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The Nature of Change in the Silla Aristocratic Order:
The Process of Conversion
from a Warrior to an Officialdom-based Aristocracy

Hugh H.W. KANG

University of Hawaii

The political-aristocratic order of Silla was the so-called kolpum - or bone rank - system (‘B
ffl]) that found its impetus in bloodline and regional origins. In this paper I propose to first shed
some light on the nature of Silla’s original warrior-based aristocracy, and then clarify some points
regarding the administrative system and attendant administrative framework introduced to Silla
from China, which stimulated the gradual transformation of the Silla aristocratic order towards a
scholar-official character. In other words, as the functioning of the Chinese administrative system
introduced into Silla required the drafting and execution of official documents, and thus the
administrative skills of scholar-officials, national administration became ever more dependent upon
a scholar-official class grounded in Confucian training. The selection of such officials emphasized
the study of the classic Confucian texts. From the 6" century onwards, as the Chinese administrative
framework was gradually accepted, the original warrior-aristocratic order was forced to give way
on all levels of administration as a Confucian scholar-officialdom took on an ever more decisive
role.

However, in examining the nature of change in the Silla aristocratic order we cannot ignore
a peculiar characteristic of that change in Silla. Namely the antinomy that existed between Silla’s
native ‘bone rank’ order and the scholar-official order introduced from China. Undeterred by this
essential contradiction between the two systems, Silla proceeded to selectively adopt aspects of the
more sophisticated Chinese administrative system. Indeed, it may be seen that such administrative
reforms were instituted to promote the more rational and efficient functioning of Silla’s native ‘bone
rank’ aristocratic order. Historically such reforms proved vital to the development of the Silla
state. At the same time, these reform measures inevitably planted a seed of contradiction in the soil
of the Silla political order. It was a seed that soon sprouted. Eventually the antinomy resulted in
the political chaos that characterized the last stage of Unified Silla. Further, it contributed to the

collapse of Sillas ‘bone rank’ system.
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