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Abstract

A Modern Labor Movement: Wonsan Dock Workers’™ Struggle at

the Turn of the Twentieth Century
Hyun, Myung Ho *

This paper seeks to redefine the meaning of a modern labor movement by examining
the collective actions of the Korean dock workers at Wonsan at the turn of the twentieth
century. In existing studies, the modernness of a labor organization is the central factor in
evaluating how modern a labor movement is. From this perspective, they characterize
Korean workers’ struggle at this time as not yet modern because of the dominating
presence of traditional hiring bosses, called sipjang, in their work organizations. This
characterization has bolstered the widely accepted thesis that capitalism in Korea at the
time was still at the stage of so-called semi-primitive accumulation. It also has helped to
construct the established idea of the historical timeline that the turn of the century forms
prehistory to the modernized labor movement of Korean workers in the 1920s with the
infiltration of industrial capitalism and the introduction of labor unionism and socialism.
My study, by contrast, argues that the direct actions of Wonsan Korean dock workers at
the turn of the twentieth century exhibited the qualities of a modern labor movement.
Their demonstrations, including the anti-police riot in May 1898, and the boycott of the
Japanese Settlement in September 1899, and the anti-sipjang protest in July 1900, adopted
the new strategies of political framing, geographical blockade, as well as an appeal to the
public by sending a letter to a national newspaper. This paper emphasizes that these new
forms of protest differ from the traditional ways of popular resistance for the Korean

people native to the Korean town of Wonsan, such as minran (people’s riot), chulsi

* Ph.D., East Asian Studies, New York University.
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(market closure), and sgjang (petition). In assessing the modernity of the labor movement
of the Korean workers, the paper emphasizes the relevance of the theory of the French
philosopher Jacques Ranciere on the equal intellectuality of the subject of modern popular
movements, as well as the reality that the Wonsan Korean workers were outsiders in the
local society who could not rely upon the methods of communal remedies but had to

invent their ways of resistance.

Key words : Wonsan, Dock Work, Modern Labor Movement, Jacques Ranciere, The

Korean Empire Period



