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~ . THE CCUNTY MAGISTRATE IN YI KOREA:
. A Silhouette
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Anyone who works for a long time with a large mass of data will have
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in his mind a kaleidoacoPe of impreseiona. In areas central to the goals "

of the research some -of these impressions Wwill umdergo substantiation and
begin a new existence as hypotheses; if not, then they will flicker and die,

In fringe areas, however, such 1mprqssions may well continue to flit about Ve
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in insuhatantial forn, now and then tantalizing their creaior Z- or should
6‘3 t--\v- -

I say ’host" - nith the ccnstant promisS’of imminent revelation. The

condign fatﬁ of this- sort of impressicn'is—to be—subjected to the spotligﬁ%\\\
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glare its very tangency hitherto has spared 1t G AT ~
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In the plodding course of a decade of data grubbing on the mroducts

of the Yi Dynasty civil ssrvice examination system, I of course have met

the County Hagist:ate on nueberlees occaslons. But aince our acquaintance, L B
ti11 now, had not really ripened, my impressions of'him inevitably wers, to "
repeat, kaleidoscopic. And yet I did not hesitate to deliver myself of

these impressions from time to time in an unprofessionelly positive way., -
Specifically, I thought I knew at least thrae rather interesting, even im- ~ -
portant, things about the County Mag}strate. - The first is that he often was

Y -appointed to a county close to his ocwn county of residence, although surely
‘p;ﬁchr to hls own county. Sometimes this would be in humane response to hia

expressed desire to return home. in actuality close to home, to better nurture

an aged parent or two. More often, I surmised the aspirant to such a post
had solid lineage tie& in the county near home he waa named to head and his

appointment would‘promote the interests of his lineage and of himself,
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A mecond characteristic of the County Magistrate appointment system

surely was that the term in office tended to become markedly shorter as the

dynasty aged. This could be easily understood as a reflection of factional
disputation in the century or so after the Japanese invasion of'1592-98.
And 1t was a particularly natural consequence of ihe dominant role played by

so-called sedo (in-law) politics in the dismal, declining ninetesnth century.
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:Thirdly,galﬁhough‘originally the province of.tﬁsrcivil oxaminationjaff
holder, in the latter half of the dynasty these local appointmentsplums
| went mora-and,gmofe to military men, Intial con;;emplation found this parti-
seular proposition-difficult to-rationalige. After all, a stint ocutside the
capital was an abaolu?e,prerequisite_fcr.advanccment_beyond the middle ranks
in;thgjcontralrhg:eaucracy. Moreover, tb@-nunpe; of civil degrees awarded .
anﬁﬁally was a figure constantly, if slowly, on the rise, thus presumably
assuring an over-supply of magistrates for the constant number of county
Jurisdictions, And was it not also the case that the claim to preferment

of the civil degree holder gutweighed,'ever nore heavily, that of his dis-
dalned military examination counterpart?

A fourth generalization perhaps should be added, one that emerges rather
from that basic set of postulates shared (I suspect) by most students of Korean
history. Whatever the dynamica of the County Magistrate syatem during the
first four centurles or so of the Y1 Dynasty, it certainly must be branded a
fallure at ths end, For it was thers on the Visible, tangible local lavel
that the loyaltles of the people were lost to alien ideology and native
, _raﬁble rouser. It was the lecherous County Hagis;rate who cast the fair
Chunhyahg-i into durance vile, Tt was the venal County Magistrate who emptied

the public granaries into his own pockets., It was the rapacious County Magis-

trate who extorted double the legal levies from the groanlng peasantry. And
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it was the cowardly County Magistrate who first took to his heels when the
populace rose in righteous revolt.

I had no serious thought of testing any of these impressions until about
s year ago when 1 chanced upon a :oster'of'county.magistratoa £bat included
notation of the domlcile residence of each appointee., It needs to be remarked
at this point that a.chronological listing of its magistrates, most frequently
labeled a sdnsaeng ﬂ%‘,’fﬁ , 18 an integral part of svery proper “loca.l
(=county) gaze‘i:-eér,." or ipchi ‘E”,)‘;f-'e.. These rosters wers notrmainta.ined.'— it
would seeny.aé'one'among_the government's stipulaied record-keeping funetions,
‘The initiative-appears rather-to have been local -and was Jrobably @ quasi-
official actiéiﬁy at best, In qonaeque;ce the rosters coms in a variety of
formats and, to further bedevil us, historical accident sgems to have decreed
more often than not that a roster would come down to us with lacunae, especi-
ally in the record of the first century or so of the dynasty.

Nonetheless, a good minimum roster may be defined, as one that offers
the maglstrate's name, the dgtes of his tenure and the succinct resason why
he vacated his post., A not uncommon further feature is indication of the
maglstrate's branch of government service -- that is, whather he was & product
of the civil or military examinatlion process, or entered service by such other
route as that so-called "protection” (ggféi). Ard I have encountered rosters
bearing one or iwc other 1£ems of informetion, but I know only three cases
where the place of residence of the magistrates who governed tbe county is
systematicﬁily yrovided, These are Ch'angwdn é%]ﬁi and Kosangsgﬂﬁﬁi, essen-
tially co#stal ..éounties in South Xydngsang yprovince ind Unbong“f‘afzdtai coénty.

just east of Kamwdn in Chdlla,



b,

Evidence drawn from the Sdnsaeng an (“rosters of magistrates”) of
these three countles and from rosters for Kydngju and Namwdn constitutes
the data base for this paper. As a matter pf further comparative Interest
I will adduce information from two ch'albangg‘?}; ("post-station superin-

tandent") rdstars. one for a station near Ch'angwdn qnd the other for a

ke ’

station near Unbong, |

- ,‘I_‘hgﬂirqgf.ig_r of Kydngju mg_istra.tes is the only one with which I W.’Ijll]_.:r
_be. dealing - that is= c.omplet.e for the whole of 1:t,hoa Yi Dyna.sty. Since Kydngju

Wam & aecondary capital” the—:r:ank of the- magistr&te,uwa& correapondingly high., ‘
: \\Mwniﬂr/Second BRank (% And a.s We might expect, the post was glven over- | \/

whelmingly to civil officlals who held the final civil service d°5r’=-9,‘r,.;-:;rf_~.
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(munkwa iﬁs‘\ﬁ ). This was not the case, however, in the first centwry-plus,
for only 23 of 64 magistrates are known to have passed the munkwa. At the
' very end of the dynasty a trend away from civil degree holders also 1s
evident, as may be seen in _'bhig_ tabular representation:

Period No. Appts. Yrs. Tenure Civil Other Seoul Home Cther Unknown Residence

1392-1506 &4 1.8 23 4 i 9 3 Ly
1392-1418 25 1.08 8 17

A416-1k55 15 2.4 3 12

1456-1506 24 2,13 12 12
1507-1608 52 1.9% 20 2* 16 10 3 23
1609-1724¢ 77 1.5 il 3 52 1 9 1
1600-1623 9 1.67

1624-1673 31 1.6

1675-1724 37 £437

1725-1800 56 1.36 2 3 48 o0 5 3
18011905 = 77 1.36 57 20 4s 4 9 19 -
1801-1834 . 26 1.3L 2 &4 217 0 2 3.
1835-1863 - 22 132 19 3 1 T
1864-1874 | 5 2.0 . 8 1 1 2 1 1
{875-1905° 2k =~ 1,33 12 12 9 f 2 12"

*Both were military degree holders.
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In addition to the pattern of distribution among civil degres holders
. and those posseszing other entitlementes to preferment, changes in the tenure
pattern are worth noting, Average years of tenure quickly reached a rather

. high level and essentially stayed there for two hundred years, A marked

decline occurred during the next century-plus (1609-1724), the period during
- which factional strife sesms to have been most virulent, and this deciinéi;g'
iégs ﬁarticularly marked in the latter half of {his period, The reigns oféﬂ‘
¥§ﬁgjo-and ChBngjo (1725-1800), generally accounted to have been constructive,
- q;;;ﬁéilQad ﬁé any 1mprov§ment in the tenure of Kydngju magistrates. The
: sftuation remained about f#é-same. overall, in the nineteenth century, but
ioééiéan discerﬁ a slight improvement during that very pericd, the reign of
_:gégéﬁg; vﬁen d;nastic institutions were supposedly on the verge of collapse.
_ ;f'“ A final noteworthy development is fherdramatic Increase in the appoint-
ment of officiais resident in Seoul to the Kydngju post, and the attendant
decline to negligible numbers of those appointees whose home province was
Kydngsang, where Kydngju is located, The reality is rather more striking than
the table indlcates, for not one among 110 consecutive KYBngju magistrates
Who served in the 155-year period 1695-184Q is known to have bean a resident
of Kybngsang Province. At least 93 of these appointees lived in Seoul or its
immediate environs. In this light it may well be significant that two of the
£ive appointments made during the “decade of the Taewdn'gun'(1864-73) lived.-
in North Kydngsang, quite elose to Kydngiu. |
The roster for Ch'angwdn county begins telatedly with an appointment in
1565, It does, however, tell us what branch of service each magistrate be-
longed to, in-addition to giving his resideﬁce. Phrﬁicularly noteworthy-1s

" that initial rough parity for civil appointees gives way,By about 1660:to-



6.

;ﬁéar-exclusive occupancy of the post by products of the military examinatlon.
‘Ahd in the case of Ch'angwbn, too, there is a significant shift to the Seoul
- resident, ag this table shows:

 Period No. Appts. Yrs., Tenure- Civil ﬂii. Seoul Home Other Unk. Residence
§392-1564 (missing)

C{565-1608 31 - 1.b2 12 18 14 7 10 0
16091724 72 1,61 2L 51 39 16 13 & 5
- 1609-1623 6 2.5 6 0 2 & 0 0
30 1.67 13 17 15 7 7 1
36 1.42 2 34 22 5 6 3
by “1.62 2 b s 0 k1
56 1.68 L 3 2 0o k0
Tigg01-183% 22 1.55 1 2t 20 0 2 0
. 1835-1863 17 1.7 0 17 17 0 0 0
1864-1873 3 3:33 0 3 3 o o 0
1874-189% 14 1.5 0 14 12 0 2 0

*The other appointee wWas from the protection tranch.

Average tenure in Ch'angwbn exhidits 1ittle significant change. The
fifty years~of Sukchong and Kydngjong (1674-1724) again represent & nadir,
however, and one cannoi helg note the haights reached both under Kwanghae
(1608~1623) and during the decade of the Taewﬁn;gun -- glthough these tinme
gpans are too short, perhaps, to ylsld statistically significant results.

It can be seen, further. that an impLessive number of appointees resided in
the home mrovince of Kybngsang up to the relign of Sukchongi there were no
such appointments after 1708, And indeed the post was virtually monopolized
by Seoul residents from that point onward:

The Kbsbng roster unfortunately has large gaps at each end, for it
begins in 1554 and stops in 1784, Its patterns are 1355 clear and some of
them are different from thoss obaarved hitherto. éof one thing, few appointees
Were uiVil degree holders in the aixtoenth gentury, few were not in the seven-

teenth century, and parity existed in the eighteenth centuryi toward the end,
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oWever, thé post becomes unavailaple to munkwa degree holders, A trend
oward Seoul residents ié once again present but 1t 1s leass pronounced at
first and gets under way somewhat-later; unfoartunately, nct;hough data even
+to =upport a speculatibn is available for tﬁé reign of Kojong. With regard
j@o average tenurs we find here a steady decline interrupted by a modest put,
jéransient recovery in the period of Chdngjo up to-Kojong. The Sukchongilﬁég
Kqﬁngjong—half—century ogco'more is markedly Hcfsa than the fifty yearsf'l
.pfe'ceding"it. The Kosdng tabulation:

iﬁ?riOd ‘No. Appts. Yrs. Tenure Civi)l Other Seoul Home Other Unk. Residence
1392-1553 (missing)

1554-1608 28 1.96 2 26 13 6 9 0
1609-1724. 75 1.55 .57 18 22 23 30 [+]
. 1609-1623 - - 8 1.87 1 Véd 3 27 3 0
1624-1673 29 1,72 24 5% 8 11 10 0
1674-1724" 38 1.34 32 6 11 10 17 0
1725-1784 L8 1.25 23 25 30 L1l 0

- #These are belleved to be entirely, or meponderantly, military, but only a
few are definitely known to have been such.

A simple listing of Kosdng magistrates by name, with almost no further

information, does exist for the period 1785-1905, To chart these as well,

insofar as the data permita:

1785-1833 27 1.8 %13 o4 1 2 13
1834-1863 18 1.67 5 13 3 L 1 1
1864-1905 35 1.2 0 35 35

The most conspicuous feature of the Kosbng data, I think, is the large
number of maéist;gtes ¥Whose reaidences are also in Kybngsang province, Nearly
one-third of"ihe total in the yeafs 1609-1724 thus were famillar in surely
signiflbznt'd;gree with the conditions in Kosbng before £aking up the duiies
of maglstrate, I% 1s.tfué that most made their homes in tha upper Nakténg

River Teglons, quits far from Kosdng, and that so well as may be judged few

such appointménts after 1725 went to Kydngsang residents, Still this statistic

7

stands out,
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;5;Period No., Appts. Yrs. Tenure _Civil Other Seoul Home Othe; Unk, Residence
§4392-1572 (missing) '

27 1.33 18 g 0 & 5 8

& T 1.5 39 2% 3 & 2 16
9 1,66 7 2 '

40 1.25 26 1h 22 k7 1

15 1.86 6 9 g8 0 2 5

02-1863 (g%gsing) o ' '
~ 28 1. 8 22 it 0 2 17

6 1.67 1 5

2t+ 1.33 7 17

 11 were protection appointees. ;_T“ o 7 -
R Average tenure 1n Namwdn showé no. significant trend, beling at a rela-
f'ﬁively low levcl throughout. But the abb;;viated evidence for the Suhchong—
ttKangjong period runs counter to the pattern observed in all three Kydngsang
magistracles, Signs of a2 sHift toward resldents of Seocul can be seen,
although the large number of unknown residences induces cauéion. Thera

was a decrease in the mroportion of”civil degres holders from 1674 and the
number of "protection" appointments appears to have been significantly

greater than in the three Kydngsang magistracles,

The profile for Unbong county is largely a famlliar one. Average tenure

was rcé#rkably_high, however, before faliingroff only alightly in the Sukchong-
_Kybngjong péripd (16781724 ) and t%en p:ééipitously under Ydngjo and Chdngjo.
This low leQel changed little th§£;aft;£; although there is the usual tempta-

tion to see impnggpeht during the Taewdn'gun decade. The civil degres holder

enjoyed minor representation.at best in Unbong, and after 1800 all maglatraies,

3



with perhaps one exceptlon, were military men or protection appointees. The

fabuhtiom
. Period No. Appts., Yrs, Tenure Civil Other* Seoul Ch'ung. Home Other Reslidence
1392-1555 (missing) ' |
1556-1600 18 2.5 b1k 10 2 & 2
1600-1610 (Unbong attachcd to Namwdn during this period) )
16111724 - A7 2.43 8 3% 286 9 6 k..
- 1611-1623- © 5 2.6 1 4 30 T 1
16251673 19 2.63 3 16 10 4 3 2
1674-1728 23 2422 5 19 15 5 2 1
725-1800 - 51 1.49 4 b7 '3’ 13 - 3 3
-1904 70 1.49 1269 49 9 4 8
801186331 - 1.54 0 .4 29 6 1 5
1864-~-1873 5 2,0 0 5 2 0 2 1
18741904 24 1.29 L1723 - 18 3 1 2

*0n the btesis of identifications made to date, I would hazard a ratio of two
nilitary degree holders to each “protection" appointment.

“""In Unbong, too, the preference for Seoul residents is marked, and if one

may add the Ch'ungech'dng province residents to the total for Seoul and en-

virons, on the ground that they likely represent the same power group, then:

" the statistic becomes overwhelming. But it 1s difficult to say that the

_ proportion of magistrates from the care Kiho ?ﬁ'ﬁﬁ area was significantly
higher in the later years of ‘the dynasty, although what shift can be detected
is of couréo'in_thgirdirection.

Tt is of interest but of somewhat uncertain significance to similarly

_ chart appointments +to the office of Poat-Statlon Superintendent which carries
the same rank (junior fifth 58) as @ typical county ragistrate. For the

Chayd éqﬁ; Station near Ch'angwdn in South KySngsengt
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Period No.Appts. Yrs, Tenure Civil Other Seoul Ch'ung. Home Other Res.
392-1610 (missing) '

1-1724 57 2.0 24 33 26 8 17 6
16111623 5 2.6 0 5 i 0 0 1
1624-1673 = 22 2,27 1 .21 11 2 ” 2

1674172 30 1.7 23 - 7 11 6 10 3
1725-1800 39 1,95 3 L 2 1 & 2
1801-185% . 30 1.8 30 0 5 3 6 16

1801-1834 16 2.1 16 0 4 2 I X

835-185% 14 1.43 iy 0 ¢ 1 1 2 1o

18551905 (mtssing) |
Apart from the generally longer and unchanging (until.pcrhaps.the very
c?&fof th; period for which data is available) averags years of tenure at
Chayd. Post-Station, thare ars two remarkable pattern changes immediately '

»>

noticeable here. One 1is the-atriking shift toward reliance on clivil degree
holders, to the—point ‘whers no- single Peat—Station Superintendent after 1706
owed his appointment to the military degree or the “protection™ system --
all possessed the highest civil degree. Secondly, and probably io a degres
concomitantly, there was a striking movement away from Seoul residents after
1800. Nor was representation from Ch;ungch‘6ng province high, only three in
fact. Distribution, then, was wlidespread, and foi“the firat time in this
small study. significant northern province residents may be noted. Among all
the magistrates tabulated in the Pages above only two lived in P'ydngan or
Hamgydng, but nine of these Post-Station Supsrintendents sppointed after 1800
resided in these two provinces, This ia a number greatsr by one than tha
representation for Seoul and Ch'ungeh'dng combined,

Uhat ia sugges ted by this avidence, of course, is a correlatiocn betw;en

the rapidly increasing numbers of northern resident civil degree holders after

1800 and theae particular government servica opportunitics. The position of
' ,/0
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,Pbst-Station Superintendent surely had less prestige than that of county

nagiatrate, and doubtless it was less lucrative, Ferhaps no further explana-

Vion for the phenowcnon need be sought.

The data so far available in the other post-station case, the Osu g%’j

’Station near Unbong, North Chdlla, is less full, but 1t nevertheleszs rein-

forces two of the pa.tterns seen at Chayb (Ch'angwdn). The trief ta.bulat.ion:

- Perilod No. Appts. Yrs. Tennre Givil Other Seoul Ch'ung. Home Other Unknown:
(o213 .

t392-1h38 (missing) - : S |
1. .. 22

£i39-1506° 33 206 BE U
ts07-1608.. 3t . .*.. . 8 3t : 2L
1609-1691 45 1.8 28 17 7 3 8 2 2

1692-1905 {surely’ not entirely misaing, but not yet located)

¥This roster gives-only the: year in which the post was taken up, and some
periods of tenure are S0 1ong as to suggest gaps in the reccard.

e

Glearly this appointment pattnrn shows the same striking shift to oivil

m%ma‘f»tmqtqhhﬂ_‘-ﬂ.v iy

degree holders; the shift indeed scems to have begun somewhat aarlier. for
all appointments from 1643 on were civil. The residential balance again
strongly favors the provincial areas, for not only were nine of twenty-eight
givil appointees residents of the home .province of Chdlla, but the nine
wOthers® all lived in Kydngsang., The fact that no residents of P'ybngan or
Hamgydng, the two northern provinces, yet appeaxr is to be expected, since

there wers very few civil degree holders from the north before 1700.

Five counties.do not a country make, not even when linked together by

two post-stations., Yet even so limited an inquiry has ylelded much fodder

for rumination. To first-uriefly: consider. how substantial my passing im-

pressions turned out to bet . . : e
(1) " The deairability of sometimes filling a county headship with a

magistrate who 1ived not too far avay from the area he would govern seems

V4
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O have been recognized, But pressures to bastow these positions on more
:favored aspirénts gradualiy and generally proved difficuli to resist,
(2) The musical chairs aspect of the Yi office system appears to be
%;eflected much less than I had supposed inﬂappointment of either county
%:;gistrates or of post-statlon superintendents. Especially when it is kept
'ig mind that premature rémoval from duty may come about through death of
ithe.cfficenholder himself, a death of a parent or cther close kin, or bec;use
f the "mutual avoidance" regulations, the averag%'tanure figures presented
‘above look rather respeciable, Certalnly it is hard to find evidence either
of dynastic invigoration or of detericration in these statistics, But I do
feel the Tzean'gun may have attempted to reverse decay in this and other
parts of the magistrate system, -
(3) The imagined trend toward awarding magistracles to military men
finds rather strong support in the evidence put forward here. But a proper
perspective on this developmeht must note that a strong shift in favor of
Seocul-based lineages accompanies 1t, And we have found, toc, that there
were offsetting gains by the civil component 1n.securing appointments to the
post-statlions,
When wa turn to the btroad question of the role or place of the county
governance system in the context of dVerall dynastic deterioration, I must
confess that I find little reason hereln to subscribe to a bad-last-maglstrate
view of the downfall of the Yi. I have not attempted to develop z misrule
-coefficlent from the data I have gathered. Those aame irreyressible im-
- pressions compel me to suggesi, however, thatﬁjudgad by traditional ceriteria
Jthe county maglstrate at the end of the dynasty would score about as well as

his forerunners,
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Much more can be done, even to flesh out the image conveyed by this
silhouette., Thers is a complex of factors involved hers and we have only
seen in shadow the changing patt;rns of interaction and interrelationship,
But a dynasty is a2 living organism whose laréer processes can best be

jewed through the lens of its smaller workings.
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