent+
interest) under the impact of capitalism upon traditional agriculture. And, in
regard to the interest in tenant rent, its rate of interest was so high as seen
in the character of usury. Accordingly, we can suppose that the “tenant
rent” of Korean landlord system under the Japanese colonial rule is one step
ahead of the French “metayer rent” in the course of rent evolution.

The same tenant rent had appeared in China and Japan during the same
periods, although it was different to some degree. The author, therefore, thinks
that the Korean landlordism and its tenant rent during the colonial period is
a new subject as a part of Korean economic history to be dealt in comparison
with those of China and Japan. New, unified approach and positivistic

examination is urgently needed.



