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Ito Hirobumi’s Plan to Exploit the Korean Royal Family and The
People’s Response: One Aspect of Growing Korean Nationalism

TSUKIASHI Tatsuhiko

It has been argued that on the occasion of the "abdication" of Kojong &%% from "the
throne" of Korea in 1907, Ito Hirobumi, then resident-general of Korea, contrived a
plan to utilize the Korean royal family to his advantage. The present article examines
from contemporary newspaper articles the evolution of such a plan and the response to
it by the Korean people, in order to discuss the development of Korean nationalism at
the time.

The essence of Ito’s plan was not only to bend the hearts and minds of the Korean
people to Japan’s will, but also to help cultivate and "civilize" the Korean royal family.
The enthronement ceremony held for the new king, Sunjong #fi5%, in August 1907
featured the Korean monarch with his hair cut short and dressed in military uniform,
an image much different than before. From that time on, this new image was widely
advertised through processions, photographs and royal tours of the country.

This new royal image and its wide diffusion turned the Korean monarch into a much
more 'visible," public figure, and was an attempt to compel those who "saw" him to
mimic his appearance and manners. As a matter of fact, a second hair bobbing order
was issued in Korea just before the enthronement ceremony, showing that the Japanese
colonial government put much emphasis on changing the personal appearance of the
Korean people. The people were also mobilized for events commemorating the
anniversary of the enthronement, which helped to popularize the custom of cheering
the monarch in unison with the salutation, "manse!” ( Jii% ; Long live the king?).

Korean newspapers at the time initially lent their support to measures arising from
Ito’s plan; however, on the occasion of the royal tour by Sunjong during January and
February 1909, the editorial stance of the Korean Daily News (Taehan Maeil Sinbo k&
fHH#Rk) began to change. During the tour, crowds began shouting anti-Japanese
slogans, and a movement arose against the raising of the Japanese national flag at such
events. By merely reporting such occurrences, the Daily News was taking an editorial
stance supporting a persistent ethnic consciousness on the part of the Korean people.
Moreover, in opposition to the hold that Japan seemed to have gained on the royal
family, the Daily News went as far as to criticize and refute the idea of loyalty to the
monarch, thus helping to nurture '"nationalism stemming from anti-Japanese
resistance" HLHF ¥ a1 X4 .

With the official annexation of Korea by Japan in August 1910, the Korean royal
family ceased to exist as such, but the former monarch continued to make public
appearances from time to time; and this worked to re-implant the idea of empire in the
minds of the people. Such memories would play an important role in the March First
Movement in 1919, the experience of which would develop the term "anti-Japanese
resistance-fueled nationalism" further as part of the political vocabulary of the day.



