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Abstract

The Reorganization of Local Pumgwan Class
and Co-governance of Rural Communities

in the Early Joseon Dynasty

Lee, Tae Kyoung
History Major,
Department of Social Studies Education

The Graduate School

Seoul National University

In Goryeo (F=if, 918-1392), pumgwan (fn'E) referred to a general official
qualified to hold a government position. Some of the pumgwans had no current
responsibilities and were known as sangwan (HUE). Sangwans consisted of (i)
former officials, (ii) official candidates, and (iii) officials with only honorary
posts. The number of sangwans steadily increased since the beginning of
Goryeo, especially during the military ruling period, with a rise in types (i)
and (ii) of sangwans. They tended to live in the provinces due to their lack of
responsibilities. In the late Goryeo period, many local functionaries called
hyang-ri (#%#) tended to become sangwans of the (iii) type, gaining honorary
posts in exchange for their participation in the war.

The Goryeo government attempted to return hyang-ris who received honorary
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posts to their original jobs, and the founders of Joseon (Wfif, 1392-1910) also
tightened regulations to prevent hyang-ris from easily leaving their original
jobs. King Gongyang (7§i#Tf) tried to revoke the honorary posts that had
already been given, but he couldn’t ignore the resentment of those who had
earned them by participating in the war. Jeong Do-jeon (f5H{#), a prominent
scholar and politician, proposed the establishment of a new capital defense
command. This plan aimed to bring all the sangwans to the capital and
transform them into a royal guard. The census of 1390 served two purposes:
on the one hand, ensuring a labor pool of officials to serve the new dynasty,
and on the other hand, imposing military obligations on sangwans.

In January 1391, the Goryeo government established a new supreme
command and imposed military duties on sangwans. However, the government
also sought to address the issue of an increasing number of officials with
honorary posts by creating a detailed hierarchy within the bureaucracy. This
initiative was carried out in conjunction with the Gwajeon Act (FIHHDE),
enacted in May 1391. Under the Gwajeon Act, the bureaucracy was divided
into two categories: capital city residents and provincial residents, with the
former receiving a more substantial allocation of lands. The intention behind
this differential treatment was to encourage provincial residents to relocate to
the capital. However, officials who had never served in the government were
not granted land, leading sangwans with only honorary posts to opt to remain
in the provinces.

Sangwans living in the capital were granted gwajeon (F}H, land for
officials) and organized into a royal guard called sujeon-pae (ZHIk%). On the
other hand, sangwans who chose to remain in the provinces received only a
small amount of gunjeon (¥EH, land for soldiers) and were organized into a
provincial unit called siwigun (fFfi8). The siwigun units from each province

took turns going to the capital to perform their duties as royal guards.
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However, as the political and military situation in the capital stabilized, the
importance of siwigun decreased, and the status of local sangwans also
declined. The Joseon government ceased granting land to local sangwans,
making them indistinguishable from common people performing military service.
These measures led the sangwans to avoid military service.

Senior officials (sangwans) were exempt from royal guard duty, but they
were restricted from traveling outside the capital and were forbidden to live in
the provinces. They posed a particular concern to the state due to their easy
access to state secrets, coupled with a belief that they had the potential to
incite revolt within their kin back in their hometowns. If a senior official
returned to his hometown and became a local influencer (1:5%), he could
interfere with the public rule of the local governor.

The Joseon government took measures to support local governors in
controlling local influencers, including pumgwans (sangwans) and hyang-ris.
The first step was to identify hyang-ris who had received honorary posts and
return them to their original roles. Provincial finances, originally managed by
hyang-ris, were transferred to the jurisdiction of the governor, and the
hyang-ris were obliged to work under the governor. The government established
legal regulations to address any issues that hiyang-ris might cause during their
work and attempted to utilize the pumgwans as local administrative assistants.
Governors held the status of “lord of a province,” and the relationship between
governors and pumgwans was likened to that between a monarch and his
subjects.

In practice, however, establishing a hierarchical relationship between the
governor and the pumgwans often proved difficult, as some pumgwans held
ranks higher than the governor. Moreover, former officials who had occupied
high positions in the central government were reluctant to handle local

administration under a governor. Perceiving themselves as part of the ruling
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class, they believed it would be undignified to handle administrative tasks
under the direction of the governor. As a result, various administrative tasks
were mainly handled by lower-level officials, which further demeaned these
tasks. If the government wanted to involve former officials in local
administration, it needed to find a way to respect their hierarchical status.

In the late 15th century, however, the king Sejo (ijifl) began implementing
a series of policies that undermined the position of former officials. At the
core of these changes was the Jickjeon Act (FHE) of 1466. With the
implementation of this law, former officials were no longer receive land from
the state. To make matters worse, King Sejo placed former officials in the
same units as the common people. This led to widespread dissatisfaction among
the bureaucracy, as it blurred the distinction between officials and commoners.
This discontent eventually erupted into a rebellion in the northern provinces
towards the end of Sejo’s reign. After his death, many of these policies were
scaled back or canceled.

The only exception was the land law. Early in King Seongjong’s (J%1%)
reign, officials persistently called for the reinstatement of the gwajeon law.
However, these attempts were unsuccessful. Without the state’s financial
support, former officials had to rely solely on their private property to make a
living. However, since opportunities for land ownership and accumulation were
not exclusive to officials, some common people came to own as much land as
the officials. Moreover, the development of commerce during this period spread
a culture of luxury among the common people. Officials viewed this luxury
culture as a threat to the social hierarchy, as it blurred the distinction between
officials and commoners. They also linked this trend to the issue of the lower
class disregarding the authority of the upper class.

After the middle of King Seongjong’s reign, the bureaucracy aimed to

address the challenges arising from the blurring of social distinctions by
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reviving the local yuhyangso (F8%FT). The yuhyangso had previously existed
during early Joseon but was abolished due to its interference with the
governor’s rule. The re-established yuhyangso had a renewed purpose, focusing
on monitoring hyang-ris and correcting local cultural practices. Following
extensive deliberations in the central government, the decision to revive the
yuhyangso was finalized in May 1488.

The pumgwans of the new yuhyangso considered themselves educators
responsible for guiding the people “according to the direction of the state.” If
necessary, they would report issues requiring punishment to the governor, thus
leveraging state power to solidify their ruling class position in the provinces.
This re-establishment of the yuhyangso led to a collaborative governance
structure, with local governors and pumgwans becoming partners in governing
the people. The co-governance was made possible by the historical
reorganization of local pumgwans around former officials, a practice that had

been in place since the founding of Joseon.

keywords : Local Pumgwan, Hyang-ri, Local Governor, Yuhyangso, the
Sovereign-Subject Relationship, Co-governance of Rural Communities
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