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Principles of Compiling Household Registers in
the Late Chosdn Dynasty

Kim, Kuen-tae

The Gajwachaek (an official document on the household and economic status of each
region) of Cheonso-dong, Eonyang-hyeon in the Gyeongsang Province in 1875 displayed
many cases in which the economic status of the registered household (wonho), such as
their ownership of nobi or farming cattle and the sizes of their houses and farmland,
was lower than the economic status of their subordinate household (hyeopho). This was
because the social class of the actual household (juho) had to be considered before
registering the wonho to meet the number of compulsory laborers set by the government.
The records thus showed how the economic status of the actual household was secondary
to registering the wonho for household registers. The census policy in the late Choson
dynasty made not only relatively wealthy families but also families lacking in economic
power become registered households. The policy further allowed wealthy families, other
than impoverished families, to be registered as hyeopho or jeokoeho. Impoverished wonho
were not registered to the family register because of the greedy local governors and
functionaries (saekri), that is, the corruption of the local governments in the late Choson
dynasty. Such census policy was set in during the reign of King Sejo when there was
a dramatic increase in the number of households. As the number of people who had
to serve in the military increased sharply and the social status of the army plummeted
after the reign of King Sejo, the higher peasant class began to avoid their military service.
The lower peasant class, on the other hand, who were unable to overcome the burden
of their military service collapsed, thereby resulting in a sharp rise in the nobi class in
the late fifteenth century. Since the reign of King Sejo, the phenomenon of wealthy and
higher ranking peasants being registered as jeokoeho and poor peasants becoming the

wonho, thereby providing military service, became structuralized.

Key Words : Gajwachaek, class, Eonyang-hyeon, hyeopho, jeokoeho, wonho, Cheonso-dong
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