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[Abstract]

Grain Imports from the Qing
dynasty and relief policy of the
Choson dynasty During the

Eul-byeong great famine

Choi Jinsu
Department of Korean History
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

This study aims to analyze imports of grain from the Qing
dynasty to the Choson dynasty in terms of relief policy, which was
executed during the Eul-byeong great famine (1695-1699). The study
examines the progress of policymaking and executing by the Choson
government, as well as the outcomes and the impacts of importing
grains. Through such analysis, the study intends to reveal the
significance that grain imports from the Qing dynasty had in the
context of relief policy of the late Choson dynasty.

The damage caused by the FEul-byeong great famine was
unprecedented. The whole nation suffered from continuous lean years.

Spring droughts and summer deluges caused harvest depression,
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leading to serious food shortage. Many lives were lost not only due
to the starvation but also the plague which raged throughout the
entire nation.

The Choson government implemented a relief policy on a large
scale in order to cope with the disastrous situation. A grain loan
system, a porridge distribution system, and a deduction of taxes were
implemented. Moreover, the government devised new policies such as
a quarantine accommodation of wandering beggars. The military
provision grains of the Gang’hwa Yusu-bu unit and the Namhan
Sanseong fortress reserve served as an important sources of funding
relief policy. Meanwhile, the government minted and distributed a
huge number of coins to compensate the financial loss from these
relief efforts, despite the negative effects of excessive coin
distribution.

Despite all these efforts, the food shortage had not been
resolved. At this point, the Chosén government discussed grain
imports from the Qing government foreign trade at the Chunggang
open market, which created importing grains from the Qing
government to be compatible with maintaining loyalty to the Ming
government, was suggested as an alternative to appealing to the Qing
government for grain distribution. Even though the plan was fairly
reasonable, imports of grains from the Qing dynasty were such an
unstable and unpredictable policy. After a long debate, the
government finally decided to import grains from the Qing dyansty
via the Chunggang open market.

The Choson government imported grains in order to cope with
the disastrous famine, and thus tried to limit the meaning of grain
imports as commercial trade. However, the trading partner, the Qing

dynasty, had a different intention. The Qing government aimed to

3 " T
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give significant foreign aid so that the hierarchy between the two
nations could be firmly established. Also, merchants of the Qing
dynasty who were involved in the grain trade, wanted to earn a
reasonable benefit as they had proceeded this enterprise at an
enormous expense. After exhaustive negotiations, the price of grain
was concluded at the level that far exceeded expectations of the
Choso6n government.

As a result, the Chosén government imported 47,000 bushels of
rice at an expense of 114,000 tael of pure silver in 1698. Silver stored
in the Gang’hwa Yusu-bu unit, Ministry of Taxation, Bureau of
Relief, Pyeongan and Hwanghae Provincial Office was utilized to pay
the cost. One-half of the imported grains was distributed in
Pyeongan, Hwanghae, Gyeonggi, and Chungcheong regions. However,
as the import process was delayed, the barley harvest already begun
at some regions, which created imported grains to be less necessary
for residents of those regions. The other half of the grains were
utilized to compensate the financial loss from the relief policy so far
and were reserved as relief funds to deal with future threats of
famine. Though fairly beneficial, the results of grain imports from the
Qing government did not exactly correspond with the intention of the
Choso6n government.

In this process, the government acknowledged drawbacks of
grain imports from the Qing government, and temporarily paused
future grain trade. After the grain imports in 1698 concluded, the
government denounced the state councilor who administered imports
negotiations and the proposer of grain trading. In the process of
impeachment, the problem of maintaining loyalty to Ming dynasty
recurred. The government evaluated that the imports of grain from

the Qing dynasty costed not only national finance but also dignity

- 66 - o 2- ".i



and virtue of the nation, and thus concluded the policy by denouncing
officials in charge. The public opinion toward grain imports were also
unfavorable.

Not long after the proposer of grain trading was denounced, that
proposer was reinstated and soon appointed third state councilor. His
first suggestions were to prepare grain by magistrates for themselves
mandatory, and to build a local grain storage for aiding regions that
suffer from famine. These suggestions were set as major relief policy
afterwards. The experience of importing grain from the Qing dynasty
during the Eul-byeong great famine led the government to develop

specific plans for establishing a stable relief policy.
keywords : relief policy, grain imports, Korea-China trade,

Eul-byeong great famine, grain loan system, silver trade
Student Number : 2020-25326
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