
Korea: Between China and Japan

A. Introduction 
– Chinese culture influenced Korea more heavily than any other region
– The people who inhabited the Korean peninsula were different ethnically than those who 

came to consider themselves Chinese. 
– In 109 B.C.E., a Han dynasty emperor conquered Korea and settled Chinese colonies in 

Korea. These Chinese colonies provided the conduit through which Chinese culture was 
transmitted. 

– Buddhism supplied the key links to Chinese culture. 
– Rulers attempted to institute the Chinese examination system, Chinese writing, and a 

bureaucracy. Opposition to Sinification by the Korean aristocracy led to failure of the plan.
B. Tang Alliances and the Conquest of Korea 

– The Tang emperors conquered Korea for China for the second time. 
– In the process of conquest, the Tang allied themselves with Silla in order to defeat the 

other two dynasties. 
– When Silla proved resistant to external control, the Tang emperors agreed to recognize the 

Silla monarch as a vassal in return for the payment of tribute. 
– The Chinese withdrew their armies from Korea in 668, leaving the kings of Silla as 

independent rulers.
C. Sinification: The Tributary Link 

– The Silla rulers intentionally modeled their government after the Tang dynasty. 
– The tribute system was critical to the process of cultural exchange. 
– Tribute missions offered access to Chinese learning, art, and manufactured goods. 
– Scholars from Korea were able to study at Chinese schools and Buddhist monasteries.

D. The Sinification of Korean Elite Culture 
– The aristocracy of the Korean kingdom became immersed in Chinese culture, including 

Confucianism. 
– Despite the interest in imitating all things Chinese, the Korean elite preferred Buddhism to 

Confucianism. 
– The Koreans learned the initial secrets of pottery from the Chinese, but Korean artisans 

produced masterworks that often rivaled the efforts of their teachers.
E. Civilization for the Few 

– Sinification was largely limited in Korea to the elite, who monopolized most political 
offices and dominated social life. 

– Much of Korea's trade involved supplying luxuries for the elite. To support the importation 
of luxuries, Korea exported raw materials. 

– Artisans remained in the lower ranks of Korean society. 
– Korea failed to develop a distinctive merchant class. 
– The lower ranks of Korean society existed to serve the elite. Salvationist Buddhism 

promised an afterlife as a release from the drudgery of service to the Korean aristocracy.
F. Dynastic Collapse, Renewal 

– Periodic rebellions against the Korean government and aristocrats eventually weakened 
both the Silla and Koryo regimes. 

– Following the Mongol invasion of Korea in 1231, the Yi dynasty was founded in 1392. It 
survived in much the same format as its predecessors until 1910.



Between China and Southeast Asia: The Making of Vietnam

G. Introduction 
– The Chinese were interested in the annexation of Vietnam in order to control the rice 

production of the Red River valley. 
– The Vietnamese were less conciliatory toward the adoption of Chinese culture than other 

peoples. The first attempts at conquest during the Qin dynasty resulted in the 
establishment of trade between China and Vietnam, but no political unification. 

– Aspects of Vietnamese culture such as language, household formation, local autonomy, 
dress, and the higher status of women differed significantly from Chinese patterns.

H. Conquest and Sinification 
– The Han dynasty emperors were responsible for the conquest of the Red River valley. (111 

BCE)
– Initially the Viet elite cooperated with their conquerors and entered the bureaucratic 

administration of local government. 
– The Viet elite undertook Confucian education and underwent the Chinese examination 

system as a means of qualifying for official posts in the government. 
– With the introduction of Chinese agricultural techniques, Vietnamese agriculture became 

highly productive. 
– Adoption of Chinese military techniques gave the Vietnamese advantages over the 

neighboring cultures of Southeast Asia.
I. Roots of Resistance 

– Vietnamese resistance to political inclusion within the Chinese empire led to rebellions. 
– The most famous of the rebellions occurred in 39 C.E. under the Trung sisters.

J. Winning Independence 
– Separated from China by substantial distance and geographical barriers, Vietnam was 

difficult for the Chinese to govern. Whenever political chaos existed in China between 
dynasties, the Vietnamese were quick to reestablish their independence. 

– Following the fall of the Tang, the Vietnamese achieved separation from China in 939. 
– Until their conquest by the French in the nineteenth century, the Vietnamese were able to 

stave off foreign invasion.
K. The Continuing Chinese Impact 

– Vietnamese dynasties after 980 continued to imitate the Chinese bureaucracy, examination 
system, and the scholar-gentry. 

– The competition with Buddhist monks also limited the power of the nascent Vietnamese 
scholar- gentry. 

Conclusion: Divergent Paths in East Asian Development

– Chinese culture spread to the sedentary agricultural populations of Korea, Japan, and 
Vietnam in the first millennium C.E. 

– Chinese writing, bureaucratic organization, religion, and art all made impressions on the 
indigenous cultures. 

– In general, the local elites of the three regions actively sought to emulate Chinese models. 
– China was able to establish direct control over Korea. 
– In Vietnam, Chinese influences mingled with Indian cultural contributions. 
– Only Japan remained permanently independent of China and, thus, was able to selectively 

adapt Chinese models to Japanese needs. 


