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Merchants between Empires: The Seoul Kims
and the Internal Origins of Korean
Bourgeoisie

Sung-chan Hong*

Abstract

Businesses with more than a century of history are rare in
Korea. Known examples include only a handful of banks and large
conglomerates that have survived since the late 19th or early
20th century. Consequently there is a noticeable lack of the
literature on Korean business history. Given the backdrop, this
research aims to introduce the history of Kim family that engaged
in business for over four generations since the late 19th century
in Jongno, Seoul and Dongmak, at the coast of the Han River. We
intend to show that the bourgeois class of Korea was not a sudden
phenomenon that took place during the colonial period, but that
the class evolved and matured continuously throughout Joseon
Dynasty, the Great Korea Empire and the colonial period of the
Japanese Empire. We demonstrate the internal origins and
continuous nature of Korean capitalism and bourgeois class by

examining the history of Kim family.

KRF Classification: B030106

Key Words: Merchants in Jongno, Seoul, Grain brokers, Sunam
drapery shop, Dongil Rice Mill, Sang-tae Gim,
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