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[Abstract]

The Dilemma of Performing the
Wondan Ancestral Rites in the
Early Choson Dynasty and the

Endeavor to Establish Rites as an

Independent Dynasty

Jang Raegun
Department of Korean History

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study analyzed the controversy surrounding the Wondan
ancestral rites in the early Chosdn dynasty by focusing on the
context in which the argument for the performance of the Wondan
ancestral rites was presented by Pyon Kyeryang (1369-1430), who
was a government official in the early Choson dynasty, and was later
refuted. The Wondan ancestral rite was a rite of heaven held at the
Wondan (Temple of Heaven in Choson) in the early Choson dynasty
and was one of the most prestigious national ceremonies. However,

the question of whether it was appropriate for Choson, a vassal state
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of China, to hold rites of heaven became a matter of debate.
Eventually, this debate ended with the abolishment of the Wondan
ancestral rites.

The focus of this study was as follows: Why did the politicians in
the early Choson dynasty require the Wondan ancestral rites? What
were the dilemmas of maintaining or abolishing the rites? How did
the people during the period respond to the dilemma? Why did the
debate end with the abolishment of the Wondan ancestral rites? This
study focused on the reasoning of Pyon Kyeryang as it was an
appropriate topic to seek answers to these questions.

As pointed out in previous studies, the argument for abolishing
Wondan ancestral rites was presented because the propriety of
Choson keeping its place as a vassal state was important for the
politicians in early Choson. Nevertheless, the controversy surrounding
the abolition of the Wondan ancestral rites naturally became
complicated because Chosén was also an individual polity with its
own territory and subjects. While the politicians of Choson strived to
establish their own country within the Sinocentric world, which was
the wuniversal civilization of the time, their efforts were, in all
respects, based on the premise that Choson was a self-governing
dynasty. As an independent dynasty, it was not easy to renounce the
Wondan’s function as a place for harvest and rain ceremonies.
Furthermore, the rules for rituals for "vassal states situated outside
China”[#§ 7 :6%:] were far from specific, thus adding to concerns of
the politicians in Choson.

Although the Wondan ancestral rites were abolished after the
twelfth year of King T'’aejong’s reign, the situation did not go
smoothly. Severe droughts continued, and the rain rituals available to

the state had no effect at all. It was under such a desperate situation

-8 - ] 2 X



that Pyon Kyeryang demanded the Wondan ancestral rites to resume.
His argument for the Wondan ancestral rites began from his concerns
of the national political agenda. Pyon Kyeryang tried to persuade the
opponents of the Wondan ancestral rites through his research on rites
and history. He emphasized that performing the Wondan ancestral
rites in Chosdén was not only an appropriate means to counter the
situation but that it was a decision based on ancient rites. In his
argument, the two statuses as a vassal state and an independent
dynasty formed an organic relationship. Pyon Kyeryang thought of a
rite necessary for an independent dynasty that would not be too
immoderate as a vassal state and attempted to present a reasoning
that would justify such a rite.

There were three reactions to Pyon Kyeryang’'s reasoning during
the time: First, some interpreted it as a way of "adjusting to a
situation, regardless of Pyon Kyeryang’'s intention. Second, although
skeptical of the idea, some considered that Pyon’s argument for
resuming the Wondan ancestral rites was plausible. Third, some
people still considered that performing the Wondan ancestral rites
was problematic. However, the controversy ended with the abolition
of the Wondan ancestral rites as King Sejong renounced them due to
concerns about the political repercussions of hosting extravagant
ceremonies. It resulted from the political current to establish a
hierarchical national order with the king at the top and the effort to
support i1t with the universal norm of rituals. In order to establish a
hierarchy between the king, retainers, and the people based on rituals,
the king himself had no choice but to respect the hierarchical order
stipulated in the protocols for rituals. In that respect, the duties
between the emperor and the vassals and that of the king and his

subjects were not separated but were keenly connected.

- 79 - "':I“_E _'H.I.':_ -|I



In conclusion, the Wondan ancestral rites controversy in the early
Choson dynasty shows the confusion and concerns of the politicians
of the time, who attempted to satisfy the obligation of Chosén as a
vassal state and the ritualistic and political demand as an independent
dynasty. The decision to abolish the Wondan ancestral rites was not
an easy one that was made based on the obligation and self-belief as
a vassal state; instead, it was influenced by various historical

variables of the time.

Keywords : Wondan(Temple of Heaven in the Early Choson),
The Rite of Worshiping Heaven, Rituals for Rain,
King T'aejong, King Sejong, Pydén Kyeryang
Student Number : 2019-27918
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