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Abstract 

This paper explores the liminality of Korean peasants and migrants in the Amur and 

Ussuri region by examining their socioeconomic conditions, legal jurisdictions, and individual 

subjectivity under Joseon Korea, Qing China, and Tsarist Russia between the 1860s-1897. In this 

paper, the Amur and Ussuri region is defined, subsequently its regional history and the 

indigenous inhabitants. By the late 19th century, Joseon Korean society was declining steadily 

due to factionalism among elites, corruption of the examination system, abusive yangban class, 

and heavy tax burden on impoverished peasants. Joseon Korea also experienced a series of 

natural disasters and peasant revolts. By this time, Qing China was also greatly weakened from 

foreign encroachments and had to sign numerous unequal treaties. In 1860, the Treaty of Beijing 

was concluded between Qing China and Tsarist Russia which transferred a large territory, known 

as Primorsky Krai (formerly a part of Manchuria), to Tsarist Russia. The treaty created tripartite 

modern borders between Joseon Korea, Qing China, and Tsarist Russia. This treaty marked an 

entirely new period for Korean history as it gained a new and powerful neighbor, Tsarist Russia. 

By this time, in Northeast Asia, the common people increasingly began to undermine the 

imperial subjectivity rooted in Confucian traditionalism and embraced the nascent consciousness 

of individual agency, which was particularly prevalent among the migrant groups. As a result, 

many impoverished Korean peasants searched for a better life elsewhere and simultaneously 

migrated to Manchuria and Primorye. The arrival of Korean migrants caused confusion between 

the three nations over their jurisdictional status. While Qing China and Joseon Korea had some 

previous understanding of illegal migrants, Tsarist Russia and Joseon Korea never had any 

diplomatic relationship. All three nations struggled to find a common ground to manage their 

movements and govern them. The officials of Tsarist Russia attempted to contact Joseon Korea 
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and start a diplomatic relationship in the hope to resolve the issues of Korean migrants and open 

trade negotiations. However, Joseon Korea was still closed to the West, and therefore refused, at 

this time, Joseon Korea only traded with Qing China and sometimes with Meiji Japan. Over two 

decades later, Tsarist Russia and Joseon Korea finally managed to sign their first official treaty in 

1884 (the Treaty of Seoul) with encouragement from Qing China. Between 1860-1884, Korean 

migrants were quintessentially the liminal subjects, betwixt in the transborder spaces. This case 

of Korean migrants is particularly unique in migration studies and does not fit into the existing 

migration categories. In this thesis, I will argue that applying the concept of liminality to Korean 

diasporic communities will highlight the resilience and adaptations of Korean migrants amidst 

various policies implemented by Tsarist Russia to successfully colonize their newly acquired 

territory and control its diverse inhabitants. This paper’s examination of Korean migrants in the 

Amur and Ussuri region, their subsequent struggles in new environments, and their liminal 

experiences as Korea’s first diasporic communities will help historians to broaden the 

understanding of overall historical changes and geopolitics of Northeast Asia.   
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I. Introduction 

A. A Multicultural Frontier  

“As I was sailing along the Amur, I had a feeling that I was not in Russia, but 

somewhere in Patagonia or Texas. Not to mention the original non-Russian 

nature, it seemed to me all the time that our Russian lifestyle was alien to the 

indigenous people of the Amur, that Pushkin and Gogol were beyond 

comprehension, and therefore useless, that our history was boring, and that we, 

coming from Russia, seemed to be foreigners.”1 Anton Chekhov (Nikolaevsk, 

RFE. 1890)  

 

A well-known Russian writer Anton Chekhov uttered these words when he visited the Amur 

region on his way to a penal colony in Sakhalin in 1890. To him, an intellectual from European 

Russia, the Amur society was completely alien and did not resemble Russian society. This is not 

at all surprising. If he traveled south to Ussuri, especially to the city of Vladivostok, he would 

have witnessed a quite multicultural society with plenty of Russian elements. Since its 

foundation in 1860, Vladivostok was intended to be the symbol of Russian dominance in the Far 

East, and many Russian style buildings and churches were erected to celebrate it. The distinct 

Russian architecture in Vladivostok would certainly remind Anton Chekhov to be proud of 

Russia’s accomplishments.  However, a variety of leisurely strolling Asian peoples on the street 

of Vladivostok would make a lasting impression on him that the Far East was truly Asiatic 

Russia, a unique corner of Tsarist Russia. Since acquiring the territory from Qing China in 1860 

through the Treaty of Beijing, the Tsarist government had a goal to russify the region by 

resettling Russian subjects in the Far East in a scheme of successful and long lasting 

colonization. Relocating a mass number of Russian peasants was an enormous and highly 

 
1 Victor Zatsepine, Beyond the Amur: Frontier Encounters Between China and Russia, 1850-1930, (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2017), 52.  
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expensive task with numerous logistical complications. However, the unique geography of 

Russia or its proximity to Asia often allowed Tsarist Russia an ideal prospect to retain any 

territories they acquired in Asia. In this sense, Tsarist Russia had always been a cultural or 

civilizational link between the East and the West. Before the nineteenth century, the primary 

interest of Tsarist Russia in Siberian indigenous populations was to acquire natural resources, 

especially furs, in form of tax revenues. In the seventeenth century, Cossack soldiers were the 

primary Russian subjects in Asiatic Russia, then soon after Old Believers (Starovery) joined 

them as the new settlers in Siberia. The Old Believers were members of the Russian Orthodox 

Church who rejected the reforms imposed by Patriarch Nikon in 1652-1656. Patriarch Nikon’s 

reforms were intended to align Russian Orthodox rituals and texts with Greek Orthodox ones and 

eliminate any discrepancies between them. The reforms also had a political goal that attached to 

Tsar Aleksei becoming the liberator of Orthodox Christians in western Russia, Ukraine, and near 

the borders of the Ottoman Empire. Patriarch Nikon may also have had the ambition to become a 

new Patriarch of Constantinople. Nevertheless, the reforms had a profound impact on the 

Russian Orthodox structure in all of the Russian territories and the believers who disagreed with 

the new reforms ended up being severely persecuted. These dissenters were commonly called the 

Old Believers (or Old Ritualists) who finally found refuge in Siberia, maintained their way of life 

there, and became an important structure of Siberian demography. In the seventeenth century, the 

Russian eastward expansion made some progress as it successfully incorporated Buryatia into 

Tsarist Russia. However, any further expansion was halted by Manchus who successfully 

recruited many indigenous peoples and southeastern Mongols to their militia against Cossack 

soldiers. The Sino-Russian conflicts were ended by the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689. By the 
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nineteenth century, Tsarist Russia once again increased its activities in Asiatic Russia, perhaps to 

gain natural resources and raw materials for the growing Russian industries. 

The Amur and Ussuri’s indigenous societies were a product of their own making, it was 

already multicultural and already had an appearance of a melting pot of Northeast Asian societies 

well before the arrival of Russians and the Chinese. The indigenous populations consisted of 

diverse ethnic groups who were often multilingual and practiced myriad ways of life. Shamanism 

was a unifying spiritual element for all indigenous populations. They were either nomadic or 

seminomadic, well-adjusted to their natural environments, and supported themselves by herding, 

fishing, hunting, and trading with neighboring peoples. The rich natural resources of the Amur 

and Ussuri region attracted all peoples of Northeast Asia, including Russians. Ethnically diverse 

traders, merchants, vagabonds, sojourners, poachers, criminals, exiled politicians, prison 

escapees, and monks created a multilayered unique human network that was independent of any 

state controls in the region. Despite the existing laws2 that prohibited their movements by the 

neighboring states (both Qing China and Joseon Korea), these people moved around freely 

because border security between states was quite inadequate. By the 1860s, movements on this 

multicultural frontier increased as Qing China faced western encroachments and felt immense 

pressure to open its ports for foreign trade. Recognizing the growing weakness of Qing China, 

Tsarist Russia, and its skilled diplomats swiftly joined with other western states to pressure Qing 

China to sign unequal treaties with them. In 1860, new tripartite borders emerged in Northeast 

Asia as a direct result of the Treaty of Beijing making Joseon Korea, Qing China, and Tsarist 

 
2 Note: Amur and Ussuri region was categorized as a prohibited zone by Qing China as to protect the Manchu 
ancestral land from the Chinese influence.  
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Russia regional neighbors. These tripartite borders are in the Amur and Ussuri region which had 

been historically a transcultural space.  

In the 1860s, Joseon Korea was steadily declining due to factionalism among elites, and 

examination and tax systems were corrupted by expanding yangban class. Since the yangban 

class was relieved of taxes, the heavy tax burden was placed on already impoverished peasants. 

Peasants lived under a highly repressive Joseon regime and were not allowed to leave Joseon 

Korea. In the 1860s, Joseon Korea experienced a series of natural disasters that exacerbated 

societal problems and the dire socio-economic conditions of peasants became extremely difficult. 

These socioeconomic factors prompted many impoverished peasants from Hamgyong province 

simultaneously to migrate to Manchuria and Primorye in search of a better life. They were the 

first Korean diasporic communities who detached themselves from the Hermit Kingdom of their 

own volition. The arrival of Korean migrants in Primorye coincided with Tsarist Russia’s policy 

to effectively colonize and develop the region. At this time, Tsarist Russia under Tsar Alexander 

II had become quite progressive. In 1861, Tsarist Russia emancipated 23 million serfs and passed 

a quite generous law to encourage settlements, including foreigners in the Russian Far East. The 

1860 Treaty of Beijing had a clause that allowed the Chinese laborers and merchants to remain in 

the Primorye. However, the relationship between Russians and Chinese continued to be strained. 

The Chinese labor was needed in the Far East due to lackluster numbers of Russian settlements. 

The presence of an increasing number of Chinese and Korean migrants in the borderlands started 

to worry many Russian authorities because Russians did not want to be dependent on Asian 

labor. Volatile geopolitics and conflicts in Northeast Asia such as the Opium Wars, the Sino-

Japanese War, the Russo-Japanese War, and continuous western encroachments into East Asia 

intensified the racial relations in the Far East.   
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The multicultural frontier of the Russian Far East had been the subject of many academic 

types of research which subsequently produced many fascinating scholarly works. However, 

many of the existing scholarships had been predominantly on the geopolitical nature and not on 

the diasporic communities. Even though some highly impressive works recently had been done 

on the diasporas in Northeast Asia, however, in the case of the Korean Diaspora, its initial phase 

had been largely neglected. Many existing scholarships focused on diasporic studies in the early 

twentieth century vis-a-vis the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910. Thus, this thesis searches 

for answers to many questions such as why Russian authorities preferred Korean migrants over 

any other Asian migrants and even labeled them as ‘a productive colonizing element’. How were 

Korean migrants able to be highly adaptable and resilient in their new environment? Why does 

this Korean migration case constitute a unique case in migration studies? How did Korean 

migrants contribute to the economy of the Amur and Ussuri region? Since the 1880s, the Russian 

authorities have tried to limit Asian migration to the Russian Far East. When it came to Korean 

migrants and deciding their future, the Russian authorities faced a dilemma. This dilemma 

among Russian authorities was widely labeled as “the Korean Question.” The Korean migrants 

in the Russian Far East differed from the Chinese migrants. Unlike the Chinese, Koreans were 

outwardly and willing to contribute to the economy of the Russian Far East. Alongside the 

Chinese workers, Korean migrants proved themselves to be highly useful to the Russian goal to 

develop the region. By the 1880s, Pan-Slavic nationalism reached the Russian Far East with 

xenophobic tendencies towards Asian labor., subsequently both local and state authorities in 

Primorye developed mixed attitudes towards their Korean population.  

In this thesis, I argue that “the Korean question” can be interpreted in Tsarist Russia’s 

colonial context by analyzing the late nineteenth century Russian and Korean societies and laws, 
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the regional geopolitics, and Tsarist government documents concerning the migrants and the 

Amur and Ussuri region. Further, I make the argument that the Korean migrants to the Amur and 

Ussuri regions in the late nineteenth century were highly adaptable to the changing political 

contexts and successful as agricultural producers while living in a situation of legal and cultural 

uncertainty, in a condition of liminality. Between 1860-1884, Korean migrants were 

quintessentially the liminal subjects, betwixt in the transborder spaces. This case of Korean 

migrants is particularly unique in migration studies and does not into the existing migration 

categories. I also argue that applying the concept of liminality to Korean diasporic communities 

will highlight the resilience and adaptations of Korean migrants amidst various policies 

implemented by Tsarist Russia to successfully colonize their newly acquired territory and control 

its diverse inhabitants. This paper’s examination of Korean migrants in the Amur and Ussuri 

region, their subsequent struggles in new environments, and their liminal experiences as Korea’s 

first diasporic communities will help historians to broaden the understanding of overall historical 

changes and geopolitics of Northeast Asia.   

 

Figure 1. Archive Photo3. Bustling Multicultural City, Vladivostok. 19th cent.  

 
3 Andrei Lankov, “Desirable Asians: How Koreans settled in Russia's Far East,” Russia Beyond, April 24, 2017. 
https://www.rbth.com/blogs/and_quiet_flows_the_han/2017/04/24/desirable-asians-koreans-settled-russias-far-
east-748926. 



 

7 
 

 

Figure 2. Archive Photo4. Asian Residents, Vladivostok, 19th cent.  

 

 

Figure 3. Archive Photo5. Japanese Gentlemen, Vladivostok, 19th cent. 

 

 

 
4 Andrei Lankov, “Desirable Asians: How Koreans settled in Russia's Far East,” Russia Beyond, April 24, 2017. 
https://www.rbth.com/blogs/and_quiet_flows_the_han/2017/04/24/desirable-asians-koreans-settled-russias-far-
east-748926. 
5 Elena Borz, “Pre-revolutionary Vladivostok”, Viola, 2011. https://viola.bz/pre-revolutionary-vladivostok/. 
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B. The Concept of Liminality 

The concept of liminality is highly applicable to transborder migrants in Northeast Asia. The 

concept is particularly relevant to Korean migrants in the Amur and Ussuri region who were 

quintessentially the liminal subjects of Joseon Korea. A French anthropologist, Arnold van 

Gennep first theorized the concept of liminality after his unique analysis of ceremonial 

processes. In his seminal book “The Rites of Passage” (1909), he discussed the schema of the rite 

of passage as it proceeds from preliminal rites (rites of separation) to liminal rites (rites of 

transition), to postliminal rites (rites of incorporation), and then he asserted liminal stages, 

meaning the participants in the threshold can be observed universally.6 An English 

anthropologist, Victor W. Turner encountered this concept and further expanded on its 

interpretations and possible uses. According to Turner, "the attributes of liminality or liminal 

personae ('threshold people') are necessarily ambiguous since this condition and these persons 

elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate states and positions in 

cultural space. Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the 

positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial."7 Turner’s curious 

conceptualization of liminality further inspired numerous historians and anthropologists who 

then started to use liminality to explain groups and human communities that cannot naturally fit 

into categories. For example, a historian, Hiroko Matsuda used the concept of liminality to 

analyze liminal subjects of the Meiji Japan who lived in colonial and border regions. Matsuda 

explored the in-between subjects of the Japanese Empire through their experiences who lived in 

Japanese colonial territories, Okinawa and Taiwan. Thus, the concept of liminality continues to 

 
6 Hiroko Matsuda, Liminality of the Japanese Empire: Border Crossings from Okinawa to Colonial Taiwan, 
(Honolulu, University of Hawaii Press, 2019), 4. 
7 Ibid. 4. 
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be quite useful to study the in-between subjects in transnational or transborder regions.8 Also 

inspired by this concept, this thesis aimed to analyze the liminality of Korean migrants in the 

Amur and Ussuri region by exploring their socioeconomic conditions, contested legal 

jurisdictions, and individual subjectivity under Joseon Korea, Qing China, and Tsarist Russia in 

the last half of the nineteenth century. However, before delving into the liminality of Korean 

migrants, it is highly important to explore the spatial relations of the territories where Korean 

migrants resided and consider its intricate regional history and common characteristics of the 

Amur and Ussuri; its subsequent transformations due to the arrival of migrants under the rule of 

the Tsarist regime. 

C. The Amur and Ussuri Region 

The important reason to refer to the region (Greater Manchuria9) by this particular name 

‘Amur and Ussuri’ is it is non-political therefore allows to historicize the region individually, 

separate from the Chinese, Korean, Russian, Mongolian, and even Japanese histories. The Amur 

and Ussuri region and its wider areas had numerous names due to continuous shifting boundaries 

between Qing China10 and Tsarist Russia, and later with Meiji Japan. The Qing China and 

Tsarist Russia changed and rechanged the administrative unit and geographical names. The 

existing names such as Primorskii Krai (Maritime Province) and Dongbei (Northeast) were given 

either by the Russians and the Chinese to establish jurisdictional claims over the region. Even 

Manchuria or Greater Manchuria is an insufficient name for the region because it is not 

 
8 Batsukh Batmunkh, The Liminality of the Amur and Ussuri Region, (Honolulu, University of Hawaii, Unpublished 
Paper, 2020), 2. 
9 Note: Great Manchuria is primarily comprised of Manchuria of China and Primorskii Krai of Russia.  
10 Note: Qing China is a commonly used terminology for Manchu ruled and multiethnic Qing Dynasty. Even though, 
this paper highlights the ethnic differences between Han-Chinese and Tungusic and Mongolic peoples, I chose this 
common terminology instead of a more accurate description, the Manchu Qing Empire.  
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representative of all Tungusic speaking indigenous inhabitants. Therefore, the Amur and Ussuri 

is quite an applicable geographical designation beyond the notion of Manchuria inclusive of all 

the indigenous Tungusic peoples who primarily inhabited this region alongside the Amur river 

since the dawn of history. Besides, “the Amur and Ussuri region” as a frontier term is not new 

and had been occasionally used by numerous historians such as a political historian R.K. I. 

Quested11 in the 1960s and then later by a historian Eric E. Oulashin12 in 1971, but not in the 

framework of ‘Greater Manchuria’ having an independent regional history. 

 

Figure 4. Northeast Asia, (1897)13  

 
11 R.K.I. Quested, The Expansion of Russia in East Asia, 1857-1860, (Kuala Lumpur and Singapore: University of 
Malay Press, 1968), 281-282. 
12 Eric. E. Oulashin, Nicholas N. Muraviev: Conqueror of the Black Dragon,( Portland State University Press, 1971), 
249. 
13 Park, Alyssa. M. Northeast Asia [map]. Scale not given. In: Alyssa M. Park. Sovereignty Experiments: Korean 
Migrants and the Building of Borders in Northeast Asia, 1860-1945. Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 2019. p. xix. 
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Figure 5. East Asia (16th and 17th cent)14 

 
14 Stephan, John. J. East Asia [map]. Scale not given. In: John J. Stephan. The Russian Far East: A History. Stanford: 
Stanford University Press. 1994. p.27. 
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However, Manchu and Manchuria still remain dominant ethnic and geographical names for 

the region despite the fact that the very name Manchu is a non-Tungusic name. Narangoa Li, a 

historian who specializes in modern Mongolian and Japanese histories explained how Manchuria 

got its name. According to Li, the name Manchuria is derived from 'Manchu' (Manzhou in 

Chinese), originally a Tibetan word meaning ' oriental brightness'. The term was an honorific 

title given by Mongol lamas to the sons of Nurhachi, the founder of a new imperial dynasty in 

China in 1644. This makes perfect sense if we consider the close relationship between Eastern 

Mongols and Manchus and their embrace of Tibetan Buddhism. Li further explained that under 

Abahai’s rule (son and successor of Nurhachi), the title (Manchu) was used as a collective name 

for all Jurchen tribes who followed the leadership of Nurhachi. Later, this ethnic-family name 

took on a new geographical meaning with the help of Jesuit cartographers and the Amur and 

Ussuri region became the land of the Manchus or Manchuria.15 Therefore, while Manchuria is 

widely perceived as a homeland of Manchus and an entity outside China proper, it is still an 

unsatisfactory name for the region. On the other hand, the Amur and Ussuri region can be 

perceived as the homeland of all Tungusic peoples including the Manchus.  

Notably, more extensive and in-depth studies are needed on the Amur and Ussuri region with 

a specific focus on the indigenous Tungusic inhabitants beyond the Jurchen people. Even though 

Jurchen had become a blanket term for all Tungusic speaking peoples by the Han Chinese during 

the Ming, many unknowns and contradictions vis-à-vis ethnic differentiations remain for 

Tungusic speaking people who lived by the Amur and Ussuri rivers. Jurchens during the Ming 

 
15 Narangoa Li, The Power of Imagination: Whose Northeast and Whose Manchuria? Brill: Inner Asia, 2002, Vol. 4, 
No. 1, Special Issue: Travelling Cultures and Histories: Nation-Building and Frontier Politics in Twentieth Century 
China, (2002), 3. 
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period were the people who founded the Jin dynasty (Altan Ulus) in the twelfth century. These 

people originally lived in the forests and along the rivers of an area known as Primorye 

(Maritime Region) and the Chinese province of Heilongjiang. According to a Sinologist, Marc C. 

Elliott, the relationships between the Jurchens and other peoples who lived in the Amur and 

Ussuri region and their previous histories remain uncertain16 and this is partly because historians 

widely neglected such regional studies. In contrast to the Chinese, the Mongolian use of the 

name ‘Jurchen’ or ‘Jurchid’ strictly refers to the southern Tungusic peoples, primarily as being 

the ancestors of the Manchu. Mongols had the closest cultural connection to the Jurchens than 

any other ethnic group, thus unlike others, not prone to a gross generalization of the indigenous 

peoples belonging to the Amur and Ussuri region. The application of the Jurchen name to all 

Tungusic people will certainly puzzle both Jurchens and other Tungusic peoples, especially the 

northern Tungusic peoples. When a British explorer, H.E.M. James visited Manchuria in 1886, 

he observed that “people of Manchuria were divided into clans. Those in the north and east were 

always independent, but Fengtien or Liaotung was then, as it always been, the scene of perpetual 

triangular warfare between its indigenous inhabitants, the Koreans, and the Chinese, its situation 

and fertility making it a kind of Chinese Lombardy or Belgium.”17 Then James, self admittingly, 

without accuracy classified the indigenous inhabitants of Manchuria under the generic name, the 

Tartars.18 Since “Manchuria lies north of the Great Wall, and therefore is not part of China 

Proper, which it joins only at its extreme south-western corner, but belongs to what ancient 

geographers called Tartary.”19 According to Elliott,  “Manchuria” as a geographical designation 

 
16 Mark. C. Elliott, The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial China, (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001), 47-48. 
17 H. E. M. James, The Long White Mountain: or, A Journey in Manchuria, with Some Account of the History, People, 
Administration and Religion of That Country, (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1888), 27. 
18 Ibid. 21. 
19 Ibid. 3. 
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emerged by the 1830s and gradually replaced the elusive toponym, "Tartary." Seventy years 

later, the name “Manchuria began to appear on Chinese maps. He then addressed that fact the use 

of "Manchuria" is gauche in some circles because the name is still culturally a complex term, so 

often prone to politicization.20 Sometimes, Jurchen people were categorized into two distinct 

groups; the northern reindeer Jurchens and the southern horse Jurchens juxtaposing their intricate 

cultural distinctions. This is a more accurate and culturally adequate categorization of Tungusic 

peoples. The Ming Chinese and Korean records divide Jurchen people into three main groups; 

the Jianzhou, the Haixi, and the Yeren.21 Elliott recognized the differences between the Tungusic 

peoples and how they were structured. Elliott wrote that “the core of what would become the 

“Manchu” people – that is, the people at the center of the banner system –were originally either 

Jianzhou or Haixi Jurchens, along with two of the Yeren tribes; the rest of the Yeren were never 

integrated, socially, politically, or economically, into what later became Manchu structures.”22 

Thus, the northern Tungusic people were often excluded from the Manchu or the Jurchen groups. 

Certainly, there were differences among them as the northern Tungusic people still preferred 

seminomadic life whereas the southern Tungusic people were attracted to a sedentary life.  

It is important to take into account that the Amur and Ussuri region has its own history and 

the history of Tungusic peoples did not begin with the rise of Manchus in the seventeenth 

century. Indigenous Tungusic people always lived alongside the Amur23 and Ussuri rivers and 

 
20 Mark. C. Elliott, “Limits of Tartary: Manchuria in Imperial and National Geographies,” The Journal of Asian 
Studies, Vol. 59, No. 3 (August 2000): 603. 
21 Mark. C. Elliott, The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late Imperial China, (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2001), 48. 
22 Ibid. 48. 
23 Note: Amur River is named after a Mongolian word, ‘Amur’ (a variant of Amar) meaning ‘peaceful’ or ‘pacific’, 
and widely used in Russian historiography. Amur river is called Heilongjiang in China, meaning ‘black river’. Eastern 
Mongols and Manchus also call it ‘Qara Murun’ or ‘Sahalyin Ula’, both meaning also ‘black river’ in their respective 
languages. 
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often as a part of nomadic and seminomadic kingdoms. Historically, the Amur and Ussuri region 

belonged to neither Korea nor China, but it belonged to Tungusic speaking peoples such as 

Nanai, Oroqen, Xibe, Daur, Udege, and Evenk,24  besides the Manchus. In the past, ancient 

nomadic people Xianbei (93-234) and medieval kingdoms Balhae (698-926) and Liao (907-

1125) also ruled the region. While boundaries of past kingdoms in the region moved around, the 

natural boundaries juxtaposing the Tungusic territories from that of Mongolian, Chinese, Korean 

remained. However, Xianbei people spoke a Mongolic language and came from the Khingan 

Mountains (Eastern Mongolia). When the renowned Russian geographer, Nikolai Przhevalskii 

visited the Amur and Ussuri region in 1867, he assessed that the natural boundary between 

Manchuria and Mongolia to be the Khingan Mountains belonging to the Mongol realm.25 

Sinologist, Nicola Di Cosmo assessed a similar geographical boundary of Manchuria. According 

to Cosmo, “Manchuria was divided into a northern and a southern half by the Sungari and the 

Liao River systems, and is surrounded by mountains. To the east and southeast, the Long White 

Mountain separates it from the Korean peninsula. To the north rises the Little Khingan Range, 

running parallel to the Amur River, and the west the Great Khingan Range, which develops on a 

north-south axis and separates the Manchurian Plain from the Mongolian Plateau”.26 Whereas 

the Joseon-Qing boundary was however obscured by the lack of joint investigation and mutual 

agreements, which were further complicated environmental factors such as harsh terrain and high 

elevation on the Paektu Mountain, subsequently some boundary ambiguity remained for some 

 
24 Note: Within a general consensus among linguists, Xibe and Daur people are considered to speak Mongolic 
languages, similar to Hamnigan Mongols in the region whose speech is heavily influenced by Tungusic languages, 
particularly that of Evenki.   
25 Nikolai Przhevalskii, Puteshestvie v Ussuriiskom Krae, 1867-1869, (Vladivostok:  Dal’nevostochnoe Izdatelstvo, 
1990), 132. 
26 Nicola Di Cosmo, Ancient China and Its Enemies: The Rise of Nomadic Power in East Asian History, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 17. 
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time. However, in the general consensus, the Tumen or Yalu rivers often served as the natural 

boundary between Qing China and Joseon Korea. Balhae kingdom was a multiethnic kingdom 

established by Korean refugees from Goguryeo kingdom who integrated Tungusic Mohe tribe. 

Balhae people most likely spoke both Koreanic and Tungusic languages. Whereas the Khitan 

people of the Liao dynasty spoke a para-Mongolic language who also originally came from 

eastern Mongolia. They settled in Manchuria and named their kingdom after the Liao river. 

Although some Koreanic and Mongolic people sometimes inhabited the region in the past, the 

region itself had always been the homeland for Tungusic speaking peoples.  

 

Figure 6. Heje/Nanai children27 in RFE. 19th cent.  

 
27 Author Unknown. “Nanai Children,” Wikimedia Commons. 15 December 2009. 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Nanai_children.jpg. 
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Figure 7. Korean children28 in Primorye. 19th cent.  

 

Furthermore, if the past regional history is taken into an account, the Amur and Ussuri region 

can be easily conceptualized as a transitional (liminal) and transnational space for peoples of 

Northeast Asia. In regards to the Amur and Ussuri region, a frontier is here understood as a 

remote, sparsely populated, and vaguely defined territory posited as the periphery of two and 

more and larger powerful polities over which expand their cultural, economic, and political 

influences. A frontier becomes a borderland when incorporated into those polities (nation-states 

or empires). A borderland emerges as a result of competition between such polities and creates a 

boundary (a linear line) often shaped by violence, forced population movements, and subjugation 

of outsiders. The boundary can be a line such as a rock marker, fence, or guard post which 

indicates the limits of state sovereignty. Furthermore, borderland can have inner and outer limits 

 
28 Vadim S. Akulenko. “Korean outskirts of town near Vladivostok.” International Institute for Asian Studies. 
Turmov. G.P. 2005. Vladivostok: Festu Publishing, p. 43. https://www.iias.asia/the-newsletter/article/vladivostok-
migration-korean-people-russian-empire. 
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subjected to international law which restricts access and mobility of ordinary peoples.29 

Historically, the Amur and Ussuri region experienced movements and encroachments from all its 

neighbors; the Chinese, Koreans, Mongols, other Siberian natives, and also the Russians. When 

the Manchus toppled the Ming dynasty in 1644, many Han Chinese fled to Korea via Manchuria. 

Also, in the same period, many indigenous people fled the region due to exploitation imposed by 

Russian colonizers. Jurchen Jin (1115-1234) and Qing China (1644-1912) were the only 

Tungusic speaking nations in the region. However, both Jurchen Jin and Qing China were 

multiethnic empires and spoke multiple languages. For example, Jurchen Jin people spoke 

Chinese and Khitan, besides their own Jurchen language. Therefore, the indigenous inhabitants 

in the Amur and Ussuri region were primarily Tungusic speaking nomadic or seminomadic 

peoples. It can also be said that the region can be regarded as a liminal space that was subjected 

to various ruling empires and kingdoms and most importantly, facilitated interactions and 

movements between peoples of Northeast Asia often with transformative results. 

Lastly, it is noteworthy to mention that it is quite a mischaracterization to refer to the Amur 

and Ussuri region as an empty zone that grossly ignores the regional history and disregards the 

existence of the indigenous peoples. The whole of Siberia was traditionally sparsely populated 

with hunter and gatherers and seminomadic peoples, not with sedentary agriculturalists. Sue 

Davis stated that “the indigenous population tended to live along the rivers. Mongolic, Manchu 

(Jurchen) and local Tungusic peoples settled along the Amur river, while Yakuts along with the 

Lena and Chukchi in the Kolyma area”.30 The indigenous people of the Amur and Ussuri region 

were very well adapted to their environment. The ethnic minorities who practice reindeer herding 

 
29 Sӧren Urbansky, Beyond the Steppe Frontier: A History of the Sino-Russian Border, (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2020), 4. 
30 Sue Davis, The Russian Far East: The Last Frontier? (New York: Routledge, 2003), 7. 
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still exist in northern Manchuria (China) and the Russian Far East. Most indigenous peoples 

traditionally lived by hunting, fishing, and gathering, and also practiced small-scale agriculture. 

They were organized in tribal clans and valued kinship. They were thoroughly self-sufficient and 

sometimes traded reindeer and other animal products and as well as natural resources with 

neighboring neighbors such as Mongols, Chinese, Koreans, and Russians. As stated by Victor 

Zatsepine, “the Amur and Ussuri region had always been a distinct place shaped by its 

geography, climate, migration, and trade”31. Furthermore, the region had already developed its 

own unique identity and a diversified local society before the Russian and the Chinese arrival to 

the region. Historian, Zatsepine believed both Qing China and Tsarist Russia had insufficient 

knowledge of the region and overconfidence in their abilities to acquire resources. 

Consequentially, local interests often did not align with Russian and Chinese expansions and 

their state-sponsored initiatives.32 Tribal clans strategically remained small by separating into 

more groups, thus the population was quite scattered. It is true when Russians first came to the 

Amur region, many of the indigenous populations left the region or moved to more obscure parts 

of the region as soon as they realized that Russians were to exploit them.33 However, many of the 

indigenous populations remained in their ancestral homeland and contributed to the regional 

economy. Tsarist Russia, as a colonizing and expanding power sometimes used the language of 

having a civilizing mission in the Far East, however, their written records rarely mentioned the 

existence of the indigenous people.34 The area was continually and erroneously described as 

 
31 Victor Zatsepine, Beyond the Amur: Frontier Encounters Between China and Russia, 1850-1930, (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2017), 4. 
32 Ibid. 5.  
33 George. V. Lantzeff and Richard. A. Pierce, Eastward to Empire: Exploration and Conquest on the Russian Open 
Frontier, to 1750, (Montreal and London: McGill-Queens University Press, 1973), 181. 
34 Schrader Breyfogle, Peopling the Russian Periphery: Borderland Colonization in Eurasian History, (Peopling the 
Russian Periphery. Vol. 38. London: Routledge, 2007), 216. 
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uninhabited by the Chinese, Koreans, and the Russians. Not just the Russians but also the 

Chinese did not bother to mention the existence of indigenous populations, however, it does not 

mean they did not exist. And when they were mentioned by the Chinese and Russians, it was 

often in the most generalized manner.  

II. A History of Migration in Northeast Asia 

A. Geopolitics of Migration 

“International migration is hardly ever a simple individual action. It is a collective action, 

arising out of social change and affecting the whole society in both sending and receiving 

areas”35 and this rang true for Northeast Asian nations in the mid-nineteenth century. The origin 

of migrations in Northeast Asia, in general, stemmed more from the external influences than the 

internal unrest due to opening up East Asia to the rest of the world. Since the mid-nineteenth 

century, not only China and Japan but also Korea were pressured to open ports and trade with the 

Western powers and sign unequal treaties. A historian, Jon Chang asserted that the two Opium 

Wars (1839-1842 and 1856-1860) resulted in China being forced to open to foreign trade in 

sixteen major Chinese cities with British, American, French, and Russians. Hong Kong was also 

ceded to the British (1842), and Beijing received foreign legations (embassies) of Russia, 

America, France, and Britain, each wanting a piece of China. Consequentially, China’s hold on 

Korea was greatly weakened and the Chinese emigration to the West began.36 In the mid-

nineteenth century, East Asia’s increasing contact with the West thus allowed many types of 

migrations beyond the Asian continent. Following the path of Japanese and Chinese 

 
35 Stephen Castles, and Mark J. Miller, The Age of Migration: International Population Movements in the Modern 
World, (New York: The Guilford Press, 1993), 18.  
36 Jon K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: The Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2016), 
10.  
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counterparts, Koreans began to take a part in a long-distance migration in 1903. Before 1903, 

Korean migration was limited to its neighboring countries, Qing China, Meiji Japan, and Tsarist 

Russia. Korean migrants began to migrate to the Amur and Ussuri region in the 1860s at the 

particularly crucial time when the Sino-Russian border had been redrawn and Joseon Korea 

officially gained a new neighbor, Tsarist Russia, in accordance with the Treaty of Beijing in 

1860. Since 1860, Qing Chinese officials started to use widely the political terms; ‘Inner 

Manchuria’ for Chinese and ‘Outer Manchuria’ for Russian jurisdiction respectively. In other 

words, after 1860, the Amur and Ussuri region became a border region between two empires. 

Qing China also eased its restrictions of Han-Chinese settlement to so-called Inner Manchuria 

due to the increasing encroachments from Russian and other potential Western powers. By the 

1860s, Korean migrants simultaneously migrated to the Amur and Ussuri region of Tsarist 

Russia and Qing China, predominantly from a northern Hamgyong Province of Joseon Korea. 

The exact number of Korean migrants to Manchuria at that time cannot be verified because their 

actions to leave Joseon Korea were prohibited, constituted an illegal act, therefore, there were 

not any official registrations of migrants. In addition, border control and legal jurisdictions in the 

Amur and Ussuri region was quite inadequate. Korean and Chinese migrants to Manchuria and 

Primorye both hailed from similar agricultural and Confucian societies and began to transform 

the territories side by side.  

Notably, an in-depth study on nineteenth-century migration in Northeast Asia has not been 

conducted. The existing Asian diasporic studies largely highlighted the early twentieth-century 

phenomenon and neglected the nineteenth-century cross-border migrations within Northeast 

Asia. According to Sunil L. Amrith, “the vast majority of Asian migrants migrated within Asia, 

and not beyond: as such, they created an even more intensive set of interregional connections 
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within Asia”37. Migrations in Northeast Asia that occurred by the mid-nineteenth century 

stemmed purely from poor economic conditions. Since the migrants were very poor and their 

governments were unstable, it was impossible for them to be a part of the overseas diaspora. The 

logical and easiest option was the Amur and Ussuri region comprising of Primorye (Maritime 

Province) of the Russian Far East and Manchuria of Qing China. Korean migrants to the Amur 

and Ussuri region cannot be categorized under political migration or labor migration. They were 

mostly settlers with an exception of the Sakhalin Koreans who are labor migrants and intended to 

go back to Korea. In addition, it was not a long-distance migration that often takes up the main 

focus of migration studies. This short-distance and transborder migration had been neglected in 

historiography for a long time and do not fall under common categories of migration proposed 

by Patrick Manning38 and Adam McKeown39. The majority of these Korean migrants were 

neither labor migrants nor emigrants, but settlers. The definition of “emigrants” or “laborers,” or 

migrants pertains to those who registered under officially sponsored colonization schemes. These 

Koreans don’t fall under these officially sponsored colonial schemes. These Koreans were not 

sponsored by the Korean nor the Russian governments. Due to dire economic need and 

challenges, they simply and on their own accord crossed the border in search of a better life 

elsewhere. Indeed, “between 1850 and 1930, migration in Asia reached massive and 

unprecedented proportions”40 and Amrith called this phenomenon Asia’s greatest migrations. 

According to Adam McKeown’s estimation, “between 1840 and 1940, about 46 to 51 million 

people migrated from Northeast Asia and Russia to Manchuria, Siberia, Central Asia, and 

 
37 Sunil. S. Amrith. Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 18. 
38 Patrick Manning, Migration in World History, (London: Routledge, 2004), 7. 
39 Adam McKeown, (2004). "Global Migration, 1846-1940", Journal of World History, 15 (2): 155–189, 156. 
40 Sunil L. Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 18. 
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Japan.”41 These numbers are too general and too broad in scope and time. Migration in Northeast 

Asia is far more complex especially when the mid-nineteenth century migrations are taken into 

account. By the 1860s, the Amur and Ussuri region indeed experienced a continuous flow of 

migrations that transformed the region indefinitely. However, they were mostly internal 

migrations within Qing and Russian territories, Manchus to Chinese heartland, Han Chinese to 

Manchuria, and Russians to Siberia and the Russian Far East. 

B. Transforming Manchuria 

In 1876, Emperor Qianlong officially opened Manchuria for Han Chinese settlement due to 

famine and scarcity of land in China proper, and also it was meant to counteract the continuing 

encroachments of the Russian Empire into Manchuria. This might be a quite simplified 

explanation because the actual Qing China’s policy toward Manchuria was a quite complex and 

contradictory one. The first and perhaps the most important contributing factor for Han Chinese 

dominance in the Amur and Ussuri region was that when the Manchus conquered China in 1644 

and subsequently “decided to move the Qing court to the Ming capital of Beijing which 

prompted the relocation of about 900,000 Manchus to China.”42 Therefore, when the increasing 

number of Manchus sought wealth and opportunities in Beijing thus relocated there, their 

homeland Manchuria became less Manchu-like because of their absence. In addition, Han 

Chinese workers filled the void left by Manchus relocating to Manchuria for work, specifically 

 
41 Adam M. McKeown, Melancholy Order: Asian Migration and the Globalization of Borders, (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008), 47.  
42 Alexander. P. Golikov, Northeastern Frontiers of Late Imperial China: Organization and Ideas. Borders and 
Transborder Processes in Eurasia, Ed. S.V. Sevastianov, P. Richardson, and A. A. Kireev, (Far Eastern Federal 
University, Vladivostok: Dalnauka, 2013), 101.  
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to work on lands of Manchu landlords. However, in 1668, Emperor Kangxi decreed a prohibition 

of non-Eight Banner people relocating into this area. Despite the prohibition, due to economic 

 

Figure 8. Manchuria43  

 

pressure, many Manchu landlords gradually started to rent their land to Han Chinese peasants 

and they gradually relocated by small groups in Manchuria. In addition, many Han Chinese 

refugees from northern China who were suffering from famine, floods, and droughts continued 

to migrate to Manchuria both legally and illegally. In 1876, Emperor Qianlong officially had to 

open up Manchuria for Han Chinese settlements due to numerous pressures. Chinese tenant 

farmers rented or even claimed title to land from the "imperial estates" and Manchu Banner lands 

in the area. According to John. F. Richards’ estimation, “by the 1780s, Han Chinese peasants 

 
43 Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc. Manchuria [map]. Scale not given. Britannica. 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Manchuria. 
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farmed 500,000 hectares of privately owned land in Manchuria and 203,583 hectares of lands 

which were part of courier stations, noble estates, and Banner lands. In Manchuria, Han Chinese 

made up 80% of the population of garrisons and towns.”44 James Reardon-Anderson asserted 

that “by 1800, the Han Chinese were the majority in urban areas of Manchuria. To increase the 

Imperial Treasury's revenue, the Qing sold formerly Manchu lands along the Sungari to Han 

Chinese at the beginning of the Daoguang Emperor's reign, and Han Chinese filled up most of 

Manchuria's towns by the 1840s.”45 This was a dramatic population and policy shift for Qing 

China, whose Manchu elites maintained a strict ‘policy of differentiation’ for as long as they 

could. The official ‘policy of differentiation’ aimed to protect Manchu ethnic identity from Han 

Chinese influence and this policy more or less continued until 1906. This policy originally not 

only restricted Han Chinese settlement in Manchuria but also prohibited marriages between the 

Manchu and Han Chinese. Both prohibitions of settlement and marriage were extended to 

Mongolia as well. “The Manchu elites who had prohibited Manchu marriages with the Chinese 

for the fear of assimilation, later also forbade the Mongols from marrying the Chinese. 

Meanwhile, marriages between Mongols and Manchu were not only allowed but even 

encouraged”.46 In regards to both Manchuria and Mongolia, a number of revised land policies 

and land reforms continued throughout 1860-1911. 

Russian migration to the Far East is quite a different story, perhaps it was quite the opposite 

in many ways. The tsarist Russian government encouraged Russian subjects to relocate to the 

Russian Far East with a lot of incentives and opportunities but the migration from European 

 
44 John. F. Richards, The Unending Frontier: An Environmental History of the Early Modern World, (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003), 141.  
45 James Reardon-Anderson, “Land Use and Society in Manchuria and Inner Mongolia during the Qing Dynasty,” 
Environmental History, Vol. 5, No. 4 (Oct. 2000): 509. 
46 Baabar. B, History of Mongolia, (Ulaanbaatar: Monsudar, 2005), 96.  
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Russia was very slow. Ever since Tsarist Russia acquired the Maritime Province (Primorye) 

through the Treaty of Beijing (1860), it encouraged many Russian subjects to relocate to the 

region and establish permanent settlements. The incentives and opportunities for new settlers in 

the Russian Far East were quite generous. Tsar Alexander II passed a bill on April 27th, 1861 that 

would encourage both Russian and foreign settlement in the Amur and Ussuri region.  The bill 

contained the following five incentives: the choice of temporary or permanent title to parcels of 

public land, one-hundred desiatinas47 of land per family, no poll tax, no military obligations for 

ten years, and exemptions from paying taxes on their land for twenty years which were quite 

unheard of in the western hemisphere.48 However, despite the incentives, Russian subjects were 

highly reluctant to relocate to a distant and unknown frontier land. The Russian reforms in the 

1860s indeed required a lot of expense from the Tsarist government. For many Russian subjects, 

the Russian Far East was simply too remote, too cold, and perhaps too Asiatic. On the 3rd of 

March, 1861, Tsar Alexander II proclaimed the emancipation of 23 million privately held serfs at 

the great expense of the state. It was a necessary, modernizing, and long-due reform for Tsarist 

Russia. In fact, this marked the most progressive period for Tsarist Russia and the biggest 

decision for Tsar Alexander II who was known to be quite indecisive. The 1860s marked many 

transformative events such as the American Civil War (1861-1865) and the abolition of slavery 

in America (1865). Tsarist Russia lost in the Crimean War in 1865 which they fought against 

Ottoman, French, British alliance. In 1867, Tsar Alexander II sold Alaska to the United States of 

America. Thus, abolishing serfdom might have been the consequence of Russia’s defeat in the 

Crimean War and a way to subdue the increasing public criticisms of the Tsarist government’s 

 
47 Note: ‘desiatina’ is a Russian unit of area equal to approximately 1 hectare or 2.7 acres.  
48 Jon. K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: The Koreans of the Russian Far East. (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2016), 11. 
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backwardness. This progressive reform was also praised by Friedrich Engels in 1883: “Russia, 

this is France of our century. To her rightly and properly belongs to the initiative of the new 

socialist reconstruction”49. However, most of these newly free serfs remained in their home 

villages and simply made new negotiations, contracts, and other economic arrangements with 

their former masters.  

In Primorye, no census was conducted until 1897, therefore, all the population numbers until 

then were rough estimates. In 1861, the total population of Primorye was estimated to be in the 

range between 15,600 and 35,100.50  By 1862, there was hardly any Russian population in Ussuri 

Krai besides the Russian military personnel, Cossacks, and the indigenous peoples.51 Before the 

treaties of Aigun (1858) and Beijing (1860), only a few Russian settlements were consisting of 

Cossacks and peasants alongside the Amur river. Encouraging Russian subjects to the Amur and 

Ussuri region, especially since the 1860s fell under the colonizing scheme of the new frontier 

and defend the region from any possible foreign encroachments. Many Russian retiring military 

servicemen were also encouraged to settle in the region with their families, of course, with great 

inducements.52 The number of Russian settlers to the Amur and Ussuri region was quite 

disappointing. The Tsarist government allocated on average 1,300 rubles for individual family 

travel and food expense.53 However, the Tsarist government simply could not find any Russians 

to settle in the Far East of their volition. Only some people who worked for the Orthodox Church 

settled in the Russian Far East with proselytizing endeavors and they arrived from Voronezh, 

 
49 Paul Dukes, A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary. c. 882-1996, (Durham: Duke University Press, 
1998), 148. 
50 Hyun Gwi Park, The Displacement of Borders among Russian Koreans in Northeast Asia, (Amsterdam: Amsterdam 
University Press. 2018), 50. 
51 S. D. Anosov, Koreitsy v Ussuriiskom krae, (Khabarovsk: Knijnoe Delo, 1928), 5. 
52 E.G. Ravenstein, The Russians on the Amur: Its Discovery, Conquest, and Colonization, (London: Trubner and Co. 
and Paternoster Row, 1861), 156.  
53 S. D. Anosov, Koreitsy v Ussuriiskom krae, (Khabarovsk: Knijnoe Delo, 1928), 6.  
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Vyatsk, Perm, Tambov, and Astrakhan. However, most of them settled in the Amur and not in 

the Ussuri Krai.54 The annual Russian migration number as follows; 1860 – 45, 1863 – 361, 1864 

- 382, 1865 – 95, 1866 -731, 1867 – 230, 1868 - 360, 1869 – 252, 1870 – 651, 1871 – 78, 1872 – 

211, 1873 -13, 1874 – 20, 1875 – 40, 1876 – 16, 1877 – 61, 1878 – 21, 1879 – 12, 1880 – 78, 

1881 – 82, 1882 – 110, and altogether meager 5,186 Russians for over twenty years since the 

initial colonization.55 However, the number of Russian settlers increased significantly in 1883 

and continued to increase afterward, especially in the aftermath of the Russo-Japanese war of 

1904-1905. As stated by Anosov, “between 1861 and 1900, 116,000 Russians, mainly peasants 

and Cossacks settled in today’s Maritime Province”56. The real demographic transformation of 

the Amur and Ussuri region took place during early Soviet Russia, the 1920s and 1930s because 

new Soviet Russia became active in the Russian Far East and consequentially received the arrival 

of a lot of migrants from European Russia, Crimea, and Ukraine belonging to various ethnicities. 

In the Russian Far East, even the Jewish Autonomous Region was established for Soviet Jewish 

populations in 1938, the idea had been entertained by Soviet elites since 1928. This is curiously 

the only Jewish designated territory in the world besides Israel.   

By the 1860s, thousands of migrants started to call the Amur and Ussuri region their home, 

the indigenous inhabitants, and their identity became under dire risk of eradication as they both 

felt a dominant presence from both Chinese and Russians. After the 1860 Treaty of Beijing, 

Russians found 14,000 Qing subjects, including 5,400 Chinese, 3,240 men, and 2,160 women, in 

the Amur region, and 900 settled Chinese and some 2,000-3,000 hunters and gatherers in the 

 
54 Ibid. 5. 
55 Ibid. 5-6.  
56 Nyiri Pal, Chinese in Eastern Europe and Russia: A Middleman Minority in a Transnational Era, (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), 7. 
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Ussuri region.57 In Primorye and Manchuria, the Chinese were usually called ‘manzas’ by the 

Russians58. Koreans added another and quite an important factor to the transformation of the 

region.  

 

Figure 9. The Russian Far East59 

 

In 1863, fourteen Korean families comprised of 56 people arrived in the Amur and Ussuri region 

from the Hamgyong Province of Joseon Korea.60 They are considered the first group of Korean 

migrants to the Russian Far East. Since 1863, more and more Korean migrants have started to 

 
57 V. V. Grave, Kitaitsy, Koreitsy, I Yapontsy v Priamurie, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu dozvoleniiu 
Amurskoi ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1912), 5. 
58 Rossiiskaya Akademiya Nauk, Pervye Izvestiya o Koree v Rossii (1675-1884). Tom VII, (Moskva: Pervoe Marta, 
2010), 82. 
59 Wikitravel. Russian Far East [map]. Wikitravel. 12 January 2010. https://wikitravel.org/en/Russian_Far_East. 
60 Note 1: According to Toropov, there were 14 families, consisting in total 65 people. (Toropov, 2001), 7.  
Note 2: According to Przhevalskii, there were 12 families, however, the majority sources produced during the time 
and in the following decades stated 13 families. Since the Toropov’s account is an official government report, the 
number 14 takes precedence over other accounts. (Przhevalskii, 1990. 132). 
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arrive every year. At first, Korean migrants largely settled in the southern end of the Ussuri river, 

then later on both sides of the Amur river in the north. The latter was largely encouraged and 

facilitated by the Russian officials who preferred that Korean settlements did not concentrate in 

one area. By 1864, in Poset, Koreans had already established seven villages; Tizinhe, Yanchinhe, 

Sidimi, Adimi, Chanigou, Krabbe, and Fudubai. Between 1869-1870, 6,500 Koreans settled in 

the Ussuri Krai from northern Korea. In 1870, according to A. Ya. Maksimov’s estimation, 9000 

Koreans, and according to F. F. Busse’s estimation, 8,000 Koreans settled in the region.61 As 

stated by Anosov, in 1897, 23,000, in 1899, 27,000, and by 1901, there were a total of 32,298 

Koreans in Ussuri Krai.62 It appears the Korean migration increased sharply in 1869 because 

Joseon’s northern provinces suffered a serious flood, and afterward strong frost, which destroyed 

crops which led to mass hunger and death. In 1869, a total of 6543 people (3533 men, 3010 

women, one-third of them were children) crossed the Russian border.63 This is a big jump in 

Korean migrant numbers. The following is detailed figures that demonstrate the numbers of 

Korean settlers by villages (1864) and then by both villages and cities (1897),  

Names of 

Korean villages 

Number of 

Households 

Number of 

Residents 

 

Men 

 

 

 

Women 

 

 

 

Total 

Tizinhe 8 22 22 44 

Adimi 1 2 2 4 

Novaya 

Derevnya 

9 28 25 53 

Fatashi 1 2 1 3 

 
61 S. D. Anosov, Koreitsy v Ussuriiskom krae, (Khabarovsk: Knijnoe Delo, 1928), 6. 
62 Ibid. 7. 
63 Sergei Tkachev, “Koreans of the South Ussury in 1879”, Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, Vol. 6, No 3 S4, 
(May 2015), 122. 
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Total 19 54 50 104 

Figure 10. Number of Korean settlers by villages, 186464  

 Population Locations Men Women Total 

 Amursky Oblast    

 

1 

Blagoveschensk 

Blagoslovennoe 

Other 

Total 

74 

615 

 

 

532 

 

74 

1194 

294 

1562 

 Primorsky Oblast    

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

7 

8 

9 

10 

11 

12 

13 

14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

21 

22 

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

Tizinhe 

Upper Yanchihe 

Lower Yanchihe 

Andreevka 

Upper Sedimi 

Lower Sedimi 

Mangugai 

Nikolaevka 

Taudemi 

Baranovka 

Korsakovka 

Krounovka 

Putsilovka 

Sinel’nikovo 

Krabbe 

Kazakevichevo 

Upper Romanovo 

Upper Adimi 

Lower Adimi 

Fatashi 

Novaya Derevnya 

Zarech’e 

Krasnoe Selo 

Nagornoe 

Ryazanovka 

Peschanoe 

Kedrovaya Pad’ 

Osipovka 

549 

296 

615 

109 

233 

81 

211 

259 

342 

76 

743 

385 

767 

727 

411 

203 

141 

152 

141 

374 

163 

445 

431 

93 

167 

81 

117 

120 

532 

260 

541 

90 

261 

74 

185 

136 

237 

76 

551 

303 

692 

578 

414 

114 

76 

121 

139 

359 

156 

538 

429 

92 

165 

60 

111 

116 

1081 

556 

1156 

199 

494 

155 

396 

395 

579 

152 

1294 

688 

1459 

1305 

825 

317 

217 

273 

280 

733 

319 

883 

860 

185 

332 

141 

228 

236 

 
64 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 69.  
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29 

30 

31 

Sukhanovka 

Ambabira 

Brus’e 

Vladivostok 

Khabarovsk 

Other places (93 places) 

Total in Primorsky Oblast 

Total in both Oblasts 

113 

135 

211 

1066 

149 

 

106 

90 

231 

285 

10 

 

219 

225 

442 

1351 

159 

6072 

24306 

25868 

Figure 11. Numbers and Settlements of Korean Populations by city and villages. 189765  

 

When Korean migrants came to the Amur and Ussuri region whether it is Manchuria of Qing 

China or Maritime Province of Tsarist Russia, they were to live among already diversely-

populated regions. In Manchuria where most Koreans settled, they had to compete with already 

well-established Chinese peasants who had been working there for a long time. Known to many 

Koreans as Kando, the frontier region was relatively known to them. Whereas the Russian Far 

East or South Ussuri was relatively unknown to Korean migrants except for Poset Bay which as 

a border region had some Korean inhabitants. Later, Poset became a convenient gateway of 

Korean migration to the Russian Far East and facilitated a path for future migrations. Both 

Kando and Poset constituted contact zones for Korean migrants with Qing China and Tsarist 

Russia. As Joseon Korea was a vassal of Qing China, another East Asian nation, and shared the 

same Confucian worldview, therefore Manchuria was natural and a more popular choice for 

Korean migrants. Tsarist Russia being a dominant western power, people of a Caucasian race, 

caused Korean migrants to be reluctant to migrate to the South Ussuri (the southern part of 

Primorye). Despite their fear of unknowns and reluctance, some Korean migrants who chose 

Ussuri Krai were received well by the Russians who realized their potential to revitalize the 

region’s agriculture, and these eager and hardworking migrants fated to shape and transform the 

 
65 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 92.  
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Russian Far East and its economy at the very crucial initial period of Russian colonization. 

Nevertheless, the argument here is based on the region-centric approach because it is highy 

important to consider the demographic changes before the arrival of Korean, Chinese, and 

Russian migrants and thereafter.  

III. Origins of the Korean Diaspora in the early Nineteenth Century 

A. Socioeconomic Factors of Migration 

Migrants to the Amur and Ussuri region whether they were Korean or Chinese, all arrived 

under duress of socioeconomic conditions in their respective homeland. The poor socioeconomic 

conditions were caused partly by the internal social disorder and partly by external western 

influence. The external influences whether they were imperialistic or religious exacerbated the 

existing internal social problems. The late Joseon Korea experienced unstable social order under 

the conservative elites who preferred the outdated Chinese Confucianist system and adhered to 

anti-western policies. This highly conservative and traditionalist worldview and anti-Western 

political stance also stemmed from reactions against the Western attempt to bring Christianity to 

East Asia. As stated by Mark Peterson, “many Koreans were attracted to the doctrines of 

Christianity in the form of Catholicism, which Koreans called “Western Learning” and saw as a 

more egalitarian religion than Confucianism. By the end of the eighteenth century, Catholicism 

became popular enough for the state to ban it but continued to grow in the face of active 

persecution.”66 Despite numerous attempts to modernize Korea from the opposing factions in the 

government, the conservative Confucianist faction prevailed. Nevertheless, human societies 

never truly stand still and are always subject to changes. The late nineteenth century, in fact, the 

 
66 Mark Peterson and Phillip Margulies, A Brief History of Korea, (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2010), 106. 
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year 1860 should be remembered as the most transformative period for all major East Asian 

societies because it shaped the modern tripartite borders (Joseon-Qing-Russia) of Northeast Asia.    

Poor socioeconomic conditions in Joseon Korea were caused for the most part by the 

corruptive yangban class who abused both the examination system and the taxation system. 

Furthermore, factionalism exacerbated the societal problems and disrupted any opportunities for 

much-needed reforms. The civil service system was supposed to build on meritocracy by 

mastering Confucian classics and passing the examinations.  However, only the wealthy yangban 

class could afford such thorough education on classics.67 Furthermore, the examination system 

was so corrupted to bribery to the point a regular price was set for it.68 Thus, since it was a highly 

profitable business, the number of yangban class increased rapidly which subsequently had a 

direct impact on the taxation system. Furthermore, Peterson asserts that “factionalism of the late 

Joseon period had large and mostly bad effects on the country. Factions, once in power, ruled to 

suit their own interests, not necessarily the interests of the state.”69 Thus, it is quite accurate to 

refer to late Joseon’s yangban class as highly corruptive, factional, and the main culprit for 

Joseon Korea’s decline. However, on the other hand, factionalism along elites can be viewed as 

the internal struggle of Korean nationalists. Many Joseon scholar elites were highly conscious of 

the need to reform and strengthen the nation. Historian, Kyung Moon Hwang argued Joseon 

Korea was a dynamic and responsive state and contested the prevailing western colonial 

narratives that Japan modernized Korea. The inner workings of the Korean state were quite 

complex with many moving parts in order to bring about reform and modernization, and at the 

same time, notably scholar elites successfully navigated amongst powerful entities and 

 
67 Ibid. 110.  
68 Ibid. 111.  
69 Ibid. 111. 
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maintained peace, thus protected Korean society from potentially much dire regional conflicts. 

Hwang further argued Korean modernity had definite indigenous roots that go back period 

before 1876 (the Kanghwa Treaty) and was not made in Japan. Hwang defined the growth of the 

modern state as a “rationalizing process” in which a state balances its drive to modernize itself 

and society with the necessity to accommodate “its counterparts.”70 However, the real 

modernizing efforts of Korean nationalists became truly evident in 1897 with Gabo Reforms and 

in 1919 with the March 1st movement.  

 The next crucial problem in Joseon society was the tax system. Tax amounts were assessed 

on the arable land and the exemptions for military service for farmers. For example, military-age 

men between 16-60 were required to pay two rolls of cloth. There were many loopholes and 

abuse imposed on the peasant class which made their lives miserable.71 The boy-king Kojong’s 

father, Taewongun believed the Korean dynasty was declining. To restore Joseon Korea, he 

decided to tax the yangban who had been tax-exempt for a long time.72 However, his policy for 

Korean society was highly isolationist, soon he found himself on the opposing side of Queen 

Min, his son’s wife. Queen Min prevailed and forced his retirement.  

In Joseon society, as stated by Chang, “the average farmer-owned between 1.25 and 2.5 acres 

of land. Thirty percent of those from the farming/agricultural class (kiju) did not own land. 

During the Joseon Korea, the average land parcels held by farmers grew progressively 

smaller.”73 Agriculture continued to decline in many parts of Joseon Korea. By this time, many 

 
70 Kyung Moon Hwang, Rationalizing Korea: The Rise of the Modern State, 1894-1945, (London and New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan. 2010), 7. 9. 
71 Mark Peterson and Phillip Margulies, A Brief History of Korea, (New York: Infobase Publishing, 2010), 112-113. 
72 Ibid. 116. 
73 Jon K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: The Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2016), 
10. 
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peasants in northern provinces, namely in Hamgyong province suffered the most. Hamgyong 

was the poorest and most isolated northern region of Joseon Korea. As Hamgyong province was 

physically so distant from Seoul, the local yangban class ruled with minimal government 

oversight and interference, and their crimes against aggrieved peasants went unchecked. 

Factionalism among elites, various abuse from the local yangban class, excessive tax burden, 

natural disasters, and overall unstable Korean society and economy, all contributed to the 

beginning of the Korean diaspora. Many peasants revolted in many parts of Joseon Korea. 

Peasants in Hamgyong simply had no one to turn to for their grievances, then decided to take a 

drastic measure, and crossed Joseon-Qing and Joseon-Russian borders into the nearest regions, 

Manchuria and Primorye.  

B. Koreans in Manchuria 

Korean migrants to the Manchuria of Qing China and the Russian Far East of Tsarist Russia 

had become the pioneers of Korean diasporic communities as they migrated to these regions 

simultaneously around the same period (the 1860s). The majority of modern-day Korean 

populations in China and Russia trace their ancestries to these migrants. Proximity and some 

cultural affinities with China including a shared Confucian system of governance made 

Manchuria a logical and sensible destination for most Korean migrants. Upon arrival, the work 

ethic of Korean migrants impressed the Chinese. Korean migrants also offered cheaper labor 

than locals and other Chinese laborers. Korean migrants were often credited with building 

numerous watering canals and successfully cultivating rice in many parts of Manchuria. In 1886, 

a British explorer, H.E.M. James visited Manchuria, he observed that “on the southern borders of 

Manchuria, and especially in the Yalu Valley, a great many Korean settlers are met with, who 
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are cultivating extensively, but principally as laborers or cottiers.”74 Korean migrants were able 

to organize themselves into communities, prospered despite many existing challenges, and 

contributed immensely to Manchurian economic development. Later and throughout the 

twentieth century, Koreans in China usually were labeled as the model minority. However, it is 

important to mention Korean migration to Manchuria before the Japanese Occupation of Korea 

is still widely unexplored. Most contemporary historians of Korean studies seem to neglect the 

initial phase of the Korean diaspora.   

 

Figure 12. Chinese Ginseng gatherers in Ussuri taiga75 

 

Joseon Korean and Qing China had been neighbors for quite some time, and as Joseon being 

paid vassalage to Qing, the two nations experienced frequent interactions and movements of 

people. Even though China was quite an orthodox destination for Koreans, their movement was 

restricted, especially to Manchuria also known as a ‘prohibited zone’ for both the Chinese and 

 
74 H.E.M. James, The Long White Mountain: or, A Journey in Manchuria, with Some Account of the History, People, 
Administration and Religion of That Country, (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1888), 144. 
75 John. J. Stephan, “Chinese Ginseng gatherers in Ussuri taiga”. In: John J. Stephan. The Russian Far East: A History. 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1994). 
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Koreans. As previously discussed, ‘a prohibited zone’ was a part of ‘official policy 

differentiation’ and is the ancestral land of the Manchus, needed to be protected from any foreign 

elements and only people who belonged to the Eight Banners were allowed there. In 1677, 

Manchus sealed the area north of the Paektu Mountain, Yalu River, and Tumen River and forced 

Joseon rulers to implement harsh penalties to those who entered the ‘prohibited zone’. As stated 

by James, “according to both Chinese and Korean law, neither country can be entered by a 

citizen of the other. The law is strictly enforced against the Chinese, and the penalty is death.”76 

The travel restriction was similar for Joseon Koreans, mainly Korean emissaries and merchants 

were allowed to travel to China and Manchuria upon obtaining official permits. In Manchuria, 

“indigenous peoples, including the Heje, Oroqen, and Sibe, continued their lifestyles of hunting, 

fishing, and seasonal farming, while Manchu bannermen lived and worked in garrisons and 

border posts scattered throughout Manchuria”77. Manchuria and its rich natural resources 

nevertheless attracted the Chinese, Koreans, and as well as locals as they were enticed to do both 

legal and illegal activities. Riches of ginseng and timber attracted them the most. Especially 

Koreans who lived in the borderland region took great risks to enter the area to collect ginger, 

hunt animals, or cultivate agricultural products. Ginseng from Manchuria was a popular 

commodity, served as both trade and tributary items. Poaching in Manchuria is somewhat 

widespread as many Koreans and Chinese knew about the quite inadequate border security and 

frequently took advantage of it.  

In 1860, the increasingly weakened Qing government ceded land (Outer Manchuria or 

Primorye) more than 1 million square kilometers (350,00 square miles) to Tsarist Russia through 

 
76 Ibid. 145. 
77 Alyssa. M. Park, Sovereignty Experiments: Korean Migrants and the Building of Borders in Northeast Asia, 1860-
1945, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019), 34.  
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the Treaty of Beijing (Convention of Beijing). Reactively, the Qing government lifted the ban on 

Northeast China in 1860. As a series of natural disasters occurred in Joseon Korea in the late 

1860s, peasant revolts in the south spread to the north. Later in 1875 and 1881, the Qing 

government lifted on the Yalu River and Tumen River areas. Korean peasants thus were able to 

migrate to the border regions. Korean migrants were able to obtain land ownership if they 

adopted Manchu dressing codes including the Queue hairstyle. Korean migrants also were 

required to obtain a license from the Qing governments and pay taxes. Many Korean migrants 

abhorred adopting Manchu dressing codes. This extreme measure did not even guarantee 

citizenship. According to Tai-Hwan Kwon’s estimation, “the number of Korean residents in 

Manchuria was reported at 77,000 in 1870 and reached 200,000 in 1900, and 220,000 in 1910.”78 

This data shows that Koreans migrated to Manchuria by far greater numbers than to Primorye.     

In the 1860s and 1870s, when the impoverished peasants from Hamgyong Province arrived 

in Manchuria, they had to work for the Chinese and Manchu landlords and as well as to compete 

with other local and Chinese labor forces. Qing China’s border officials used to return illegal 

Joseon migrants to Korea, however, then sooner, they realized that Koreans not only offered 

cheaper labor than the Chinese but also they were also willing to work hard. Some Chinese 

border officials even encouraged Koreans to cross the Yalu river and develop agriculture in the 

Manchurian lands. As stated by James, “Korean emigrants are encouraged by Chinese settlers 

and the local officials often bent the rules for their benefits.”79 Even though Korean migrants’ 

work ethic is embraced in China and the migrant community flourished, there is a massive 

 
78 Tai-Hwan Kwon, “International Migration of Koreans and the Korean community in China,” Korea Journal of 
Population and Development, Vol. 26, No 1, (July 1997): 3. 
79 H. E. M. James, The Long White Mountain: or, A Journey in Manchuria, with Some Account of the History, People, 
Administration and Religion of That Country, (London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1888), 145.  
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difference between Korean migrants in Manchuria and the Russian Far East. In China, Koreans 

were not able to become citizens and could not own land until the mid-twentieth century. In 

Russia, Koreans could own land as early as the 1860s with numerous incentives from the Tsarist 

government and acquired Russian citizenship in the 1890s following the 1884 Treaty of Seoul 

and all the rights accorded with the citizenry.  

C. Koreans in the Russian Far East 

While many Korean migrants chose Manchuria as their destination simply by crossing 

Tumen and Yalu rivers into Qing territory, some Korean migrants chose the relatively unknown, 

the South Ussuri (a southern part of Primorye), the region that newly belonged to Tsarist Russia. 

This brave decision on their part turned out to be a better and timely one compared to Koreans in 

Qing China because the arrival of Koreans in South Ussuri coincided with the Tsarist 

government scheme to populate and develop the Russian Far East. In various official Russian 

documents, Korean migrant workers have often labeled a ‘productive colonizing element’ in the 

Maritime Province. The tsarist government desperately needed people in the Far East, however, 

the Russian peasant population was highly reluctant to make the long and arduous trip to the 

unknown Asiatic region despite numerous financial inducements. The Tsarist government 

covered their travel expenses, offered land to them which they would own outright, and relieved 

them of military service for ten years and from taxation for twenty years. However, during the 

first twenty years, the relocation of Russian subjects to the Russian Far East was very slow. The 

existing Russian population primarily consisted of Russian military officials, Cossack soldiers, 

and some religious groups belonging to the Russian Orthodox and Old Believers (starovery). In 
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his travel notes, Przhevalskii also mentioned the Old Believers being relocated to South Ussuri.80 

The rest of the population consisted of locals who were mostly seminomadic, independent, and 

thoroughly self-sufficient, and some Chinese workers and merchants who kept to themselves and 

had a very strong bond with their homeland. Since the beginning of interaction with Koreans, 

Russians had the impression that they were more engaging and social than the Chinese. Unlike 

the Chinese being labor migrants and many who intended to return to their homeland, most of 

the Korean migrants intended to settle permanently and eager to engage and invest in their future 

in Primorye. Since Korean migrants who were primarily agriculturalists as the local Russian 

authorities considered them to be a positive addition to the overall South Ussuri population. 

South Ussuri region’s climate and landscape did not differ much from Hamgyong province, so 

many Koreans found it easy to settle and did not take a long time to adjust. Many Russian 

peasants took longer to adjust in the Russian Far East because the soil and climate differed from 

the Russian heartland. Like the Chinese and Koreans, Russians were also transcontinental 

migrants themselves within the Russian territories.  

Joseon Korean northern borderland had been busy with various interactions between military 

groups, government and border officials, illegal migrants, merchants, and bandits. Therefore, the 

Korean peasants who lived in the borderland were familiar with the border region, Poset Bay, 

and beyond. Korean merchants were especially familiar with the borderland and they often 

ventured there to trade with locals, Manchus, and the Chinese. Even before the Sino-Russian 

‘Aigun’ (1858) and ‘Beijing’ (1860) treaties concluded, “Korean peasants had been raising crops 

of millet and beans in the Poset region and harvesting kelp along the Primorye coast.”81 In 1863, 

 
80 Nikolai Przhevalskii, Puteshestvie v Ussuriiskom Krae, 1867-1869, (Vladivostok: Dal’nevostochnoe Izdatelstvo. 
1990), 255-260. 
81 John. J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 74. 
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fourteen families from famine-stricken Hamgyong Province crossed the Tumen river settled 

around Poset Bay, particularly along the river Tizinhe and established the very first Korean 

village with the same name, Tizinhe. Since then, and following these pioneering migrants to the 

region, thousands of Korean peasants from Hamgyong Province continued to arrive in Poset 

every year. As stated by Stephan, “the Russian authorities welcomed these migrants and made 

land available to them along the Suifen, Suchan, and Ussuri rivers.”82 Ever since Tsarist Russia 

acquired the territory, Korean peasants and merchants began to interact with Russian border 

officials and other personnel in Cossack garrisons and established friendly relationships with 

them while conducting small-scale trade. This subsequent positive and evolving relationship 

turned out to be the most advantageous for the Korean migrants in the near future. Korean 

migrants had to rely on the Russian authorities constantly for protection from Qing and Joseon 

border officials and as well as hunghuzi83 (bandits) on the borderland. Koreans did not only 

request such protection from the Russian authorities but also requested permission to settle 

permanently in the Primorye.  

Many curious accounts of the initial Russian and Korean encounters exist. For example, in 

the summer of 1861, when Captain Turbin was inspecting the demarcation line in the lower 

Tumen River, he encountered several Koreans in a boat who wanted to know who they 

(Russians) were and why they came here. Captain Turbin showed them the Chinese text of the 

1860 Treaty of Beijing, then found out these Koreans knew nothing of the existence of such 

agreement. However, these Koreans were very friendly and invited Captain Turbin and his 

 
82 Ibid. 75. 
83 Note: The Chinese term for bandits in the Northeastern region; originally known for the red color of their masks. 
They were mostly of Han Chinese and Tungusic ethnicity or mixture of both. They often fled to Manchuria when 
discovered by border patrols which implied they originated from China.   
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people to their village. Apparently, these Korean deeply hated both Manchus and the Chinese 

and are now happy about gaining a new neighbor and expressed a desire to trade livestock and 

other products at (our) Russian ports.84 However, ever since the Primorskii Krai became Russian 

territory, the Joseon Korean government forbid its northern districts to have any relationship with 

the Russians.85 There’s another Russian account of such initial interaction with Koreans, written 

by I. Noskov who was stationed at the Novgorod post. The note was dated September 10th, 1862. 

Noskov and his men encountered twenty-six Koreans on the right side of the Tumen river who 

were apparently returning to their village after fishing. By the looks of it, they caught plenty of 

fish, however, when they saw us (Russians) they were very alarmed, then appeared glad once 

they knew us to be friendly. We approached and greeted them in Mongolian, however, soon we 

were able to communicate in Chinese. These Koreans were tall, with a fair complexion, unlike 

typical Asians. They wore white clothes and we have never seen them wearing any black or 

colorful clothes. They were clean and carried themselves better than Mongols, Buryats, and even 

the Chinese. Later, we also saw two more Koreans some distance away, when they saw us, they 

immediately ran away, they thought we were Manchus who considered their eternal and blood 

enemies.86 Przhevalskii, upon his travel to South Ussuri, curiously described Koreans in similar 

ways. He observed Koreans be hard-working and clean, quite contrary to the manzas (the 

Chinese). Koreans wearing white-colored clothes clearly showed their love for cleanliness.87 

Thus, these initial accounts by Russians depicted their generally positive views of Koreans.  

 
84 B. D. Pak, Rossiya I Koreya, (Moskva: Nauka, 1979), 35. 
85 Ibid. 36. 
86 Rossiiskaya Akademiya Nauk. Pervye Izvestiya o Koree v Rossii (1675-1884), (Moskva: Pervoe Marta, 2010), 82-
83. 
87 Nikolai Przhevalskii, Puteshestvie v Ussuriiskom Krae, 1867-1869, (Vladivostok: Dal’nevostochnoe Izdatelstvo, 
1990), 134. 
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The Russian law of April 27, 1861, which was officially called “On the Administration of 

Russian and Foreign Settlement in the Amur and Primorski Oblasts of Eastern Siberia” gave 

many privileges to all settlers of the Primorye and Amur provinces which extended to not only 

Russian subjects but also foreigners including Koreans. Notably, this law was quite unique and 

wholly unheard of. Never in history, a colonizing western empire was known to extend 

settlement benefits to foreigners, especially to non-white races. This law was passed under the 

Tsarist government’s scheme to populate and develop the region. Subsequently, this law had 

enormous significance and highly motivated and well-informed borderland Korean peasants to 

migrate to the Russian territory specifically. Korean migrants knew this law very well and 

realized a prosperous life in Tsarist Russia was realistically possible. However, the major fear 

among the Korean migrants was facing many dangers on the road. Since Koreans migrated as 

family units, protecting their immediate families was the foremost priority. For example, 

according to “the Commander of Vladivostok Post Lieutenant E.S. Burachek’s diary records who 

on December 21, 1862, wrote: “Several Koreans with families wished to move to our territory; 

they are enticed with a twenty-year privilege to not pay taxes, but they were afraid, that Russian 

soldiers would take away their wives from them.”88 However, soon and after being acquainted 

with many Russians and trading with them for months, they realized their families are actually 

safer in Russian territory than anywhere else. The Russian authorities assured Korean migrants 

that they would not be returned to Joseon and Qing border guards. The Qing and Joseon 

governments, including frontier authorities, often imposed severe punishments on migrants who 

 
88 A. I. Petrov, “Koreans in Russia in the Context of History of Russian Immigration Policy”, International Journal of 
Korean History, Vol. 12, (Aug. 2008): 162-163.  
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were caught when crossing the Chinese-Korean-Russian border. These severe punishments 

certainly included the death penalty for Korean migrants.  

Since the Russian Far East was so far from Saint Petersburg, the representatives of the 

administration of Eastern Siberia and subsequently the local authorities of Primorskii Oblast 

exercised a lot of independence in decision making. The Governors-General and governors of 

provinces and Vladivostok, as well as the ordinary officers of provincial and district 

administration, held a positive view of Korean migrants in the region from the beginning which 

ultimately created a positive environment for Korean migrants to achieve a better life in 

Primorye.89 For example, Poset Staff Captain P.A. Gelmersen had written a short note to Major 

Ivan F. Cherkavskii of the Novgorod sentry post nearby and it was titled “Memo regarding 

Koreans Wanting to Become Russian Subjects.” The note stated that a few Korean merchants 

traveling near the Novgorod Post in Poset Bay had been attacked repeatedly by hunghuzi 

(bandits) as early as 1857. Then Captain Cherkavskii not only offered them his protection but 

also the opportunity to settle land near the post. These Koreans embraced the opportunity and 

further asked permission to bring their families as well90. Some Korean migrants experienced 

harsher realities. On their way to Russian territory, they were robbed by bandits and as well as by 

Qing and Joseon border guards and arrived with absolutely nothing. As stated by Chang, since 

Joseon Korea had experienced many floods and droughts during the 1860s, many peasants 

arrived in South Ussuri without even seeds.91 Koreans who left Joseon Korea were seen as 

traitors and their desire for a better life in Russia was punishable by death, subsequently, Korean 

 
89 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 257. 
90 Jon. K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: The Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
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border guards were often allowed to shoot migrants they caught crossing the Tumen River, the 

site of the Russian-Korean border. Chinese officials sometimes intervened with the Russian 

authorities on behalf of the Korean government. Considering the risk, Korean migrants preferred 

to leave Korea in the dead of night to begin their lives in Russia without their cattle and farming 

equipment. Upon their arrival and soon after, the Russian authorities provided them land as well 

as provisions, tools, and seeds to grow wheat and vegetables.  

Major Cherkavskii and Lieutenant Burachek were the prominent authorities in Primorye and 

both had positive views of Korean migrants and promised them protection and land for 

settlement. They were the first Russian authorities who made the initial and official contacts with 

Korean migrants. However, in July of 1863, Cherkavskii died and Lieutenant Burachek left for 

Saint Petersburg in the same year. Therefore, because of their absence, the Korean resettlement 

was delayed temporarily. Then later, Lieutenant Ryazanov replaced Major Cherkavskii as the 

chief of the Novgorod sentry post, but he was not informed of the Korean settlement and Major 

Cherkavskii’s promises to them. Major Cherkavskii was the first Russian military official who 

explained Korean migrants the Russian laws, including the “Rules for settlement of Russian and 

foreigners in the Amur and Primorye oblasts of Eastern Siberia”. He had also assured them full 

protection from Joseon or Qing authorities who frequently demanded their return. “In his official 

report No. 205 of November 20, 1863, addressed to the Military Governor of the Primorskaya 

oblast, Rear Admiral P.V. Kazakevich, he asked permission to comply with a request of the 

Korean peasants to move to the Russian territory. In the same official report, Ryazanov informed 

that Koreans had asked him "to build on a place of their settlement the Russian house for a living 

in it at least five person-soldier which could serve as maintenance of their safety from Manchus 
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because without such protection the Manchus will kill them"92. Thus, with the help from the 

local Russian authorities, Korean migrants found safety and also the opportunity to succeed in 

their new environment.  

Since the Primorye is so isolated from European Russia and the necessary provisions and 

goods from Europe took quite a long time to arrive in the Far East, therefore local authorities 

often purchased provisions, food, and supplies from Irkutsk (Buryatia/Zabaikalsk) and Harbin 

(Manchuria). The Russian authorities did not like being reliant on Chinese goods from 

Manchuria or any other foreign goods. Therefore, when the Korean migrants came to South 

Ussuri who were primarily agriculturalists and local Russian authorities hoped these farmers 

could change that tricky provisional and logistical situation in the near future. Korean migrants 

indeed soon became a ‘productive colonizing element’ who would produce agricultural goods in 

Russian territory for Russians and others in Primorye.   

In 1865, military governor of the Primorskii Krai, P. V. Kazakevich sent a report concerning 

Koreans in the Poset region to Governor-General of Eastern Siberia, Captain Cherkavskii. His 

report stated that Koreans became an economically worthy colonizing element within two years 

of their arrival.  The report stated that around thirty Korean families came to Poset with cattle 

and they worked in the fields and constructed their Korean-style houses. Toward the end of the 

year, they managed to sow so much spring grain that they even proposed to sell some quantity of 

buckwheat. Their success within such a short amount of time demonstrated their incredible work 

ethic and this fact made them excellent settlers in Poset. Kazakevich highlighted that they could 

 
92 A. I. Petrov, “Koreans in Russia in the Context of History of Russian Immigration Policy”, International Journal of 
Korean History, Vol. 12, (Aug. 2008): 163. 
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supply corn, grains, and cereals to garrisons very soon.93 Thus, Kazakevich recognized the 

usefulness of Korean peasants in Poset, and with Captain Cherkavsky’s endorsement, local 

Russian authorities began to have positive views of Koreans in the Poset region. As stated by 

Anosov, “Korean migrants began their “new” lives with little or no changes in lifestyle and 

farming techniques. By 1864, Koreans had established seven villages in or around Poset Bay: 

Tizinhe, Yanchihe, Sidimi, Adimi, Chapigoi, Krabbe, and Fudubai. Soon they began to sell 

various grains, cereals, and millets.”94 Pak also wrote that, “in late winter 1866, conditions and 

crops were particularly poor in Hamgyong. Entire villages, such as Pegan and Samdonsa along 

the Russian-Korean border, simply packed up and began new lives in Russia. Another five 

hundred Koreans crossed the border in 1867”.95 These Koreans migrated to improve their socio-

economic conditions, or at least to reach some level of well-being and prosperity. Initially, their 

economic activities were directed exclusively toward themselves as their goal was to survive in 

their new political, economic, natural, and multicultural environments. The natural environment 

in Primorye was, however, similar to northern Korean regions. Koreans were adapting very 

quickly in a more socioeconomically positive environment. By this time, Tsarist Russia was 

quite progressive with already a few major implemented reforms. On the other hand, Joseon 

Korean yangban class continued to be repressive towards their peasants.96 When V.V. Grave 

visited the Ussuri region, he noticed that “most of the migrants worked as tenant farmers. 

Russian peasants and Cossacks had grown heavily dependent on Korean and Chinese laborers, 

 
93 A. A. Toropov, et al., eds. Koreitsy na Rossiiskom Dal’nem Vostoke (vt. Pol. XIX-nach. XX vv.), Rossiyskiy 
Gosudarstvenniy Istoricheskiy Arkhiv Dal’nego Vostoka, Dokumenty I Materialy, (Vladivostok: Izdatel’stvo 
Dal’nevostochnogo Universiteta, 2001), 18.  
94 S. D. Anosov, Koreitsy v Ussuriiskom krae, (Khabarovsk: Knijnoe Delo, 1928), 6.  
95 B. D. Pak, Rossiya I Koreya, (Moskva: Nauka, 197922. 
96 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka. (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 258 
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who proved they could reap bountiful harvests in the humid climate with their technique of 

“grooves” and “growing in beds”. Russian peasants hired them as wage laborers or tenant 

farmers, accepting a percentage of the harvest as pay.”97 When V. D. Pesotsky visited the region, 

he saw “Korean niche farmers throughout Ussuri countryside. While Russian peasants chose to 

live in villages, many miles from their fields, Koreans erected their homes in the middle of farms 

in the model of homesteads. Korean hamlets thus had no center, comprising dozens and 

sometimes hundreds of modest three – to four-acre homestead that was scattered along narrow 

river valleys.”98 According to Pesotsky, another unnamed official commented on the ubiquity of 

Koreans in the agricultural sector: “the whole of Poset district, the mass of Cossack lands up to 

Khanka, peasant lands around Nikolsk, church and forestry lands throughout South Ussuri, and 

even farther north toward Khabarovsk and along the Amur are all cultivated by the labor of 

Koreans. The southern Maritime Province is fed almost entirely by the hands of Koreans.”99 This 

shows Korean peasants cultivated lands throughout the Amur and Ussuri region.  

According to F.F. Busse’s note of 1867, 124 families lived in Tizinhe consisting of 661 

people and they had 394,5 desiatin land at their disposal. A family possessed an average of 3,18 

desiatin land. In Mangugai village, 13 families lived consisting of 58 people. They had 24,5 

desiatin land at their disposal, on average one family possessed 1,88 desiatin land, about 0,42 

desiatin for per person. In Sedimi, 5 families lived consisting of 20 people. They worked on 6 

desiatin lands, 1,2 desiatin per family, and 0.3 desiatin per person.100 If Pesotsky trusted the 

 
97 V. V. Grave, Kitaitsy, Koreitsy, I Yapontsy v Priamurie, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu dozvoleniiu 
Amurskoi ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1912), 159.  
98 V. D. Pesotsky, Koreyskiy Vopros v Priamure, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu poveleniiu Amurskoi 
ekspeditsii. Sankt Peterburg, 1913), 87. 
99 Ibid. 76.  
100 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 132. 
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account of the unnamed official and estimations of both Busse and Maksimov, Korean migrants 

settled among compatriots in Poset first then moved to other parts of South Ussuri in search of 

land and work.101 Afterward, the Amur region is next to be cultivated by Korean migrant labor. 

With fertile lands at their disposal, Korean migrants made a significant contribution to the 

economic development of the southern part of this region, particularly in agricultural production. 

Korean immigration to Russia was indeed a progressive social phenomenon both for Russians 

and Koreans. The following tables show land use (1864-1872) and economic conditions of 

Korean migrants (1875).  

 Year Number 

of 

Families 

Number of 

people of 

both sexes 

Land in 

Desiatines 

 

 

Homesteads 

 

 

Arable 

Land 

Livestock 

 

Horses 

 

 

 

Horned 

Livestock 

In Poset 

1. Adimi 

2. Zarechye 

3, Krasnoe Selo 

4. Yanchinhe 

5. Fatashi 

6. Tizinhe 

7. Khadzhida 

8. Noyaya 

Derevnya 

9. Ryazanova 

10. Sidemi 

11. Kedrovaya 

Pad’ 

In Suifun 

12. Karsakovskoe 

13. Putsilovka 

14. Sinel’nikova 

15. Krounovka 

 

In North Ussuri 

 

1864 

1868 

1868 

1869 

1869 

1869 

1869 

1876 

 

1878 

1884 

1884 

 

 

1867 

1867 

1867 

1869 

 

 

 

60 

81 

84 

303 

151 

177 

135 

66 

 

48 

32 

27 

 

 

184 

207 

180 

109 

844 

 

308 

341 

509 

1363 

615 

906 

627 

339 

 

252 

115 

72 

 

 

995 

910 

833 

583 

8768 

 

 

3 

3.5 

4 

13 

6.5 

8 

6 

8 

 

2.5 

2 

1.5 

 

 

8 

10 

8 

5.5 

89.5 

 

 

224 

186 

342 

740 

324 

694 

336 

168 

 

163 

91 

37 

 

 

811 

1203 

859 

288 

6466 

 

 

28 

24 

31 

113 

48 

74 

66 

19 

 

18 

16 

16 

 

 

107 

197 

148 

49 

954 

 

 

130 

72 

115 

345 

133 

260 

233 

70 

 

78 

38 

53 

 

 

228 

267 

200 

112 

2227 

 

 
101 V. D. Pesotsky, Koreyskiy Vopros v Priamure, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu poveleniiu Amurskoi 
ekspeditsii. Sankt Peterburg, 1913), 31-32.  
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16. Kazakevichevo 

 

In Suchan 

17. Andreevka 

18. Nikolaevka 

 

1871 

 

 

1871 

1872 

25 

 

 

26 

20 

130 

 

 

102 

99 

1.5 

 

 

6 

5 

207 

 

 

74 

88 

25 

 

 

28 

19 

49 

 

 

27 

31 

 

 Total 1915 9099 102 6835 1026 233 

Figure 13. Land Use in Primorye, 1864-1872102  

Villages Household Residents Arable 

Land 

(des.) 

Horses Large 

(horned) 

livestock 

Pigs Chicken 

Tizinhe 244 1243 1614 89 410 491 1049 

Yanchihe 130 572 1183 21 185 140 779 

Krabbe 58 298 113 19 108 148 466 

Adimi 23 111 60 12 46 128 42 

Sedimi 16 60 44 8 20 33 51 

Total 471 2284 3014 149 769 940 2387 

Figure 14. Economic Conditions in Korean Villages in Poset. 13 November 1875103 

  

Even though Russians and Koreans got along relatively well, some Russian authorities saw 

the situation to be politically and culturally negative to depend on Asian labor. However, the 

economic situation or its harsh reality in Primorye needed the labor of Korean migrants. Of 

course, Russian peasants were ideal to colonize the region effectively and badly needed in the 

Far East, but the lack of Russian settlements meant the agricultural economy in Primorye had to 

rely on Korean as well as Chinese farmers for the time being. Some authorities naturally 

 
102 A. A. Toropov, et al., eds. Koreitsy na Rossiiskom Dal’nem Vostoke (vt. Pol. XIX-nach. XX vv.) Rossiyskiy 
Gosudarstvenniy Istoricheskiy Arkhiv Dal’nego Vostoka, Dokumenty I Materialy, (Vladivostok: Izdatel’stvo 
Dal’nevostochnogo Universiteta, 2001), 43. 
103 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 136. 
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preferred Cossack settlers because their loyalty would be unquestionable and if any conflict 

arises with Qing China and Meiji Japan and they could also fight as well. The first Cossack 

settlers were given large lands in the most fertile valleys in the southern parts of Primorye, but 

they were not natural farmers and many of them soon leased their lands to Chinese and Koreans. 

To many, it was clear, Koreans and as well as the Chinese were better and highly experienced 

farmers than Cossacks in the Far East. As stated by Chang, “in 1885, in the Ussuri region, the 

amount of land per capita cultivated by the Cossacks and settlers was 0.6 dessiatine and by the 

Chinese 1.1 dessiatines.”104 One local Far Eastern official noted in 1906 that “Koreans work hard 

and always get better harvests than Russians.”105 Ninety percent of Korean migrants were land 

farmers. They brought various seeds from Korea which were compatible with Primorye’s soil 

and they grew well. Some Korean migrants brought their own farming and cultivating 

techniques. Korean farmers grew a wide range of items such as Siberian millet, bulrush, corn, 

rice, peas, soybeans, broad beans, and lentils. They also grew various kinds of cabbages, parsley, 

and potato.106 The first Korean migrants did not have livestock for plowing the land, so the local 

government provided them horses. However, soon it became clear, the Korean peasants could 

not use big horses at all and asked if they could get oxen or cows instead. So, in 1875, 8 horses in 

Tizinhe village and 3 horses in Yanchihe which they were using since 1872, were replaced by 

oxen and cows.107 Many Korean migrants were able to organize themselves and establish Korean 

communities all across the Primorye. For example, according to Ivan Sablin, “the members of 

the Khabarovka Korean Society appealed to the military governor of the Maritime Region to be 

 
104 Jon. K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: The Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 
2016), 14. 
105 John. J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 75.  
106 S. G. Nam, Rossiyskie Koreytsy: Istoriya I Kul’tura. (1860-1925), (Moskva: Iv Ran, 1998), 28. 
107 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie. 2000), 133. 
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accepted into Russian subjecthood, allotted farmland "for eternal usage," and issued a loan for 

horses, cattle, and tools”108. This shows the Primorye authorities and Korean migrants were in 

constant contact, migrants were always able to raise any concerns they had with the appropriate 

authorities. Korean migrants succeeded in their agricultural endeavors and soon became the 

primary supplier of agricultural products such as vegetables for the Russian military. Notably, 

some of the early Korean migrants were specialized in breadmaking and opened many bakeries. 

In fact, the first 14 families arrived in 1863, supported themselves by baking bread and selling 

them.109 Soon, Koreans started to involve themselves in various enterprises besides bakery and 

agricultural production and started to conduct small and middle-sized businesses.  Wealthier 

Koreans emerged due to them being the early migrants and taking advantage of government 

incentives in the 1860s. They were the first to receive Russian citizenship in the 1890s. Late 

migrants (who came after 1884), on the other hand, were ineligible for land ownership and their 

path for citizenship became challenging. New migrants started to work for these wealthier 

Koreans (old settlers) as farmhands. These more well-off Koreans learned Russian quickly and 

sent their children to Russian schools. They knew learning Russian will benefit their 

socioeconomic circumstances. In fact, many of them became wealthy contractors in the 

multilingual Russian Far East. The following table show the amount of grain and vegetables 

produced by Korean migrants.  

Items  Quantity 

Barley (pood) 

Oats (pood) 

Siberian millet (pood) 

Beans (pood) 

1222.75 

5283 

22367.5 

5525 

 
108 Ivan Sablin and Alexander Kuchinsky, “Making the Korean Nation in the RFE, 1863-1926,” Nationalities Papers, 
Vol. 45, No 5, ( 2017): 801. 
109 S. G. Nam, Rossiyskie Koreytsy: Istoriya I Kul’tura. (1860-1925), (Moskva: Iv Ran, 1998), 28.  
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Buda (pood) 

Corn (pood) 

Potatoes (pood) 

Chinese cabbage (pood) 

Turnips (a piece) 

Pumpkin (a piece) 

Cucumber (a piece) 

White cabbage (a piece) 

4800 

2723 

9768 

400 

1800 

18333 

36840 

14300 

Figure 15. Grain and vegetable harvests of Korean peasants in Poset, 1875110 [pood=16.38 kg]  

 

The Korean migrants who ventured into Primorye (alongside the Koreans in Manchuria) 

during the 1860s were truly the first and rightly the pioneers of Korean diasporic communities in 

the world. Furthermore, Korean migrants in the South Ussuri laid the foundation for Korea and 

Russia relationship. Two countries never had been in any military conflicts and potentially could 

become regional allies against Qing China and Meiji Japan. Koreans were quite social and 

outward and got along reasonably well with the Russians. The Russians were more at ease with 

Koreans and clearly preferred Koreans over the Chinese who tended to socialize only with each 

other. However, in the 1880s, positive views of the Korean migrants diminished and the 

prosperity of Koreans was seen as something negative. Some started to call Koreans “yellow 

yids” (zhyoltye zhidy).111  During the 1880s, Russian authorities who were based in Saint 

Petersburg or in European Russia began to view Koreans and other East Asians in the Far East 

negatively, often more on the geopolitical standpoint. Influenced by the emerging Russian 

nationalism in European Russia, in the 1880s, the Russian Far East began to see “yellow labor” 

as an economic liability rather than a “productive colonizing element.” The 1880s also marked 

the period when many Russian subjects from European Russia started to settle in the region by 

 
110 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 141. 
111 John. J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History, (Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1994), 75-76.  
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greater numbers. The phrase ‘civilizing mission’ reemerged, a very popular phrase reminiscent 

of the colonial language of the early Tsarist Russian expansion into the Amur region.  

IV. Plural Jurisdictions at the End of the Nineteenth Century 

A. After the Treaty of Beijing 

When Tsarist Russia acquired the Primorye from Qing China through the Treaty of Beijing 

(Convention of Beijing 1860), Joseon Korea became its new neighbor. As previously stated, the 

two countries never had a military conflict and could potentially become regional allies against 

Meiji Japan and Qing China. However, at that time, Joseon Korea was still a vassal of Qing 

China and followed a foreign policy similar to Qing China’s and any international treaty 

involving Joseon Korea mediated by Qing China. Joseon Korea was also known as the “Hermit 

Kingdom” to the West. This nickname rang true as Joseon Korea was closed to the West and 

only traded with Qing China and seldom with Meiji Japan. Among the East Asian nations, 

Joseon Korea was the last to open to the West. Furthermore, the outdated Confucianist 

worldview prevailed and factionalism among Joseon elites prevented any positive interaction 

with the West. When Tsarist Russia became Joseon Korea’s new neighbors in 1860, Korea was 

suggested as the potential neighbor who would trade and supply Siberia with grains, meat, and 

other provisions. However, any Tsarist Russian attempt to establish diplomatic relations with 

Joseon Korea would turn out unsuccessful or even unrealistic considering a strong Qing hold on 

Joseon Korea. Tsarist Russian authorities did not persist in their pursuit of establishing 

diplomatic relations with Joseon Korea, highly likely for wider geopolitical implications.  

When Tsarist Russia acquired the Primorye, they also acquired diverse populations who 

moved around the borderlands with quite inadequate regulations. Besides the local indigenous 
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populations, the demographics included the Chinese, Koreans, Japanese, Russians, Mongols, 

Buryats, Manchus, and even various peoples of mixed races. Prior to the Treaty of Aigun (1858) 

and the Treaty of Beijing (1860), Tsarist Russia and Qing China already had some treaties and 

agreements that contained some articles defining the rules of crossing the border by their 

subjects, but it was a question mainly of deserters. Notably, Siberia and Manchuria had been 

commonly designated territories for political exiles by the respective empires. The articles were 

mostly written by the Qing officials who demanded extremely severe punishment to those who 

crossed the border without official permission.112 After 1860, the movements of various people 

on the Joseon-Russian-Qing borderland increased especially with an influx of Korean migrants. 

Local Russian authorities and military personnel knew the urgent need to establish a clear 

jurisdiction and border policy, mainly because the borderland was subjected to numerous illegal 

activities by merchants, poachers, migrants, and hunguzhi (bandits). When Korean migrants 

arrived as family units with full intention to permanently settle in Primorye and then officially 

asked for protection, the local Russian government agreed and facilitated their settlements. 

Captain Gelmersen wrote that Joseon authorities knew of some Korean peasants living in 

Russian territories as early as 1865.113 Since they now reside in Russian territory, they were 

automatically assumed to be de jure Russian subjects and the Russian authorities would have the 

sole jurisdiction over them. The definition of jurisdiction here is interpreted as the official power 

to make legal decisions and judgments. In the period between 1863-1884, the jurisdiction over 

Korean migrants between Korean and Russian borders can be characterized as people’s 

 
112 A. I. Petrov, Koreans in Russia in the Context of History of Russian Immigration Policy, (International Journal of 
Korean History (Vol. 12, Aug. 2008), pp 157-197), 160. 
113 A. A. Toropov, et al., eds. Koreitsy na Rossiiskom Dal’nem Vostoke (vt. Pol. XIX-nach. XX vv.) Rossiyskiy 
Gosudarstvenniy Istoricheskiy Arkhiv Dal’nego Vostoka. Dokumenty I Materialy, (Vladivostok: Izdatel’stvo 
Dal’nevostochnogo Universiteta, 2001), 21. 
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diplomacy. Historian Alexander I. Petrov considered the first stage of Korean migration to 

Russia occurred between 1860-1884 and the second stage between 1884-1897.114 These Korean 

migrants, especially the ones belonging to the first stage were undoubtedly the pioneers of the 

Korean diaspora and formed the earliest unofficial connection between the two governments. 

Moreover, Koreans migrated to Manchuria and Primorye of their own volition by exercising 

their individual agency and detached themselves from the abusive yangban class. The official 

diplomatic relationship between Joseon Korea and Tsarist Russia was quite impossible until 

1884 due to ongoing geopolitical implications. 

Tsarist Russia attempted or what made sense to Russians, they wanted to apply international 

jurisdictional norms to the migrants in Primorye the same way they applied jurisdictional claims 

in Caucasus and Central Asia, other Russian border regions. Both Qing China and Joseon Korea 

did not recognize and had not acquainted with such international norms and adhered to 

Sinocentric worldviews and Confucian style governance. Thus, East Asian nations and Russia 

had the opposite ideologies of governance, modern institutions, and legal jurisdictions. When 

Tsarist Russia became a neighbor of Joseon Korea, everything was negotiated through Qing 

China. Tsarist Russia is being a western power not subservient to Qing China saw this 

arrangement below them. The Russian authorities considered Qing China to be a lesser power, 

thus must not assume an equal power as the Russians. In the geopolitical realm, it was widely 

assumed the most powerful empire or entity should conduct negotiations between other lesser 

powers. Tsarist Russia had an international reputation to uphold especially after the defeat in the 

Crimean War. Tsarist Russia wanted to solve the issues with Joseon Korea directly, but the 

 
114 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 68. 
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‘Hermit Kingdom’ was closed to Tsarist Russia. Tsarist Russia then decided anyone who comes 

to Russian territory and asked for protection, this action yielded the jurisdictional power to 

Tsarist Russia.  

As far as the Joseon officials were concerned the Koreans in Manchuria and Russian Far East 

were Joseon subjects. Joseon Korea certainly did not want to lose tax-paying and hard-working 

peasants to Tsarist Russia and Qing China. Koreans who claimed to be Russian subjects were 

harassed by Joseon border officials. They did not recognize their status as Russian subjects. 

Upon achieving some economic success, many Koreans wanted to bring their immediate and 

extended families to Primorye. Some were caught by the Joseon border patrols. This caused a lot 

of confusion for Joseon border officials when Russian border officials insisted that they were 

indeed Russian subjects. Joseon-Qing-Russian boundaries, especially the Joseon-Qing boundary 

continued to be somewhat ambiguous as the border regulation on all parts was quite inadequate. 

Illegal poachers and bandits on the border region further complicated the jurisdictional matters. 

For Russians, it was hard to distinguish East Asians as the illegal crossers often interchanged 

various ethnic clothes and pretended to be either a local, Mongol, Buryat, Manchu, Korean, or 

Chinese.115 The boundary with Manchuria was especially poorly controlled thus Koreans, 

Chinese, Japanese workers, and farmers and moved easily across the borders. Hunghuzi (bandits) 

moved around along the roads and river passages to rob merchant caravans and wagons and 

when they encountered armed patrols, they often fled to Manchuria.  

As the Russian influence in the region increased, Qing China and Joseon Korea continued to 

be suspicious of Russian activities in the borderlands. Joseon authorities considered transborder 

 
115 Alyssa. M. Park, Sovereignty Experiments: Korean migrants and the Building of Borders in Northeast Asia, 1860-
1945, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019), 48. 
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Korean communities in Manchuria and Primorye were undoubtedly to be Joseon subjects. Since 

1860, Korean migrants nevertheless continually sought permanent settlement and temporary 

labor in Manchuria and the Russian Far East. According to Joseon law, they were not allowed to 

leave the country and any such action was considered as a betrayal to the Korean homeland and 

thus punishable by death. Only merchants and government officials were allowed to cross the 

border. However, in regards to illegal crossers, a mutual understanding previously existed 

between Joseon Korea and Qing China over Korean migrants. At first, the Qing caught illegal 

Joseon subjects and returned them to Korea. Later, Qing authorities realized that Korean 

migrants offered cheap labor and quite useful to the Manchurian economy, it was no longer 

beneficial for Qing China to send Korean laborers back. As a result, Korean migrant 

communities in Manchuria and Primorye were subjected to plural jurisdictions. Since the 

borderlands were poorly monitored, many Koreans were able to travel back and forth for 

available work. If Koreans faced some difficulties in Manchuria, they could go to Primorye. 

Migrants often learned of various labor opportunities from each other. Upon learning of positive 

economic conditions provided for Koreans in Primorye, some crossed the Qing-Russia border 

into Primorye.  

The resilience of Korean migrants and their socioeconomic prosperity in foreign lands is 

quite remarkable as the first phase of Korean diaspora occurred amidst the larger geographical 

games in the Northeast Asia between Empires and the overall turmoil and chaotic events 

unfolded in Northeast Asia as the background. Before discussing the first-ever Korea-Russian 

diplomatic engagement, the 1884 Treaty of Seoul, and Korean migrants’ path to acquiring 

Russian citizenship, it is important to understand the geopolitical developments in the region that 

led to such results that cleared some jurisdictional ambiguities. 
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B. The Treaty of Seoul and New Citizenship 

The jurisdictional claim typically rests on the power dynamics between the political entities. 

Russian ambition in East Asia was previously halted by the powerful Qing in the seventeenth 

century and ended with the Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689). Manchu ruled Qing China had been the 

sole dominant power for centuries exercising its immense influence over Koreans, as well as 

Mongols, Tibetans, and many others. The Treaty of Nerchinsk recognized the Chinese suzerainty 

over the Amur and Ussuri region blocking Russian ambition to gain more strategic access to the 

Pacific Ocean. Nevertheless, in the rest of Siberia, Tsarist Russia continued to pursue economic 

activities, especially the most profitable commodities, the furs of all kinds, primarily furs of 

otters, beavers, sables which high prices in Chinese and European markets. To maintain a flow of 

furs from Siberia, the Tsarist government established a chain of outposts, trading posts, and forts 

and subjected the indigenous populations to the yasak system of tributes. This yasak system of 

tributes demanded largely a variety of furs as payments. The yasak system was imposed on non-

Turkic peoples of the Golden Horde centuries earlier. Many indigenous populations and 

communities frequently moved around to avoid the Russians because if they fail to deliver the 

fur quota, they would be punished and their communities could be destroyed. For Russians, it 

was highly important to overturn the Treaty of Nerchinsk (1689), and that long-awaited 

opportunity came in the late 1850s with help of skillful Russian diplomats and military leaders 

such as Muraviev, Nevelskoi, Putiatin, and Ignatiev.116 These men negotiated the Treaty of 

Aigun (1858) and Beijing (1860) with Qing China on the behalf of Tsarist Russia. The treaty was 

achieved without any military engagement and also without the knowledge of other European 

 
116 Patrick. G. March, Eastern Destiny: Russia in Asia and the North Pacific, (Westport: Praeger, 1996), 130. 
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powers. The negotiations took forms of skillful diplomatic maneuverings and a mere threat of 

military engagement.   

 

Figure 16. Overlapping Borderlands in East Asia, 1840-1860117 

 

The Russian expansion into the Amur and Ussuri region contains a long and complex history 

involving varying interactions with the indigenous populations and also with Tsarist Russia’s 

major rival, Qing China. Tsarist Russia and Qing China as major powers in the region often 

clashed and the diplomatic history between them is quite complex. Yet, these two powerful 

entities in East Asia were similar in many ways. Both were considered as the largest and the 

most powerful empires in human history and ruled over vast regions with diverse populations. 

Both constantly clashed over contentious border issues and jurisdictional claims over their 

peripheral territories. 

 
117 Stephan, John. J. Overlapping Borderlands in East Asia, 1840-1860 [map]. Scale not given. In: John J. Stephan. 
The Russian Far East: A History. Stanford: Stanford University Press. 1994. p. 42. 
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In regards to the Amur and Ussuri region, Tsarist Russia had done a lot of homework and 

gathered a wealth of intelligence. In the 1840s-1850s, numerous Russian scientific expeditions 

were conducted in the Amur and Ussuri region which informed Saint Petersburg that the region 

was a sparsely populated and quite undeveloped territory. Tsarist Russia had something to prove 

in the international arena after the disastrous Crimean War (1853-1856) against the Ottoman, the 

British, and the French alliance. The 1850s marked domestically tumultuous years for Tsarist 

Russia with the rise of Pan-Slavism in Europe. Pan-Slavism and other forms of Russian 

nationalism arrived in the Far East in the 1880s and had a lot of impact on East Asian migrant 

populations there. Tsar Nicholas I118 died in 1855 and Russia lost the Crimean War in 1856, 

consequentially Pan-Slavic pride was wounded. The Russian population widely hoped Tsar 

Alexander II will bring a new age for Russia.119 By the end of the seventeenth century, Qing 

China was still the most powerful entity in the region, but in the middle of the nineteenth 

century, its power was greatly weakened and continued to diminish. In the mid-nineteenth 

century, Tsarist Russia had the upper hand in diplomatic negotiations, as Qing China faced 

multiple foreign threats from all sides. The key individual behind the successes of the Treaties of 

Aigun (1858) and Beijing (1860) was Nikolai Muraviev, who was appointed as a Governor-

General of the Eastern Siberia120 by Tsar Nicholas I in 1847. By that time, he was only 38 and a 

major general. With the help of skillful diplomat Ignatiev, the Treaty of Beijing was concluded 

on November 14th by adding 350,000 square miles to Russian territory which was larger than 

 
118 Note: Tsar Nicholas I ruled as an absolute monarch, executed Decembrist leaders, and sent many political 
dissidents into political exile in Siberia. Any progressive reform was impossible under his rule.  
119 Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist Imagination and Geographical Expansion in the Russian Far East, 
1840-1865, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 139. 
120 In 1822, the Siberian governorship divided into Eastern and Western Siberia. Eastern Siberian territories 
comprised of all lands from the east of Lake Baikal.  
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most European countries.121 For Russian nationalists, Russia’s grand destiny was again realized 

as the civilizer and enlightener of Asia. The Amur region was viewed as a gateway for access to 

the rich markets of Manchuria. A historian, Gregory Afinogenov stated that “though the 

annexation is often seen as a reaction to Russian defeat in Crimea in 1856, it built on more than a 

century of plans, schemes, and fantasies nurtured by imperial administrators on the frontier. 

Russian expansion to the Far East, under Eastern Siberia’s Governor-General Nikolai Muraviev, 

began a decade before the 1860 Treaty of Beijing, when the start of the Crimean War was still 

three years away.”122 After acquiring the territory, Russia concentrated on the security of the 

region. For Russians, Khabarovsk was the political capital and Vladivostok was the commercial 

center. Blagoveschensk, a trade centered town was so close to the Manchurian border, thus was 

vulnerable to potential Chinese attack. The Amur river was often nicknamed the ‘Russian 

Mississippi’, a highway in the Far East. Muraviev was very optimistic of the Amur and Ussuri 

region, fertile land awaiting Russian settlements123 , however, it turned out Muraviev 

underestimated the strong bond of Russian peasants to their native homeland in European Russia. 

The Treaty of Beijing (1860) gave Tsarist Russia the sole jurisdiction over the South Ussuri 

thus making Joseon Korea a new regional neighbor. Furthermore, after the treaty was concluded, 

the Tsarist authorities established the city of Vladivostok in Primorye bearing the name “The 

Ruler of The East”. The Treaty of Beijing was an unequal treaty. While the first article redrew 

the Sino-Russian border and the rest of the articles primarily pertained to commerce and trade 

greatly advantageous to Russia. Article eight especially highlighted the unequal jurisdictions 

 
121 Patrick. G. March, Eastern Destiny: Russia in Asia and the North Pacific, (Westport: Praeger, 1996), 123. 
122 Gregory Afinogenov, Spies and Scholars: Chinese Secrets and Imperial Russia’s Quest for World Power, 
(Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2020), 234-235. 
123 Sue Davis, The Russian Far East: The Last Frontier? (London: Routledge, 2003), 10.  
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over their subjects who committed serious crimes, which stated, “In case of serious crimes, if the 

guilty party is Russian, he shall be sent to Russia to be treated according to laws of his country, 

and if he is Chinese his punishment is inflicted by the authority of the place where the crime was 

committed, or, if the laws of the State require it, the guilty party is sent to another city of another 

province to receive his punishment.”124 This is an example of a clear disparity between 

jurisdictional power over their subjects. However, Qing China and Tsarist Russia continued to 

encounter various jurisdictional disputes over Korean migrants, especially the ones who lived 

closest to the tripartite borders. According to a historian, Alyssa Park, “until 1884, the tsarist 

government resorted to ad hoc measures to resolve jurisdictional issues with Qing China”.125 

Park further stated that Qing authorities usually solved the jurisdictional disputes by either 

demanding Koreans to leave the territory or insisting they become Qing subjects. Russian 

authorities, on the other hand, believed all foreigners can become Russian subjects without the 

approval of their governments. Border Commissar Nikolai G. Matiunin and other Russian 

authorities often solved jurisdictional disputes by rearranging Russian and Korean settlements, 

Russians near the border, and Koreans farther Primorye inland.126 Relocating Koreans away from 

the border was also beneficial to familiarize the Koreans with Russian culture and language.  

In retrospect, in the 1850s and 1860s, the Russians were active in acquiring territories and 

scoring advantageous treaties with Qing China. According to Kees Boterbloem, “in 1855, Russia 

signed an agreement with Japan that split the Kurile archipelago into two, with the northernmost 

islands going to Russia; the large island of Sakhalin was placed under a sort of joint rule. Russian 

 
124 V. S. Miasnikov, Russko-kitaiskie dogovorno-pravovye akty, 1689-1916, (Moskva: Pamiiatniki istoricheskoii mysli, 
2004), 220. 
125 Alyssa. M. Park, Sovereignty Experiments: Korean migrants and the Building of Borders in Northeast Asia, 1860-
1945, (Ithaca: Cornell University Press. 2019), 55. 
126 Ibid. 56. 
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merchants were now allowed to trade with Japan.”127 This was before the Russian attempt to 

expand further became possible in the late 1850s. In the case of Russian foreign policy or 

activities in Northeast Asia, the 1870s was a curious period. During the 1870s, Russian 

authorities, more and less, stood by the sidelines and observed the geopolitical events unfold in 

Northeast Asia. In regards to Korea, they took a neutral position. Once the Amur-Ussuri border 

was established in 1860, Russians did not attempt to expand their territories further into China 

and Korea.128 This passive geopolitical inaction continued until the 1890s when they began to 

follow the trends of Western countries and became interested in carving up spheres of influence 

in East Asian territories. For example, in the mid-1880s, when Korea, in an attempt to neutralize 

the conflicting pressures of China and Japan, broached the idea of a Russian protectorate over the 

country, the offer was declined. Involvement in Korea was recognized as a political liability. 

This had something to do with the rise of Meiji Japan. According to Japanologist, Peter Duus, 

the Japanese made sure of Russian neutrality before they acted on their encroachments into 

Korean affairs. The Japanese had signed the Treaty of St. Petersburg (1875) with the Russians 

exchanging Japan’s rights in Sakhalin for sovereignty over the central and northern islands of the 

Kurile chain and during the negotiations, the Japanese representative, Enomoto Takeaki 

suggested that Japan and Russia should sign a secret agreement.129 In 1876, Japan entered Korea 

and replaced China as Korea’s suzerain in the Treaty of Kanghwa. Korea was now open to both 

Japanese and Chinese trade but was still closed to Western and European trade.130 It is curious to 

 
127 Kees Boterbloem, A History of Russia and its Empire: From Mikhail Romanov to Vladimir Putin, (Lanham: 
Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, Inc. 2014), 143. 
128 Taras Hunczak, Ed. Russian Imperialism from Ivan the Great to the Revolution, (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1974), 302-303. 
129 Peter Duus, The Abacus and the Sword: Japanese Penetration of Korea 1895-1910, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995), 45.  
130 Jon K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2018), 10. 
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know the impact of the Kanghwa Treaty on Korean peasants and how many Koreans migrated to 

Ussuri Krai during this time. However, the available migrant numbers are quite limited and 

remain uncertain. As stated by Anosov, in 1870, according to Maksimov, 9000 Koreans, and 

according to F.F. Busse 8,000, Koreans settled in the region. In 1897, there were 23,000 Koreans 

in Ussuri Krai.131 Considering these lackluster statistics, it is hard to say if the Treaty of 

Kanghwa (1876) had any impact on Korean migration. According to V.V. Grave, by the early 

1880s, the first wave of migrants amounted to 10,100 Koreans in Primorye, outnumbering the 

populations of 8,400 Russians.132 These statistics began to worry some Russian authorities.  

According to Duus, the Treaty of Kanghwa significantly altered the Japanese and Korean 

relationship. On paper, Korea was declared to be an independent state and Japan was pronounced 

to be its equal. However, in reality, the treaty was clearly an “unequal treaty”.133 Duus further 

stated that “Japan had more tangible political, strategic, and economic interests at stake in Korea 

than elsewhere in East Asia”.134 According to Major Jacob Meckel, a German military advisor to 

Japan, the Korean peninsula was a “dagger pointed at the heart of Japan” due to its proximity to 

Japan and simply because Korea was too weak to defend itself against foreign encroachments. 

Meiji Japanese leaders believed Korea needed a series of self-strengthening reforms.135 Such 

attitude was undoubtedly fashioned in a colonial context. In meantime, Meiji Japan continued its 

secret talks with Tsarist Russia concerning Joseon Korea with the aim to convince them not to 

intervene in their activities in Korea. However, soon two rising powers in the East were destined 

 
131 S. D. Anosov, Koreitsy v Ussuriiskom krae, (Khabarovsk: Knijnoe Delo, 1928), 6. 
132 V. V. Grave, Kitaitsy, Koreitsy, I Yapontsy v Priamurie, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu dozvoleniiu 
Amurskoi ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1912), 129-130. 
133 Peter Duus. The Abacus and the Sword: Japanese Penetration of Korea 1895-1910, (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1995), 48. 
134 Ibid. 48-49.  
135 Ibid. 49. 
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to clash as Meiji Japan’s ambition did not stop with Korea as both empires had an interest in 

Manchuria.  

According to Chang, Joseon Korean society once again went through dramatic changes 

because in 1882, as Qing China reestablished suzerainty over Korea. Then Qing China swiftly 

convinced Joseon Korea to open its ports and sign trade agreements with the West. 

Consequentially Joseon Korea had to sign its first foreign-trade agreement with the United States 

(1882), Great Britain and Germany (1883), Italy and Russia (1884), and France (1886).136 Even 

though Joseon Korea was now open to Western trade, it did not open a long-distance or oversea 

migrations for Koreans. Only after 1903, Koreans migrated beyond Asian borders. Meanwhile, 

there was a constant flow of information about the outside world between Korean diasporic 

communities in Primorye and Manchuria, and Joseon Koreans.  

From the beginning, the Korean migrants who arrived in Primorye were considered de jure 

Russian subjects by the local authorities. In 1884, Russia and Korea officially established a 

diplomatic relationship through the Treaty of Seoul and laid down the rules of Koreans becoming 

Russian subjects. The treaty did not impose restrictions based on available capital and skills, 

instead concentrated on what kind of migrants were eligible to become Russian subjects. Based 

on the timeline of their arrival and the treaty came up with three categories of migrants. 

According to a historian, John Stephan, “the pre-1884 (before June 25, 1884) migrants were 

given the right to acquire Russian citizenship and a fifteen-desyatin (forty-acre) parcel of land. 

Those arriving after 1884 were allowed to become Russian subjects, provided that they had lived 

in the region for at least five years, enjoyed good health, and pursued a useful occupation. Those 

 
136 Jon K. Chang, Burnt by the Sun: Koreans of the Russian Far East, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2018.  10.  



 

68 
 

who came for temporary employment were required to apply for residence permits annually and 

were forbidden to settle on state land.”137 These Koreans acquired de jure Russian citizenship in 

1894 and then in 1896-1897.138 Between 1898 and 1917 roughly one-quarter of Koreans in the 

Priamur Governor-Generalship had Russian citizenship.139 Thus, until 1884, there was no legal 

status for Koreans in Russia except the bilet140 issued by the Russian authorities since 1871. This 

bilet was the official document that recognized the right to reside on Russian soil. However, it 

was still difficult to control of movements of Asian peoples because many Chinese and Koreans 

did not acquire bilet in purpose to avoid paying the associated fees. Since 1884, Korean migrants 

arrived not necessarily from socioeconomic duress rather from the Japanese attempt to colonize 

Joseon Korea, so they can be regarded as political exiles.141 This new kind of Koreans and their 

presence in Primorye undoubtedly linked to the changing attitude of Russian authorities towards 

Koreans. In addition, according to Hyun Gwi-Park, “the Seoul Treaty of 1884 and the 

subsequent treaty, ‘Rules on Border Transactions and Trade on the Tumen River’ of 1888, 

marked diplomatic cooperation between the Joseon Kingdom and Tsarist Russia through an 

attempt to control the movement of Korean migrants between the two countries. These treaties 

also saw the introduction of passports for the control of each other’s nationals142” However, they 

were many complications in the identification of Asians in the region. Many Asian migrants used 

a fake permit to hide their identity or to avoid the fees. In addition, bilet was just a plain piece of 

paper and anyone who owned a typewriter could duplicate it.  

 
137 Jon J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 75. 
138 V. V. Grave, Kitaitsy, Koreitsy, I Yapontsy v Priamurie, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu dozvoleniiu 
Amurskoi ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1912), 131. 
139 John J. Stephan, The Russian Far East: A History, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1994), 75. 
140 Note: bilet (ticket) is a permit that allowed a nonsubject to reside in Russia for a set period of time.  
141 Hyun Gwi Park, The Displacement of Borders among Russian Koreans in Northeast Asia, (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press. 2018), 57.  
142 Ibid. 59.  
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It is also highly important to note that there were also dual Russian jurisdictions in Primorye. 

The first is the local jurisdiction of the administration of Eastern Siberia and the second is the 

state jurisdiction of Saint Petersburg. This dual Russian jurisdiction had an impact on Korean 

migrants in the Far East. The local authorities realized the benefits of Korean migrants early on 

and fully recognized their economic contributions to the region. Moreover, Russians and 

Koreans went along relatively very well because the local authorities overall had a positive view 

of Koreans. 

 

Figure 17. Copy of a “bilet” for Koreans in RFE143 

 
143 V. D. Pesotsky, “Bilet,” In: V. D. Pesotsky, Koreyskiy Vopros v Priamure, (Trudy komandirovannoi po 
vysochaishemu poveleniiu Amurskoi ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1913), p.182. 
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As stated by Petrov, stemming from the initial 1861 Tsarist policy towards new settlers in the 

region, the representatives of the administration of Eastern Siberia and subsequently the 

Government-General always maintained a positive attitude towards the Korean settlers. 

Provincial governors, ordinary officers of provincial and district administration all contributed 

that these positive interactions.144 According to Sue Davis, soon it became necessary to 

reorganize the Russian Far East and separate it from the general Siberian jurisdiction. Governor-

General at Irkutsk became no longer responsible for the Far Eastern settlements. The Russian Far 

East was quickly developed due to Asian labor and careful arrangements of military bases and 

outposts. Because of its uniqueness of the Far East, Tsar Nicholas I established a separate 

governor-general who yielded tremendous political, economic, and military power as the Tsar’s 

personal representative in the region. He controlled the local military forces and the state 

peasants. Because of the great distance from Saint Petersburg, the government of Eastern Siberia 

and provincial governments of Primorye enjoyed relative independence or local autonomy from 

the Saint Petersburg government.145 On the other hand, Saint Petersburg had a strong 

jurisdictional grip on the region because Eastern Siberia was economically weak and unable to 

feed itself without importing food supplies from European Russia. The military basis of 

settlement and the dependence of the Far East on outside supplies gave the central authorities 

crucial leverage and meant that the region would remain dependent on the center, despite any 

desire for local autonomy.146 Local Russian authorities and residents of Primorye enjoyed some 

autonomy until the late 1870s or the early 1880s.     

 
144 A. I. Petrov, Koreans in Russia in the Context of History of Russian Immigration Policy. (International Journal of 
Korean History (Vol. 12, Aug. 2008), pp 157-197), 162-163. 
145 Sue Davis, The Russian Far East: The Last Frontier? (London: Routledge, 2003), 9-10.  
146 Ibid. 10. 
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The late nineteenth-century East Asian geopolitics was generally volatile. Qing China was 

resentful at everybody. Meiji Japan had become increasingly aggressive. The United States and 

Great Britain observing Tsarist Russia’s activities in the East very closely as the distant western 

rivals for the Pacific. Subsequently, the geopolitical atmosphere in the Russian Far East started to 

change in the 1880s and Korean and Chinese migrants gradually became dangerous ‘yellow 

labor’. According to Davis, “in the late 1880s and 1890s, numerous authorities ordered the 

expulsion of Chinese and Korean peoples from the frontier region on several occasions as a part 

of russification efforts. A passport system was proposed to control the movement of the Chinese 

and Koreans in the Russian Far East.”147 Many Russians felt that the Chinese in the Far East 

were the most troublesome because they were not willing to assimilate and believed they were 

from a superior Chinese civilization. They also smoked opium on reguar basis and even 

distributed it to non-Chinese in the region. Thus, unlike the Koreans, the Chinese were not 

favored by Russians. However, some Russian authorities expressed a desire to limit Korean or 

any other Asian migration to the region. To many Russian authorities, Poset Bay was seen as a 

continuation of Korea. Pesotsky stated in his report that in the immediate border region of Poset, 

Korean formed 90 percent of the total population, making it look like a “continuation of 

Korea.”148 Przhevalskii also stated that leaving Koreans so close to the border is a “considerable 

mistake.”149 Meanwhile, more Russian subjects from European Russia and Crimea began to 

arrive in Primorye as new settlers. Governor-General P.F. Unterberger had pursued anti-Asian 

migration policy and wanted to limit the Korean migration to the Russian Far East. In the 1880s, 
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the increased arrival of Russian peasants to the Russian Far East resulted in a scarcity of land, 

and Korean migrants who came after 1884 did not receive lands. Despite the xenophobic rhetoric 

of “yellow labor’, the Russian Far East needed Asian labor. In the 1870s, many Chinese workers 

were hired for road, railway, and harbor construction. In the late 1880s, a large number of 

Chinese and Koreans worked in the gold mines.150 However, in 1908, P. F. Unterberger 

prohibited hiring Koreans in gold mines to improve the positions of Russian workers. This 

prohibition did not last. When WWI started in Europe, many Russians were called to the front.151 

Then, so-called ‘yellow labor’ was once again more than necessary in the Far East. According to 

Pesotsky, by 1910, 70 percent of urban workers were Chinese, as they were hard-working and 

offered cheap labor, they became a competitor with Russian workers.152 Pesotsky, despite his 

misgivings toward Asians in the Far East, understood the benefits of Asian labor.  

As stated by Davis, in 1884, the government in Saint Petersburg reorganized the political 

structures of the region and separated the administration of Siberia and the Russian Far East. 

Tsar Alexander III saw the need to establish a separate Far Eastern Governor Generalship for the 

Amur River and Primorye regions with its headquarters in Khabarovsk and a separate one for 

Siberia with its base in Irkutsk. Nikolai Muraviev was dismissed, and the local officials were 

assigned on rotation to eliminate any trace of local autonomy and this also ensured that the 

regional authorities remain loyal to the Tsar.153 The official policy of the Tsarist government was 

to develop the Far East economically, to increase the Russian population there, and to eliminate 

Russian dependency on ‘yellow labor’. According to Yukimura Sakon, “Baron Andrei Korf, the 
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first Priamur Governor-General (1884-1893), reported to the tsar in 1885 that Russians 

constituted 74 percent of the population in Amur Oblast and 55 percent in Maritime Oblast.”154 

Construction of the Trans-Siberian Railroad was one of the biggest projects planned in the Far 

East.155 Boterbloem stated that, “in 1891, a decree of Alexander III announced the plan to build a 

railroad across Siberia, underlining the Russian desire to become far more of a player in the Far 

Eastern theatre”.156 The central government in Saint Petersburg began to show a very serious 

interest in the Far East. Towards the turn of the twentieth century, many Russian engineers, 

investors, government officials, and diplomats were called to strengthen Russia’s geopolitical 

and economic interests in the Far East and Manchuria.  

V. Russianizing Koreans: Multiple Subjectivities 

Korean migrants were subjected to plural jurisdictions as well as plural subjectivities. Korean 

migrants in Primorye were quick to organize themselves and maintained tight-knit communities. 

As they were the pioneers of Korean diasporic communities alongside their counterparts in 

Manchuria set the clear path for future Korean migrations to Primorye. In some sense, they were 

also transborder communities with a strong connection with the homeland as well as Koreans in 

Manchuria. Subjectivity here is conceptually understood as the quality of existing in someone's 

mind rather than the external world and in the case of Korean migrants, their free and nascent 

individual consciousness allowed multiple subjectivities which further explains the liminal 

nature of their existence. Since 1863, Korean migrants have continued to have a strong 

connection to their home country, Joseon Korea. Every year, more and more Korean migrants 
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arrived in Primorye, and subsequently, the strong connection to their homeland was well 

maintained. The common characteristic of these pioneers of the Korean Diaspora was they 

largely migrated as family units. This is a common type of migration. However, the interests of 

each separate family played a significant role both in personal interrelation and the outside 

world. The family-centered Korean migrants differed migrants from Qing China and Meiji Japan 

who were mostly single men. Korean migrants took upon themselves the social and state 

interests of the Primorye very seriously157 because it was now their new homeland. Regardless of 

their pending legal status, Koreans worked hard and demonstrated their resilience and 

adaptability. They also owned small and mid-size businesses. Jon Stephan asserted that one of 

the main reasons Koreans became known to be hard-working among the Russians was they also 

estensively worked on lands owned by Cossacks, Russians, and Ukrainians. The work ethic of 

Korean peasants was recognized leading an official to remark in 1906 that “Koreans work hard 

and always get better harvests than Russians. Of course, like Koreans, the Chinese also provided 

two major Far Eastern cities, Vladivostok and Khabarovsk supplied with fresh vegetables.158 

Korean peasants were able to capitalize on their good name and gained opportunities to engage 

in other enterprises besides agriculture. Koreans assimilated faster than the Chinese because they 

came as settlers not as temporary workers. They studied Russian and embraced the Orthodox 

faith. Many Korean parents sent their children to Russian schools or Korean schools with a 

Russian curriculum because they realized the knowledge of Russian will help their future. As a 

result, many second-generation Koreans emerged as traders, shopkeepers, telegraph office 
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employees, postmen, veterinarians, and schoolteachers.159 Overtime, Koreans developed a 

distinct Korean-Russian identity.  

Many Koreans simultaneously felt attachments to both Joseon homeland and Primorye. Since 

Primorye experienced a constant flow of Korean migrants to the region, a strong Korean identity 

remained which was clearly evident among the Korean communities as they had their own 

organizations, ran employment agencies and charity works for new Korean arrivals, and 

organized Korean festivals. Koreans in Primorye also sent money to relatives in Korea and 

occasionally visited their old villages in Hamgyong.160 However, the majority of Koreans were 

willing subjects for assimilation because now Primorye was their home. Even though Korean 

migrants were distinctly Korean they felt at home in Primorye. As a result, Koreans in Primorye 

simultaneously felt Korean and Russian, thus subjected to multiple subjectivities.   

 

Figure 18. Classroom in an Orthodox Christian church school, 1904161 
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As early as 1865, Captain Gelmerson stated that Koreans did not pose any threat to Russian 

colonization of the region, unlike the Chinese.162 Pesotsky also had written that “Koreans were 

quite adaptable compared to Chinese, who were deemed “incapable of assimilating”. Also as 

stated by Pesotsky, the Chinese were “more intellectually advanced, more energetic, 

enterprising, proud of their centuries-old civilization,” they were a result, “ill-disposed to 

adapting to the laws and rights of a country that is foreign to them”.163 Pesotsky also believed 

that the Russians, as a civilizing mission, can bring enlightenment to the Koreans like they 

previously have done to indigenous populations Buryat and Heje, etc.164 In regards to Korean 

migrants, Pesotsky strongly believed “Koreans in Primorye should be relocated further to the 

north, to Lake Khanka or even to the Amur. The point was to relocate these Koreans to places 

where Russian settlements already existed, so they could become better acquainted with Russian 

culture and assimilate faster.”165 Concerning the generational gap among diasporic communities, 

Sunil Amrith’s following statement made perfect sense; “central to the creation of diasporas was 

the relationship between new and old migrations, or between migrants and the descendants of 

migrants. They had different investments in maintaining ties with the homeland; for second and 

third-generation descendants of migrants; the idea of return was often metaphorical – for newer 

arrivals, it was very real”166. Thus, conceptually rationalizable plural subjectivities existed in 

minds of Korean migrants.  

 
162 A. A. Toropov, et al., eds. Koreitsy na Rossiiskom Dal’nem Vostoke (vt. Pol. XIX-nach. XX vv.) Rossiyskiy 
Gosudarstvenniy Istoricheskiy Arkhiv Dal’nego Vostoka. Dokumenty I Materialy, (Vladivostok: Izdatel’stvo 
Dal’nevostochnogo Universiteta, 2001), 21. 
163 V. D. Pesotsky, Koreyskiy Vopros v Priamure, (Trudy komandirovannoi po vysochaishemu poveleniiu Amurskoi 
ekspeditsii, Sankt Peterburg. 1913), 71.72.74.  
164 Ibid. 97.  
165 Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist Imagination and Geographical Expansion in the Russian Far East, 
1840-1865, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 196. 
166 Sunil S. Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 58.  
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Christianity also played an important part in the transition of Korean migrants into Russian 

culture. Catholicism had been a popular religion in Joseon Korea and the similarity of Russian 

Orthodox and Catholicism most likely eased their transition if the migrants were already exposed 

to the Catholic faith previously in Joseon Korea. Most of the late Korean migrants belonging to 

the overseas diaspora tended to be of Christian faith. In 1865, Captain Gelmersen noted that 

Koreans in Poset were attracted to Christianity, however, their baptisms were not possible. The 

newly baptized people (about 15 to 20 people) did not speak a word of Russian and the Orthodox 

priests did not know any word of Korean.167 Captain Gelmersen also noted that Korean women 

in Poset especially were learning Russian very quickly. The first migrants learned to speak 

Russian quickly whereas the relatively new arrivals spoke no Russian at all even though they 

lived in Poset already for a year.168 Captain Gelmersen and General-Governor Karsakov of 

Eastern Siberia were in a total agreement to settle some Koreans in the areas with Russian 

populations so that Korean migrants could learn Russian quickly. In 1866, M.S. Karsakov wrote 

to the Primorye authorities about the need to create schools for Korean children where they can 

learn Russian and he made one hundred rubles in silver available for the expense169. It was a big 

budget at the time. 

The earliest record of Koreans being converted and baptized to the Russian Orthodox faith 

dated to Jan 22nd, 1865. It noted that Peter Ungudi and his wife Maria, Anton Kegyi and his wife 

Feodisia, were baptized by a priest at the Vladivostok Holy Church.170 To get baptized in the 

Orthodox church, one had to take a new Russian name. Thus, taking Russian names and giving 

 
167 A. A. Toropov, et al., eds. Koreitsy na Rossiiskom Dal’nem Vostoke (vt. Pol. XIX-nach. XX vv.) Rossiyskiy 
Gosudarstvenniy Istoricheskiy Arkhiv Dal’nego Vostoka, Dokumenty I Materialy, (Vladivostok: Izdatel’stvo 
Dal’nevostochnogo Universiteta, 2001), 21-22.  
168 Ibid. 22.  
169 Ibid. 24.  
170 Ibid. 19.  
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their newborn children Russian names demonstrated serious dedication to assimilation. However, 

some Korean migrants stuck with their native spiritual beliefs, Buddhism, and shamanism. 

According to Cossack soldiers, Koreans generally avoided talking anything about their 

traditional faith. One time, a few Russian soldiers saw one old person, specifically an old Korean 

woman performing shamanic rituals.171 Thus, the constant flow of new migrants living among 

earlier migrants constituted many types of Korean migrants with plural subjectivities in 

Primorye. Many Korean migrants, especially earlier migrants were subjected to a more hybrid 

identity or plural subjectivities. The following tables are the records of Korean baptisms that 

occurred in 1875, 1883-1886, and 1888. 

 1883 1884 1885 1886 1888 Total 

Men 109 37 288 76 128 638 

Women 93 25 271 27 89 505 

Total 202 62 559 103 217 1143 

Figure 19. Number of Koreans who received holy baptism in Primorye, 1883-1886, 1888172  

 

Population Unbaptized Baptized Total  Ratio 

(S.G) % 

Number of 

Baptism in 

1875 

Tizinhe 808 399 1207 33,1 120 

Simonovo 

(Yanchihe) 

383 199 582 34,2 45 

Khadzhida 200 93 293 31,4 - 

Adimi 

Sidimi 

79 

34 

30 

27 

109 

61 

27,5 

44,3 

- 

- 

Total 1504 748 2252 33,2 165 

      

 
171 Ibid. 28.  
172 A. I. Petrov, Koreyskaya Diaspora na Dal’nem Vostoke Rossii, 60-90-ie gody XIX veka, (Vladivostok: Rossiiskaya 
Akademiya Nauk Dal’nevostochnoe Otdelenie, 2000), 233. 
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Figure 20. Number and S.G. of Baptized Koreans on November 13, 1875173 

 

Multiethnic border zones in the Russian Far East continued to worry both local and central 

Russian authorities. Thus, russification became central to the official policies of Tsarist Russia 

toward the minorities. Russification had intensified after the construction of the Trans-Siberian 

railway in 1891. Russification included making the Russians the regional majorities, creating 

Russian-speaking minorities, and their conversion to the Russian Orthodox faith. According to 

many Russian officials and namely Governor-General Pavel. F. Unterberger stated that the initial 

Russian attempt to assimilate Korean into Russian culture failed. Koreans converted to the 

Russian Orthodox faith only to appease Russians and gain favor because they did not attend 

churches and did not even know their baptismal names. Their way of life did not become 

Russian and there were no intermarriages between Russians and Koreans. In fact, the opposite 

was true because many Koreans quickly adopted the Chinese way of life and even intermarried 

with the Chinese. This is quite interesting if compared to Koreans in Manchuria who had to 

assimilate under far more extreme measures such as wearing Manchu clothes and adopting pig-

tail hairstyle before they were granted any form of naturalizations. For many Koreans, whether 

they converted to Orthodox faith just to appease Russians or genuinely converted, their 

conversions did not contradict their Confucian traditions that emphasized ancestral worship. 

Thus, many Koreans maintained their spiritual traditions in the Russian Far East. 

Tsarist Russia also differed from other Western powers in East Asia for the sheer fact they 

lived near Asian civilizations for a long time, therefore, accumulated a lot of knowledge and 

experiences with dealing with Asiatic peoples. Consequently, the Russians were far less 

 
173 Ibid. 232. 
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xenophobic than other Europeans towards Asian races. Of course, Korean-Russian contact did 

not start in the 1860s. Russians and Koreans knew of each other as early as the thirteenth century 

when both of their representatives visited the courts of Mongol Khans.174 The early Russian 

settlers in Primorye learned to live with Asians side by side and familiarized themselves with 

East Asian culture. Since the Russian and European goods took a long time to arrive in the Far 

East, Russians often had to use Asian produce and products. Through Manchurian markets, local 

Russians and Asians alike were also exposed to British and American products. Since the mid-

1880s, a variety of Russian subjects arrived in Primorye which included Latvians, Estonians, 

Armenians, Poles, Baltic Germans, and Jews besides the ethnic Russians. They were able to 

assimilate relatively quickly into the emerging Slavic majority of the Far Eastern population. 

East Asian migrants, having distinct Asian features could not easily blend into Russian society. 

In the Russian Far East, even the local indigenous peoples of the Asian race lived as second-class 

citizens in their native land.  

VI. Conclusion 

Since we have already explored the spatiality and historicity of the Amur and Ussuri region, 

and as well as the socioeconomic conditions, plural jurisdictions, and individual subjectivities of 

Korean migrants within the time frame, the 1860s-1880s, now it is an appropriate time to 

contextualize and conceptualize why or how the concept of liminality is highly applicable to 

them. In regards to the Amur and Ussuri region and Korean migrants, Victor. W. Turner’s 

curious conceptualization of liminality is applied in this thesis. However, the original concept of 

“Rites of Passage” theorized by French anthropologist Arnold van Gennep remains the key 

 
174 B. D. Pak, Rossiya I Koreya, (Moskva: Nauka, 1979), 26. 
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conceptual foundation. If Korean migrants were conceptualized in the original framework “Rites 

of Passage”, the act of leaving Hamgyong for Primorye could refer to rites of separation 

(preliminal rites), the process of improving one’s socioeconomic conditions in a new 

environment, the limbo status of their legal jurisdictions, and the individual subjectivity (the 

evolving process of assimilation) could refer to rites of transition (liminal rites). During the 

1860s-1880s, the liminal quality of Korean migrants was still quite persistent, thus could not yet 

be referred to as the rites of incorporation (postliminal rites). 

If the Amur and Ussuri region is perceived as a liminal space, it should have murky qualities 

that disrupt normal life, it should be disorienting, transforming, adjusting, and transitioning to 

clearer qualities. Since the word ‘liminality’ is derived from the Latin word ‘limen’ meaning 

‘threshold’, migrants should be in the precipice of profound change or the threshold of life-

altering change in the liminal space. The Amur and Ussuri region’s indigenous people had 

always been quite diverse with different cultures, languages, spirituality, and ways of life. For 

example, some were reindeer herders, some were seminomadic, some were attracted to a 

sedentary life, and some even adhered to the hunter and gathering lifestyle. The arrival of the 

Chinese, Koreans, and Russians in the 1860s transformed the region into truly a multicultural 

space. Migrants brought their culture, religions, and as well as their technologies. Therefore, in 

this liminal zone, every ethnic group including the Russians were learning, transforming, 

adjusting, and transitioning. Until the late nineteenth century, the indigenous population lived 

under varying influences of their neighboring civilizations, however, in the most general sense, 

their regional identities had been somewhat maintained with the help of restrictive policies 

enacted by the ruling Manchus of Qing China.  
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In the mid-nineteenth century, Northeast Asia experienced multiple foreign encroachments 

and East Asian nations had to open their ports and sign unequal treaties with the western powers. 

These events shocked and disrupted the East Asian societies, as a result, many Asian societies 

were at crossroads of profound changes. In the seventeenth century, Tsarist Russia could not 

compete with powerful Qing China on equal footing in Northeast Asia. In the mid-nineteenth 

century, Qing China was weakened by many internal and external forces. By this time, Tsarist 

Russia had the upper hand in all diplomatic negotiations. Tsarist Russia used Qing China’s 

regional weakness for their advantage and through skillful diplomatic negotiations and the mere 

threat of military force acquired the Primorye (Maritime Province) from Qing China in 1860 

through the Treaty of Beijing (also known as Convention of Beijing). Tsarist Russia, 

subsequently gained a new neighbor, Joseon Korea.      

 By this time, Joseon Korean society was declining due to many factors such as internal 

factionalism among elites, corrupted yangban class, the heavy tax burden on the peasant class, 

and numerous natural disasters. Peasant life in northern Hamgyong Province especially was quite 

dire. Peasants tried to avoid tax burden in many creative ways and some turned to illegal 

poaching in Kando and Poset border regions and beyond. While most peasants chose to revolt, 

some peasants chose to migrate to Manchuria and Primorye despite the fact that leaving Joseon 

Korea was illegal and punishable by death. In retrospect, if these Korean migrants are 

contextualized in the history of Northeast Asia during the 1860s, not only they became aware of 

their individual subjectivity and agency but also challenged the outdated traditional Confucian 

world by detaching themselves, and ultimately became the pioneers of the Korean diaspora. Not 

only they freed themselves from abusive yangban class but also gained an opportunity to 

redefine their status in new environments. Korean migrants were actively outwardly and engaged 
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with Russians in Primorye, acquainted with Russian culture and laws, and realized the 

socioeconomic benefits of permanently living there. Many of them came with nothing, some 

came with livestock, seeds, and more importantly, brought Korean agricultural techniques as 

well as Korean culture. Fortunately for them, their arrival in Primorye coincided with the Tsarist 

government’s progressive reforms and laws for the Far Eastern settlements which were 

surprisingly extended to foreign settlers. Moreover, Korean migrants received support from the 

local Russian authorities as the Russians preferred Koreans above all other Asians. In addition, 

unlike the Chinese and the Japanese, Koreans did not pose any geopolitical and border security 

threats. In a few years, the socio-economic conditions of Korean migrants were indeed much 

improved and continued to improve. In the liminal sense, Korean migrants were on the threshold 

of positive socioeconomic conditions and with a high potential for upward social mobility. They 

became the major supplier of vegetables that fed Russian garrisons and peoples of major cities in 

Primorye. Many Korean migrants started to own small and mid-sized businesses. Korean 

migrants thus contributed enormously to the initial structure of the Far Eastern economy and 

helped the Russians colonize the territory from the beginning.    

Now, gained a new territory with diverse populations, Tsarist Russia attempted to claim legal 

jurisdiction over the region and its inhabitants. It was highly important for Tsarist Russia to 

define the tripartite borders and secure them for the successful and lasting colonization. For that 

effort, it was important to populate the region with Russian subjects. According to Kerry Ward, 

by the late nineteenth century, global migration was as much as about monitoring borders and 

enforcing exclusion as it was about attracting labor and migrants”175 and it was especially true 

 
175 Northrop, Douglas Taylor. A Companion to World History, (Chichester, West Sussex, UK: Wiley-Blackwell, a John 
Wiley & Sons, Ltd., Publication, 2012), 347.  
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for the Russian Far East. Since the early 1860s, both Tsarist Russia and Qing China received an 

influx of Korean migrants to Primorye and Manchuria. Tsarist Russian authorities aimed to 

russify and develop the Primorye as it provided fertile land for agriculture and strategic access to 

the Pacific Ocean. The distance and the cold climate of Siberia continued to derail Russia’s 

attempt to populate the Far East with Russian subjects and develop the region’s economy. 

Russian peasants were highly reluctant to relocate to the Far East despite many economic 

incentives implemented by the Tsarist government. The arrival of Korean migrants was timely 

and local Russian authorities saw the benefits of the Korean labor force in the region’s 

agricultural sector. Despite some language barriers and sharp differences between the cultures, 

Korean migrants and Russians got along quite well. In the mind of the Russian authorities, the 

presence of Korean migrants was considered a “productive colonizing element”. However, the 

legal status of the Korean migrants was left in limbo in the meantime as Joseon Korea was 

closed to the West and any attempt to establish a diplomatic relationship was fruitless. Korean 

migrants whether permanent settlers or temporary workers were able to cross the tripartite 

borders relatively with ease due to very inadequate border security. Joseon Korea regarded all 

Koreans in Manchuria and Primorye to be still Joseon subjects. Tsarist Russia considered Korean 

migrants there as de jure Russian subjects because they formally requested permanent settlement 

and protection from Joseon and Qing authorities, armed border patrols, and bandits. While 

Korean migrants lived in Primorye and Manchuria, their homeland Joseon Korea went through 

numerous sociopolitical changes as the Meiji Japan enforced its heavy influence on Joseon 

Korea, replacing Qing China. Meiji Japan also allied with Tsarist Russia’s main antagonist Great 

Britain and soon became a major rival in Northeast Asia. In the meantime, Korean migrants had 

a liminal legal status and had become the in-between subjects of Tsarist Russia and Joseon 
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Korea, and even of Qing China. In the case of Korean migrants, the 1884 Treaty of Seoul was 

the first-ever diplomatic engagement between Joseon Korea and Tsarist Russia. The treaty 

finally laid a legal path for Koreans to becoming Russian subjects and citizens, as a result, many 

Korean migrants in Primorye acquired Russian citizenship in the 1890s. Between 1860-1884, 

Korean migrants were quintessentially the liminal subjects, betwixt in the transborder spaces. 

The resilience, work ethic, and adaptability of Korean migrants greatly impressed the 

Primorye authorities and as well as ordinary Russians. Korean migrants made a tremendous 

contribution to the Far Eastern economy during a very crucial period of Russian colonization. 

Many Korean migrants were malleable and willing to assimilate into Russian society. They 

learned the Russian language and converted to the Russian Orthodox faith. Since the Korean 

migration to the Russian Far East was continuous, Korean migrants maintained a strong 

connection to their motherland. Thus, they were subjected to plural subjectivities and had 

continuous liminal experiences of becoming Korean Russians, a new and gradually developed 

identity. This was especially true for second and third-generation Koreans in Primorye who went 

through a series of liminal experiences. The liminal experiences contain emotional states such as 

anxiety, doubt, curiosity (a facet of doubt), and diverse mindsets. Migrants overwhelmingly 

experience major life thresholds. Stress and anxiety can reshape migrant experiences with 

varying results. In the threshold, it can be disorienting in the heart and soul, so potentially 

reorient minds to a new normal and even create new pathways. There can be unlimited liminal 

passages. According to Sunil Amrith, “a particular form of consciousness arises from the 

experience of migration.”176 Korean migrants may have experienced a series of liminalities 

derived from that consciousness. In some sense, Korean migrants dismantled Korean or 

 
176 Sunil S. Amrith, Migration and Diaspora in Modern Asia, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 18. 
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Confucian hierarchical social order by placing themselves across the border in a new social 

environment and become malleable under a foreign jurisdiction. In other words, Korean migrants 

reoriented individual subjectivities in their minds that were often contested among themselves. 

For impoverished peasants in Hamgyong Province, the decision to migrate itself not only can 

constitute an act of defiance against the abusive yangban class but also an act of love for their 

families. Learning a new language, adapting to a new culture, and converting to the Russian 

Orthodox faith can constitute liminal rituals.  

However, in the 1880s, European Russia’s Pan-Slavism or Russian nationalism arrived in 

Primorye with xenophobic tendencies towards Asian migrants. The twenty-something year-long 

peaceful and harmonious relationship (the 1860s -1880s) between Koreans and Russians in 

Primorye was disrupted by new and incoming Russian authorities from Saint Petersburg. 

However, it was mostly rhetoric not actual physical hostility towards Asian populations. Since 

the 1880s, the Russian Far East was becoming more diverse in population due to the increase of 

migrants from European Russia. By the 1880s, land became scarce due to the increasing settlers 

from European Russia, therefore, the new migrants, especially Asian migrants did not enjoy the 

same rights and benefits as their predecessors. Thus, Asian populations in the Far East had to 

reorient themselves in the changing political and economic environment. New Korean migrants 

often worked for older Korean migrants as farmhands.  

Meiji Japan and Tsarist Russia were dominant powers in Northeast Asia and as a result, 

clashed. Since the 1880s, the Asian migrants in the Far East were started to be called ‘yellow 

labor’ then later as a reaction to subsequent clashes with Meiji Japan, ‘yellow labor’ changed to 

‘yellow peril’ at the turn of the twentieth century. However, while the phrase ‘yellow peril’ is 

widely used against the Chinese, the usage of this phrase against Koreans remains ambiguous 



 

87 
 

because unlike the Chinese, Koreans already proved their usefulness. However, the loyalty of 

Korean migrants was in question. Korean migrants had a strong connection to their native 

homeland which was bolstered by a constant flow of migration from Joseon Korea. Korean 

migrants had proven to be the “productive colonizing element’ in the Far East. Unlike the 

Chinese in the region, Russian authorities could not send Korean migrants back. Despite the 

positive economic contribution of Korean migrants, their increasing presence in the Russian Far 

East posed a geopolitical and security question. This is often called “the Korean question” in 

many Tsarist government documents. “The Korean Question” was rooted in regional problems, 

both domestic and international. Russian authorities were largely able to send the Chinese back 

to Qing China. Koreans, on the other hand, posed a more complex problem for Russian 

authorities because Koreans were seen differently from the Chinese. Even though the majority of 

Korean migrants acquired Russian citizenship in the 1890s, due to larger geopolitical 

implications in the region and as well as the nascent Russian nationalist sentiments, they were 

now seen as a potential security threat. In the 1880s, Joseon Korea found itself entangled in the 

feud between Meiji Japan and Qing China and historian Kyung Moon Hwang called this 

situation “a shrimp caught in whale fight,” proverbially as “the breaking of a shrimp’s back when 

caught between fighting whales.”177 However, Meiji Japan defeated China in 1895. The Russo-

Japanese War (1904-1905) and Tsarist Russia’s subsequent unexpected loss in the war set alarm 

bells in Saint Petersburg and shocked the world. Tsarist Russia’s loss made the situation worse 

for Asian migrants in the region as they could potentially become scapegoats in Russian politics 

and Northeast Asian geopolitical games. Joseon Korea continued to be unstable due to internal 

and external influences. After the Japanese annexation of Korea in 1910, Korean migration to 

 
177 Kyung Moon Hwang, A History of Korea, (London and New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 132. 
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Primorye increased in a form of political exile. In addition, Korean nationalists also failed to 

ensure independent status at the Paris Peace Conference in 1919. Thus, the liminality of Korean 

migrants in the region continued beyond the last years of Tsarist Russia onto the era of Soviet 

Russia.  

The tripartite Qing-Joseon-Russian borders that emerged in 1860 remain a highly 

understudied region. In regards to Korean migrants in Russia, the forced deportation of Korean 

populations to Soviet Central Asia gained a lot of scholarly attention. The initial phase of Korean 

Diasporic studies continues to be neglected. Historians should look at this peripheral Amur and 

Ussuri region from multiple perspectives apart from nationalist sentiment. If the Amur and 

Ussuri region is seen individually, it will allow historians to see the liminality of this space and 

the peoples that lived there. As a liminal space, the region hosted highly mobile multiethnic 

kingdoms such as Xianbei, Balhae, Liao, and Qing, etc., and consequently, remained a curious 

region for a wide range of transnational and transcultural studies, moreover, the region and 

peoples can be a subject of numerous anthropological, geographical, ethnic, and minority studies. 

The natives of the region such as Xibe, Oroqen, Heje still exist in China and Russia, however, 

their ethnic identities are at dire risk of complete eradication by either sinicization or 

russification. In the mid-nineteenth century, they lived on both sides of the Tumen River, the 

established boundary in 1860 through the Treaty of Beijing divided the existing Tungusic 

populations on either side of the Sino-Russian border.  

In recent years, some Korean ethnic minorities in Central Asia (primarily in Kazakhstan and 

Uzbekistan) started to relocate to the Russian Far East. The Chinese economic boom allowed an 

increasing Chinese presence in the Russian Far East and Russians started to show a keen interest 

in Chinese economies and trade, especially in the border town, Blagoveschensk. The Chinese 
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populations started to migrate to the Russian Far East, and intermingle and marry. The Russian 

authorities in various cities of Primorye even considered establishing Korean Town, China 

Town, and Japan Town to attract tourists from Asia. Jewish Autonomous Region in the Far East 

saw a large departure of ethnic Jewish from the region. Many Chinese and Russian historians 

still treat the history of this region separately only focusing on the parts that belong to their 

nations. The Amur and Ussuri region was seen primarily as frontier regions or colonies. Thus, 

the regional history remains fractured and the transnationality of the space is neglected. The 

region should be subjected more to regional or even a broader global history rather than national 

histories. “If historians and other social scientists explore the region further, they will find 

liminal residues, the regional histories of borderland or frontier subjects. The Amur and Ussuri 

was not just a border or frontier zone, isolated from the rest of the world, it was an important 

region in world history that facilitated interaction between Asian societies since the dawn of 

history”178.  
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