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This paper is a report on a voyage of discovery, of sorts. Really, a voyage of rediscovery.

When I started my graduate work in 1977, a “seonbae” of mine, Bill Shaw, who was interested in legal history, told me a of register that he had seen; it was called the “Gyehu deungnok” -- the Register of Adoptions. He had been informed of its existence by Pak Byeongho, a legal historian at Seoul National University. I was grateful to these two men for telling me of this document.


I studied the document extensively and it became part of my dissertation in chapters seven, eight and nine of my nine-chapter PhD dissertation. The Gyehu deungnok was a kind of launch pad, perhaps, for my dissertation. As I developed my dissertation and the theoretical orientation toward social change in the late Joseon period, I looked at several other documents and I developed an overall view of what happened in social practice in the late Joseon period, specifically in the late seventeenth century. Now, as I return to the Gyehu deungnok I see it in a whole new light, and I have several new questions to ask it.


Before I look at the Gyehu deungnok in a new light, let’s review, in highly abstracted form, the conclusions of my dissertation and some of the work I’ve done since.


There were eight major social practices that changed in the late seventeenth century – some were a little earlier, some were a little later, but by the time Korea entered the eighteenth century the transition was complete. The changes have been termed “Confucianization” but that may not be accurate because Korea had been undergoing Confucianization since the Three Kingdoms period, when Confucian ideology first started coming into Korea from China. 


My work does not look so much at ideology or philosophy as it does at practice – social behavior, and how it changed “on the ground,” so to speak. The late-seventeenth-century, early-eighteenth-century changes in society were indeed a kind of a “perfection of Confucianization”. Perhaps the Korean term better describes the situation – “bugye” society – or in English the term is not quite so well-known, “patrilineal society”. The term in English is a technical term used primarily by sociologists or anthropologists. The term in Korean is well-known and found in common usage.


My previous work settled on eight attributes of the Confucianization or the development of the bugye system, or domination by male society. They were:

1. Loss of inheritance rights for women (which undoubtedly subsequently included property ownership rights)

2. Son preference, and specifically, the eldest son

3. Changes in recording genealogies (jokbo) from equal treatment of women and men to recording primarily men, featuring the eldest son

4. Adoption of male heirs from within the patrilineage, the jokbo
5. Jesa – ancestor ceremonies – were held on a rotational basis, but then became the domain of the men

6. The creation of the “big house” – “keunjip” system, or the “jongbeop” – the cult of the lineage heir, the eldest son of the eldest son for multiple generations

7. Marriage – transition from balance of “sijip-ganda” (patrilocal marriage) and “jangga-ganda” (matrilocal marriage) to exclusively “sijip-ganda”.

8. Village organization – development of “single-surname village”, the hallmark of yangban society, the pinnacle of bugye society.

Let’s take a moment to look at each of these changes in social practice in the late seventeenth century and look briefly at the documents and how the documents provide a window on what happened.


Number one: The documents that show the differences in inheritance practices are called either “bunjaegi” or “dongsaeng hwahoe mun’gi” – “division of property documents” or “document of the peacefully assembled siblings”. The former term is an informal term, the common term for such documents. The latter is the legal term outlined in the “Gyeongguk Daejeon,” the constitutional legal code of the Joseon Dynasty. These documents show clearly an equal division of property between sons and daughters in the household. Unlike “wills” in the West, these documents were not written while the parents lived, but were created by the children after the parents died. (Notice the term, “harmoniously assembled siblings” [dongsaeng hwahoe], an obvious admonition not to contend over the inheritances.)


These documents that date to the fifteenth century exist in a few numbers; in the sixteenth century there are several more; and there are numerous that survive from the seventeenth century. But in the eighteenth century they disappear. By the time we enter the eighteenth century the practice has changed – no longer is property divided equally, no longer do daughters inherit property. The eldest son takes control of the property as the age of primogeniture begins and women are excluded from the inheritance.


Before the transition to the eldest son controlling the property, we see cases of households that have only daughters. Yet, in those cases, the property was divided equally between the daughters – no son was adopted to be the heir.


Number two: With the establishment of the bugye system, where daughters are no longer eligible heirs, the family must have a son. Women would celebrate the birth of a son, and lament the birth of a daughter. Son preference becomes the rule.


Number three: Genealogies (jokbo) in early Joseon recorded daughters’ lines in as much detail as sons’ lines and children were listed in their birth order. By the late seventeenth century, it all changes. Daughters’ lines are not recorded, with the daughter’s line ends with only a recording of the person she married, but her posterity is not recorded. And the siblings in a household are no longer listed in birth order, but rather all the sons are listed first, and then the daughters. 


Number four: In the genealogies there is an increase in cases of adoption from within the lineage. The technical term for adoption from within the patrilineage is “agnatic adoption.” An agnate is a “male related to a male through a male connection.” In the late Joseon period, fifteen percent of males were adopted; that is the natural percentage of population we find in other studies as well where a family has no children or has only females. In other words, late Joseon aristocratic society was such that all who did not have a son biologically would adopt an agnate, a son from within the jokbo, the patrilineage.


Number five: As inheritances were balanced equally between males and females, so too were jesa (ancestor ceremonies) practices. Before the late seventeenth century, jesa was practiced on a rotational basis, with sons and daughters taking turns hosting the ceremonies. There was a term for it – “yunhaeng” – “in rotation”. When the bugye system came in there were changes with the ancestor ceremonies as well. The eldest son was expected to step up and host the ceremonies. We see documents such as that of the Puan Kim lineage where they state in 1682 that they will no longer allow their posterity to carry out the ceremonies “in rotation.” The Puan Kim document indicates they are in the vanguard; “unlike other families”, they state, they will no longer allow jesa ceremonies in rotation. Gradually, all families conformed – ceremonies became the responsibility of the eldest son. The eldest son of the eldest son for generation after generation created a term for that main line – the “jongson”. And this is the essence of the technical term for what is commonly called the bugye system, that is the jongbeop. 


 Number six: With the acceptance of basically the Chinese style of Confucianism – after Korea had had its own interpretation of Confucianism for about thirteen hundred years – beginning in the late seventeenth century, Korea started practicing a more orthodox style, a fully patrilineal form of Confucianism. This full acceptance of the “jongbeop” was manifest in the creation of the “keunjip” – the “big house” or the house of the lineage heir, the eldest son of the eldest son’s line for multiple generations. On the ground in Korea, up to the present, is the importance of the role of the “keunjip” – that’s where people meet to hold the ceremonies on ritual occasions such as national holidays. As such this practice was used in Korea for only three hundred years – the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. Things are changing in the twenty-first century.


Number seven: Marriage in recent times in Korea has been dominated by the term “sijip-gada” – meaning for a bride to go to the father-in-law’s house. This is the essence of the bugye Confucian system. The complementary opposite, for the man ”to go to the bride’s home,” was “jangga-gada” but in modern language, because the “go” part seemed out of place, one often hears “jangga-deunda” – a usage that avoids the key part of the phrase – “going” to either the bride’s house or the groom’s house. Before the late seventeenth century, indeed, both options were open. With inheritances in the hands of women, they could, as well as the men, host a marriage partner. And indeed, that was the case. We know of several famous examples: Sin Sa’imdang, the mother of Yulgok Yi I (1536-1584); Yi Eonjeok’s father marrying into the Son family of Yangdong; and the Son family marrying into a Yu family in Yangdong.


Indeed, the factor of marrying at the bride’s house is the explanation for how it came that Koreans have a “bon’gwan” that is not the place where the family line has lived in recent years. Koreans have a hometown (“gohyang”) that is a completely different thing from a “bon’gwan” – translated sometimes as “clan seat”, meaning the place where the family line first began.


Number eight: Village organization changed with the onset of the bugye system. The single-surname, yangban village is a product of the seventeenth century revolution. In the late Joseon period prominent lineage groups became identified with particular villages. Those who hail from such villages can tell you that their village became a “single-surname village” in roughly the seventeenth century. Some cases the village had no major moves after the sixteenth century, but in most cases, the late seventeenth century is the key – as with the other changes we have outlined above.

Returning to the beginning

With the research I conducted for my PhD dissertation as a foundation, and with what I published in Korean Adoption and Inheritance: Case Studies in the Creation of a Classic Confucian Society and with what I have researched and published in recent years, I’ve generated the above list of social changes in the late seventeenth century. Now I want to return to the Gyehu deungnok and look at it with the eyes of the collection of research I’ve done over the years.


It turns out the Gyehu deungnok is a microcosm of the changes in late Joseon. The loss of standing for women – in property inheritance, in participation in ritual, in marriage residence – are all clearly visible in the Gyehu deungnok.

The Gyehu deungnok covered the years from 1619 to 1862, and, as it turns out, we see cases of the same kind of Confucianization, or the establishment of the bugye family system that we see in other documents. Let’s look at the cases of adoption requests in the Gyehu deungnok with an eye to what role women played.


The structure of the register is based on a quotation from the Gyeongguk Daejeon – the constitutional law of the Joseon Dynasty, where the law states: “If a man has no heir by either wife or concubine, then he may apply for an adoption.” Here is where the first social change appears. In early Joseon, the first two hundred years of the Joseon Dynasty, the fifteen and sixteenth century, if a man’s legitimate wife did not bear an heir, he could claim as his heir the child of his concubine. The term concubine is problematic and has all kinds of Western and even biblical connotations. The term “secondary wife” meaning a wife of lesser social status might be a better term. The social status of the Joseon period was such that there were three distinct social classes: yangban, commoners, and slaves. By law, a yangban man could have only one wife. If she died, he could have a second wife of full yangban status. But if he took a wife of an inferior social status, he could have more than one wife – but the wife of lower social status was not a cheo (妻) but a cheop (妾) – a concubine or secondary wife.


Herein is the first indication of social change that we find in the Gyehu deungnok. The sons of the concubine were once – as the law indicated – eligible to be the heirs in the household. And in fact, in early Joseon there were people, even prominent people, who took their son by a concubine as their heir. Yulgok Yi I was one such person. His heir was a son by his concubine. But such an heir was problematic, and debated at the time, and by the third century of the dynasty, people were not claiming the son of the concubine as the heir. There were reasons: the son of the concubine could not take the all-important exams (except for two periods where there were exceptions to let the sons of concubines [seoja] take exams; but even then those allowed to take and pass exams could not get appointed to good government offices. There were lower-level offices they could hold, but not higher offices. With all these aspects of discrimination accruing to the sons by a concubine, people simply quit looking to them as potential heirs. Rather, adoption was that better alternative.


And even though the Gyehu deungnok quoted the provision that “if a man did not have heir by either wife or concubine” the concubine’s son was ignored and a man would prefer to adopt even if he had a son by his concubine. Things changed in the late 16th century; Yulgok was one of the last prominent figures to advocate using a concubine’s son as a legitimate heir. 


Many of the entries are of exactly the same format: “[a named individual] having no heir by either wife or concubine, has applied to take his [a named relative, usually a cousin of a degree specified] number [specified, 1st, 2nd, 3rd, etc] son, [named] to be his heir.” Then it says that the family [jok] or representative leaders from “both sides” of the family have discussed the case and agree to the adoption. Then the adoption is ordered, and the entry is dated and the name of the clerk handling the case is given.


The entries are highly formulaic, and yet subtle changes are seen. 


First, is the applicant. In the early years of the document women are mentioned specifically. If the husband who is to apply for the adoption is already deceased, the wife would apply. Early entries indicate Mrs. So-and-so, wife of deceased [office title] [name] has submitted documents for an adoption. Later on, wives do not apply. 


In one of the entries, and only one, it mentioned the participation of the wife of the biological father. That status category was usually ignored even though the wife of the adopting father played a major role in the early years of the document. Later, the wife of the adoption father also is left out of the references to discussion and agreement upon the candidate to be adopted.


Next is the issue of the leaders of the family. In the early years of the document, the word is just “family” [jok], but later it quotes the law more accurately where it states that representatives from “both sides of the family” will discuss the proposed adoption, and if they agree and submit affidavits, then the adoption will be ordered.


In the early years, we can see by the names of the family representatives that there are representatives from “both sides” meaning the husband’s family and the wife’s family. In cases where we know the wife’s name – when she is the applicant – we see that the two [or early on, sometimes three] representatives had names like the husband, on the one hand, and like the wife, on the other. In cases where the wife is not the applicant, we see two different family elders’ names – one coincides with the name of the applicant, and the other is a different name – presumably that of the wife’s family.


Later on in the document, in the period of the later seventeenth century, the meaning of the phrase “both sides of the family” seems to have changed. It seems to take on the meaning of the representative of the natal family and the representative of the adoptive family. And they are related, of course, since the adopted father and the biological father are cousins. But the situation changed also in regard to the degree of cousin relationship. In the later period of the document, we see no cases of adoption between brothers – the most frequent type of adoption. Rather, the Gyehu deungnok records only adoptions between distant cousins. It seems that close relative adoptions – between brothers or first cousins – were carried out without government approval. The government approval became the domain of long-distant adoptions. And for such, the heads of the separate segments of the family would “discuss and agree” to the adoption. Thus the meaning of “both sides of the family” changed completely, and the wife’s family was dropped from consideration.

Several observations: the degree of kinship grew more and more distant as the record moved on through time. In fact, in the later part of the register, adoptions between brothers and first cousins were seldom recorded; adoptions between distant relationships became the majority of entries in the register. And as time went by, the degree of relationship grew to extremely distant relatives, at times as high as 20-chon, that is to say, the two fathers were connected by an ancestor who had lived ten generations earlier.

This says something about changes in perceptions of kinship. We know the Goryeo period and much of the early Joseon period was a time of “bilateral kinship” reckoning – that is to say, the mother’s lines were as well recognized as father’s lines. The patrilineal kinship system had not taken hold, yet. As Korea became more and more dedicated to Confucian principles, the Confucian ideal, in Korean, the jongbeop, the patrilineal lineage system, took hold. The term is not well-known to English speakers (we say “patriarchy”, but this is much different), but in Korean the term bugye, meaning the “father’s line” is well known. That’s the term Koreans use to describe the traditional family system that is still alive in the memories of many living today. Times have changed; today’s family system is in flux and transitioning toward more of a bilateral system, in some ways similar to that of the Goryeo and early Joseon.

As a measure of the swing toward the patrilineal system, we see in the Gyehu deungnok that adoptions were transacted between more and more distant kinsmen. How does one know who is his 20th-chon cousin? The answer is the jokbo, the printed genealogical table. In the early Joseon period the jokbo was bilateral – listing descendants of daughters as well as those of sons. But by the eighteenth century, jokbo become patrilineal – only men of the same surname, same “origin” (dongseong, dongbon) are recorded. “Dongbon” refers to the “bon’gwan” the place of origin of the particular “clan” or lineage group. In other words, not all Kims are related – they separate themselves into differing groups based on where the first ancestor came from – Gimhae Kims are different from Gyeongju Kims, for example.

The jokbo is the key. That kinsmen could find a 20th-chon cousin, or in English, a 9th cousin, and that they could recognize that relationship as a viable connection worthy of transferring a son from a biological father to an adoptive father is a manifestation of the reality of the jokbo and the membership therein. Such long-distant adoptions were not practiced in the seventeenth century and in fact probably could not have been practiced. The genealogy did not have that depth of reckoning, and if one could recognize another as a 20th-chon cousin, the “relationship” – that is, the working connection between them – would not have been functioning sufficiently to facilitate an adoption. 

But in the late Joseon period, because of the bugye system, the patrilineal organization was such that people recognized distant kinsmen as descendants of a common ancestor and the relationship was made real by its being recorded in the jokbo.

Why would one go to a distant relative for an adoption? Surely there were candidates within closer degrees of kinship. We have a hint as to the answer in a few cases we see where the adoption was a kind of “talent hunt”. Kim Okkyun, the famous coup plotter of the 1884 incident, was adopted out to a 20th-chon cousin of his father and the motivation was apparently the talent of passing the all-important civil service exam. Kim Okkyun passed and so had his adopted father. Perhaps the talented and successful childless man was looking for a son who was worthy to carry on a father’s legacy.

Conclusions

The Gyehu deungnok is a window on the middle and late Joseon Dynasty. It shows participation of women in the early period – through most of the seventeenth century. But with the onset of the eighteenth century, women become excluded from the paperwork and from the discussions in a formal sense.


The Gyehu deungnok is a measurement of the development of the patrilineal family organization – what is called, commonly, in Korean the bugye family. The early years of the document, the seventeenth century, is a reflection of the Goryeo Dynasty and early Joseon Dynasty family system, the bilateral family system. It was a system where the wife’s family, the mother’s family, played a role on the same footing as the male side of the family. Gradually, in the eight factors outlined above, we see the loss of women’s standing in society. The Gyehu deungnok confirms in clear detail the loss of status and standing for women as Korea marched toward a fully ideal Confucian society – the society Koreans call the bugye society. This time is also captured in the phrase namjon, jeobi – “men are respected; women are put down.”


To end on a more optimistic note, if Korean women today are looking for role models and patterns of equality, they can look within their own history. The domination by men that most modern people decry is really only about 300 years old – not a thousand years, the way most people tend to describe the situation. The Korean system was marked by equality between the sexes for over a thousand years. That is the true Korean social system. The distortion of male dominance of the last 300 years has been an import from China. It is better for Korea to recognize that their true family structure was that which preceded the late Joseon period. The Gyehu deungnok shows a society where women were once participants in social actions, but they gradually become excluded.
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