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ABSTRACT

The Status and Existence of Buddhist Monks in Late Joseon
—A Study Focused on 17th-18th Century Danseong Hojeok—

Kim, Meeyoung
Major in Korean History
Dept. of History

The Graduate School

Hansung University

The Hojeok (household register) functioned as a pivotal
administrative record in late Joseon Korea, systematically documenting
personal demographic data alongside occupational assignments. These
registers served as critical instruments for managing the state’s fiscal and
labor systems, providing detailed accounts of the roles and responsibilities
of both household heads and their dependents. Given their extensive
documentation of diverse occupational categories, Hojeok registers have
been extensively utilized as primary sources in the study of Joseon social
history.  Nevertheless, numerous occupational classifications remain
insufficiently investigated, with the classification of Buddhist monks
(Seung) being a particularly understudied category.

Historically, Buddhist monks were perceived as exempt from
state—imposed labor obligations. However, following the socio—economic

disruptions caused by the Imjin War and subsequent conflicts, the state
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sought to expand its labor resources, leading to the official inclusion of
monks in Hojeok records in 1678 (the 4th year of King Sukjong’s reign).
This marked a significant institutional shift, positioning monks within the
framework of the state’s labor and fiscal policies. Prior research has
predominantly focused on Seungho (monk households), specialized
registers documenting monks subject to corvée obligations. However, such
studies have been limited in scope, often neglecting the socio—economic
diversity and individual contexts of monastic entrants.

This study aims to address these limitations by analyzing individuals
recorded as “becoming monks” (Weseung) in the Danseong Hojeok
spanning the 17th and 18th centuries. By integrating an analysis of the
occupational roles of these individuals with the occupational histories of
their ancestors (Sajo), the research reconstructs the socio—political and
institutional mechanisms underpinning monastic ordination.

The findings reveal that 129 individuals were documented as entering
the monastic order in the examined registers. Their socio—economic
backgrounds exhibit remarkable diversity, ranging from elite yangban
households, represented by Yuhak (Confucian scholars), to marginalized
groups such as Nobi (slaves). Among the upper echelons, individuals
classified as Kyosaeng (Confucian students) and Muhak (military students)
were often associated with households that had undergone upward
occupational mobility, reflecting significant economic resources or elevated
social prestige.

The majority of monks, however, originated from the general service
class, including occupations such as Boin (guards) and artisans. Within
this cohort, notable patterns of intra—family mobility were observed, with
occupational advancements among fathers or siblings indicating the
complex stratification within the commoner class. These insights challenge
previous conceptions of monks as a homogeneously commoner—based
category and reveal a broader spectrum of socio—economic origins.

Furthermore, the study highlights the ordination of Nobi (slaves), whose
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entry into monastic life was contingent upon the directives of their
owners. Analysis of these slave—owning households indicates that masters
permitting such ordinations typically possessed significantly higher
numbers of slaves compared to the regional average, underscoring specific
socio—economic dynamics enabling such transitions.

By elucidating the heterogeneous composition of Buddhist monks—
including elite intellectuals, economically ascendant commoners, general
service workers, and enslaved individuals—this research provides a
nuanced perspective on the institutional and socio—political roles of the
monastic community in late Joseon Korea. These findings contribute to a
more comprehensive understanding of the era’s social stratification and

the intersection of religious and state systems.

[Key—words] Danseong Hojeok (F}3#8% F £ A#&), Buddhist monks(&),
becoming monks(&42), labor of Buddhist monks(f21%),
class(& %)
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