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[Abstract]

In-kind taxation and the
establishment of Joyongjo system
during the early Choson dynasty

PARK Geunhwan

Department of Korean History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study tries to analyze the principle of fiscal system during the
fifteenth-century Choson dynasty. [ examined the level of agricultural
development which served as a material foundation for management of
fiscal system, then explained the characteristics of taxpayers and the
method of calculating the tax amount. Via such analysis, my intention
was on proving that the Joyongjo system, which consisted of the land
tax, corvée and the tax in kind, has not yet been established when
Choson dynasty was founded in 1392. Rather, Joyongjo system was a
result of the subdivision of the tax system which was done in the
mid-15th century.

In fifteenth-century Choson dynasty, fallow farming was still dominant
in the centural and northern region of the Korean Peninsula. Although
agriculture in the southern region was relatively developed, it was still
difficult to cultivate the same farmland every year. Under the
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circumstance that the amount of grain production varied every year,
the government reduced the land tax after officials checked the area
of land that went through famine. The government secured the
necessary amount of grain every year by setting the minimum amount
of grain to be collected.

As it was difficult to maintain the fiscal system solely with grain, tax
in kind had to be collected in the form of head tax. To collect the tax
in kind, the government organized an adequate number of people into
the household. A representative of the household was accountable for
paying the tax in kind. According to the Geography Section of the
Annals of King Sejong, which reflects the situation around year 1432,
the number of households and land grasped by the government was
adjusted to set the average scale of land per one household to
precisely 8 kyul. As a result, the government organized approximately
200,000 households and 1,600,000 kyul of land.

Whereas the grain could be exempted due to famine and other
disasters, the tax in kind maintained its scale every year and was
seldom reduced. The amount of tax in kind imposed on households was
converted to the value of grain tax collected from 0.6 million kyul of
land. Therefore, 0.6 million out of 1.6 million kyul of land, was
registered as ‘non-arable land’ for basis of levying the tax in kind.
The rest of land, about 1 million kyul, was registered as ‘arable
land” . The government checked the harvest situation every year and
collected grain from about 15-30% of the arable land.

Until the early 15th century, the grain and the tax in kind were not
mutually exclusive type of taxes, for they both belonged to the land
tax. However, 1.6 million kyul of land served as a basis for organizing
0.2 million households owning the average amount of 8 kyul of land.

Furthermore, it was the tax in kind which occupied a large proportion
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of the land tax, which means that the land tax was a de facto head
tax expressed in kyul scale.

When Gongbeop was implemented in the mid-fifteenth century, the
grain tax was separated from the tax in kind and was established as
the land tax. Gongbeop in principle imposed the land tax on every
piece of land, therefore the non-arable land disappeared and the tax in
kind was redefined as a tax imposed on households while irrelevant to
land. The procedure of collecting the grain tax and tax in kind began
to be divided and managed with separate ways. Initially, the
government envisioned a fiscal system mainly relying on the grain tax
and reduced the amount of tax in kind. However, due to the limitation
of agricultural development at that time, the amount of grain tax soon
decreased and the amount of tax in kind was restored to the level of
the early 15th century.

Also, through the household system reform during the reign of Sejo,
the scale of each household was reduced by a third. The division of
households made it difficult for each household to pay the tax in kind.
To solve the problem, the government made a rule that each 8 kyul of
land assign a representative who is responsible for paying the tax in
kind. 8 kyul was the same amount of land as the one regarded to be
owned by one household during the early 15th century. Through
Gongbeop and the household system reform, Joyongjo system was
established, in which the grain was imposed on land and the tax in
kind was imposed on households. Subdividing the tax into several items
enabled the stable management of fiscal system in Choson dynasty.

keywords: tax in kind, land tax, fallow, non-arable land, Gongbeop,

Joyongjo
Student Number: 2018-25188
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