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Economic Base of the Sowon (Confucian
Academies) in the late Yi Dynasty

Yoon, Hee-myeon

It is understood: that the sowon possessed large lands and many slaves.
This view is explained by several sowon established at the very beginning.
The Confucian Academies were new educational institutions representing
decayed government schools. Acerdingly they received the support and
protection of the government and the provincial officials. But, as the
sowon were established rampantly in every district throughout the
country, the sowon caused many social evils. Thus the government put
restrictions at the establishment of sewen. That is, if one would establish
a Confucian Academy he must obtain permission in advance. In addition,
in the 17th reign of King Yongjo, many Academies were abolished.
After all the Academies established by means of efforts from the local
gentry, It became the principle that land were prepared by Academy’s
own means. This makes me think the scale of the land was not so large.
Of course there would be not a few Academies possessing many lands.
However we can notice the scale of land when we consider the basis of
tax exemptions was three kyul (#) in Sokdaejon (#FH). So we
assume that if there were about 1,000 Academies, below 3, 000 or so kyul
would be possibly the amount of land.

The slaves of the sowon were treated the same. But the scale was not
so large as the sowon itself could not afford to maintain many. There
were several indications that people came into the sowon in order to
escape labor duties (#). Taken togather, we may assume the number
of slaves in the sowon was considerable. But according to the change in
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social status, there occured big changes in the slave's status. The slave’s
status was, as a rule, improved by loesening the restrictions and with the
increase of the number of outresident slaves. Escapees increased and the
number of slaves remarkably decreased. So it was a rare case to be
degraded to a slave, Eventually we cannot believe that the slaves entered
sowon to escape labor duties and become property of the sowon. Rather
we think the slaves took on economic burdens at the cost of evading
labor duties.

The scale of lands and slaves was not so large. Sowon became grouped
according to other economic base. One of them was irregular students
(FisBe4). For them there was an advantage of exemption from
military service duty. People who could afford the expense donated money
or rice to the sowon to be students. The sowon enlisted irreglar
students who were an easy financial source and provided finances needed
for the Academy’s operation.

Another economic base was the wonbo (E{f). Itis not certain when
and why it had happended. But the wbnbo was being increased as a
mean of escaping military service. Thus so many people came into sowon,
hoping to become wonbo. Sowon gained financially by them.
~ Another economic base of the sowonchon (ZRzf), the village belong
to the sowon or the so-called free-burden village, which is set aside for
each Gun and Hyun in the later Yi dynasty. It was privileged with an
exemption from various duties which were a heavy burden. The residents
had to pay money to the sowon to enjoy this privilege.  The economic

benefits which the soweonchon gave to Academies was one economic buse.



