Korea Journal, vol. 63, no. 4 (Winter 2023): 201-225.
doi: 10.25024/kj.2023.63.4.201

OPEN ACCESS
BY ND

Reform or Maintenance of the Land System as
Executing Justice: A Comparison of Jeong Yakyong and
King Jeongjo

JongwooYl

Abstract

The goal of both Jeong Yakyong and King Jeongjo was to resolve the gap
between rich and poor that in their day was increasing due to landowners
buying up extensive areas of land. They regarded this as a question of executing
justice. Therefore, Jeong argued the hamlet-land system, and later
supplemented this with the well-field system, as he believed this would equalize
the people’s livelihoods while increasing government revenue. Jeongjo also
implemented the well-field system for land reform, albeit on a trial basis for a
short period in some towns. Jeongjo's goal was to allow villagers to be farmers
in times of peace and soldiers in times war, though ultimately he did not
achieve this aim. Later, Jeongjo implemented the military provision-land
system of his predecessor King Yeongjo, fearing the implementation of the well-
field system would cause popular resentment. Jeong Yakyong’s long-term
proposal was for the implementation of the well-field system nationwide. In
this, Jeong’s proposal was reformative, whereas Jeongjo sought only to maintain
the existing land system. But both Jeong and Jeongjo’s support of rice paddies
meant the maintenance of an existing system, not reform. In his reform
proposals, Jeong’s focus was on justice, while that of Jeongjo was social stability.
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Introduction

During the reign of King Jeongjo IEjifl (r. 1776-1800; penname, Hongjae 5/
7%) of Koreas Joseon dynasty (1392-1910), that king and Jeong Yakyong T
it (1762-1836; penname, Dasan Z5[11), his royal secretary (seungji 7 5),
debated the implementation of land reforms to bridge the severe gap
between rich and poor caused by the growing power of landowners, reforms
they regarded as executing justice.! In this article, I compare the land reform
proposals of Jeong Yakyong and King Jeongjo in furtherance of justice.
Several scholars have examined Jeong Yakyong’s land reform proposals: the
hamlet-land (yeojeon [E]H) and well-field (jeongjeon H:H) systems (G. Park
1977; Choe 2019; Shin 1986). Shin Yongha (1986) argued that Jeong
Yakyong’s proposals were not reformative but feudal in nature. However,
others have disputed Shin’s assertions, arguing that Jeong Yakyong’s
emphasis on social equality made his proposals modern systems (Y. Yi
1996). Some researchers have debated whether Jeong Yakyong’s ultimate
goal was the well-field or the hamlet-land system (Y. Yi 1996; Jo 1998). Yi
Jongwoo (2018) identified the implicit idea of economic liberty in both the
hamlet-land and well-field systems, while Kang Boseong (2022) examined
the debate on the well-field system by Neo-Confucian scholars during the
mid-Joseon period. Kang examined the view of the Neo-Confucian scholar
Han Baekgyeom ## & (1552-1615) on the well-field system, Yu Geun’s #
R (1549-1627) support for Han, and Nam Guman’s F4 /158 (1629-1711)
criticism of Han. In this article, I examine the debate between Jeong Yakyong
and King Jeongjo concerning the land reform as a question of justice, while
comparing their respective approaches.

1. Jeong Yakjong’s proposals to the king can be found in his work, Nongchaek (Questions and
Answers on Agricultural Policy) (Jeong 2002d, 188a-d).
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Implementing Justice through Resolving the Severe Gap between Rich
and Poor

According to Jeong Yakyong’s Inquiry into the Roots of Politics (Wonjeong i
I7), politics implies rectifying the country’s defective land system. He argued
that the current defective system had created a wide gap between rich and
poor, a result of landowners buying up large areas of land. Therefore, Jeong
claimed that the land must be redistributed equally among the people.
According to him, reforming the land system at that time was tantamount to
executing justice.

Politics means correcting wrong. Even though they are all our people,
some are rich because they own many fertile farms, while some are poor
because they do not own any farm, not even barren land. It would be
considered correct governance if the land were evenly distributed among
the people and the system were rectified. The ruler rectifies this issue,
improves the land, and evenly distributes it to the people. This is politics.
Those who own fertile land discard the surplus crop, while others who do
not own even a barren piece of land face scarcity of food. Therefore, the
ruler creates the ship and wagon, and standardizes weights and measures.
He moves the surplus produce from one area to another that has not
produced enough. In this way, both sides are able to communicate with
each other. The ruler rectifies the error, and that is governance.? (Jeong
2002f, 212b)

Jeong Yakyong believed that wealth should be equally distributed among the
people. In his manuscript, On Land (Jeollon ), he characterized the
distribution of wealth in the form of land as the most important issue in
politics. Moreover, he emphasized that whether the harvest be a surplus or
deficient one, it was necessary to develop transportation for the people to
exchange their produce. Therefore, he regarded politics as a process of
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rectifying an existing error in the land system.

According to Jeong Yakyong’s On Land, at the beginning of the world
all people were created equal (Jeong 2002b, 1:233a-b).> However, by Jeong
Yakyong’s time in late Joseon, the gap between rich and poor had widened
due to landowners’ increasing acquisition of land (Jeong 2002b, 233b).* The
landowners were growing richer as the farmers grew poorer. Accordingly, he
proposed the hamlet-land system, a land reform to ensure the welfare of
farmers. As Jeong relates it:

Heaven gives birth to the people, and the first thing Heaven does is to put
them on arable land so that they can live and eat. Then Heaven also sets
up a ruler and his magistrates to act as the father and mother of the people
and to equalize and regulate their production so that they can live side by
side. But the ruler and his magistrates watch nonchalantly while their
charges fight each other to take over and swallow as much land as they
can, and they do nothing to stop them. They allow the strong and robust
to get even more while the weak are simply shoved aside until the fall to
the ground and die. Could you say that such men make good rulers and
magistrates? For that reason, those are able to regulate the production of
the people so that everyone has an equal share and can live side by side do
what a reuler and his magistrate should do Those unable to do so do the
opposite of what a ruler and his magistrates should do.> (Jeong 2002b,
1:233a-b)

Jeong Yakyong argued that it was the ruler’s duty to eradicate starvation
among his people and ensure equality. Jeong Yakyong’s idea of original
equality in the world as expressed in his On Land is similar to the notion
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detailed in his Inquiry into the Root of the Ruler (Wonmok J54%), wherein at
the beginning of the world there was no social class. At that time, according
to Jeong, the people lived without a class system and elected their rulers to
resolve conflicts (Jeong 2002g, 213d-214a).° The former idea implies
economic equality and the latter, political equality.

In On Land, Jeong Yakyong proposes that rulers place the responsibility
of distributing the modes of production—agriculture, manual industry, and
commerce—on the people (Jeong 2002b, 1:233b).” At the time, high-level
civil and military officials and wealthy landlords might possess up to ten
thousand seok (a sack of 40kg) of grain, capable of feeding about 990 people
for one year. Examples include the Choe clan of Yeongnam (Gyeongsang-do
province) and the Wang clan of Honam (Jeolla-do province) (Jeong 2002b,
1:233Db).? For this reason, Jeong Yakyong argued that land needed to be
redistributed equally among the people. At the time, Joseon’s total arable
farmland was 800,000 gyeol (or about 8,647,200 km?*) and the country’s
population was about eight million. One household was counted as having
ten persons. Therefore, Jeong argued, if one gyeol of land could be
distributed to each household, the population would become economically
equal, with an improved standard of living (Jeong 2002b, 1:233b).° He
regarded the implementation of the system as a matter of carrying out
justice.

According to Jeong’s Gyeongse yupyo (Treatise on Government), the
land should be distributed to skilled farmers, while others should be made
to work in other areas: handicrafts, commerce, forestry, fishing, stock
farming, and for women, the making of thread and garments. Jeong argued
that people good at commerce should do commerce and those talented in
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handicrafts should work in handicrafts (Jeong 2002a, 5:385c~d).!° Following
this, all industries would develop evenly, according to Jeong. And similar to
this idea from the Gyeongse yupyo is Jeong’s view from Jeollon that it would
be just if those who farm received land, while those who do not farm did not
receive land (Jeong 2002b, 2:233c¢).!! This was justice in the view of Jeong
Yakyong. According to Park Jonggeun, by distributing land to skilled
farmers, Jeong Yakyong sought to maximize the labor capacity of farmers
and the rationalization of agricultural management (J. Park 1963, 196). In
this regard, Yoon Suk-Ho (2018, 84) argued that Jeong’s goal in land reform
was the redistribution of the land to good farmers to have them responsible
for its cultivation.

Unlike Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo perceived that even if the land
system were reformed, the rich would nevertheless become richer and the
poor poorer. Moreover, he could not find the right provincial rulers to
implement land reforms. Therefore, he considered the maintenance of the
existing system rather than its replacement.

At the beginning of the Tang f# dynasty, the koufentian 113 [distributed
land according to population] and shiyetian 3£ [inherited land]
systems were implemented. However, the lands were soon bought up by
landowners. The land system cannot suddenly be changed thus. The first
thing a ruler must do is to survey the land again, but if a town cannot find
the right official to undertake it, it would be better not to undertake it at
all. (Jeongjo 2001h, 206¢)!2
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This was the king’s reply to a memorial submitted by Yi Gyeongsin.
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King Jeongjo believed in the importance of accurately surveying land and
levying the appropriate tax. However, his plan could not be implemented
due to the lack of qualified local governors (Jeongjo 2001h, 206c); Jeongjo
lacked faith in his officials’ abilities. Rather, Jeongjo made local governors
teach agricultural techniques to farmers, and attempted to implement
measures to increase their harvests.

Even though I directed the farmers to sprinkle rice seeds when they could
not plant rice seedlings in the drought, the irresponsible farmers idled
away their time, and local governors paid no attention to agriculture. They
did not follow my directive. My order to focus on farming eventually
remained a futile remark on paper. How I lament that! There are grains
suited to the land type, and there are grains suitable for the season. If the
local governors carefully examine the grain suitable for the land and know
the right time to plow and sow the seeds in the field, how can he worry
about the people being unable to eat grain? (Jeongjo 2001g, 347d)!3

According to King Jeongjo, it was his own duty to ensure all people were
treated equally and that there was sufficient food for everyone.'* This
constituted the practice of justice according to King Jeongjo. However,
Jeongjo did not consider humans to be essentially equal, as Jeong Yakyong

did.

King Jeongjo and Jeong Yakyong’s Debates on the Implementation of
Land Reform

King Jeongjo often held debates with chogye munsin 9% (young and
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14. King Jeongjo described himself through the metaphor of the moon (Jeongjo 2001k, 159¢c—
d), implying he was an absolute enlightened monarch. Traditionally, the sun in East Asia
was identified with the Emperor of China, whereas the authority of the Korean king was
merely expressed in terms of moonlight (Kantorowicz 1957, 272; Lovins 2018, 11).
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competent scholar-officials recruited and educated under King Jeongjo). In
Jeongjo's debates with Jeong Yakyong, the king’s inquiry was whether the
well-field and limited-field systems—meaning land system reform—could
be implemented in Joseon. King Jeongjo possessed the will to reform the
land system of the period, wishing as he did to resolve the severe gap
between rich and poor caused by the increasing holdings of landowners.

The king [Jeongjo] said, “After the implementation of cheonmak [
[land reform by Shang Yang f##], meaning the abolition of the well-field
system, the rich bought up a lot of the land and so the great landlords
began to emerge...When Zhang Hengqu &#&IE [Zhang Zai 5&#{] argued
for the reimplementation of the well-field system, some worried about
bringing much trouble upon the people and fostering unrest by such a
reimplementation. When Dong Jiangdou #={L&[ [Dong Zhongshu #={f
#7] discussed the implementation of the limited-land system (fRF), some
worried about a public outcry and so that reimplementation went
nowhere...After the passing of many generations, cannot the old system
be reimplemented now? Can we not recreate that original system
unchanged by referencing that old system, and so hand it down to all
future generations?”...Jeong Yakyong replied, “The well-field system was
abolished, so the land boundaries also disappeared. Therefore, lands were
not reclaimed and poor skills increased. The people’s sumptuous moods
were increasing and so there were not enough farmers to undertake the
work of farming. Therefore, Dong Zhongshu discussed the
implementation of the limited-land system and Zhang Hengqu argued for
the reimplementation of the well-field system and the rice paddy system
in Yuji’s proposal and in Xu Zhenming’s proposal. Talking about the
distant past, their words were empty. Cannot these systems be
implemented again? At present, those systems cannot be implemented.’1>
(Jeong 2002d, 187d-188a)
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In this inquiry of King Jeongjo and reply by Jeong Yakyong, both King
Jeongjo and Jeong Yakyong regarded the well-field and the limited-land
systems as sound ones, because they considered the systems as capable of
closing the gap between rich and poor. King Jeongjo believed that the gap
between rich and poor was exacerbated by the abolishment of the well-field
system. The well-field system was abolished by Shang Yang &t (2-338
BCE) in the reign of Duke Xiao /3 (381-338 BCE) of Qin Z. Therefore,
King Jeongjo wanted to reimplement the well-field system to bridge the gap
between rich and poor. After the abolishment of the well-field system,
Zhang Zai jR# (1020-1077, penname, & Hengqu), a Confucian scholar
of Chinas Song & dynasty (960-1279), argued for the reimplementation of
the well-field system, but his argument was criticized due to its potential to
cause popular unrest. When Dong Zhongshu {47 (179-104 BCE, a.k.a.
Dong Jiangdou #{T.#7), a Confucian scholar of the Han % dynasty (220
BCE-202 CE) of China, discussed the implementation of the limited-land
system (FRH), others worried about public outcry and so that reimplemen-
tation went nowhere. Here King Jeongjo quotes the criticisms of the
argument of Zhang Zai and Dong Zhongshu. Jeongjo also worried about
popular unrest from any attempt to reimplement the well-field system or
limited-land system. Like King Jeongjo, Jeong Yakyong also regarded the
well-field system or limited-land system positively for their potential to
resolve the severe gap between rich and poor.

The next inquiry of King Jeongjo concerned methods for the
development of agriculture because the king regarded agriculture as the
most important industry. In Jeong Yakyong’s reply to the monarch’s inquiry,
he proposed the implementation of the equal-field system, and to this end, a
land survey should first be done.

The king [Jeongjo] said, “Ah, it is the top priority of state affairs to give
importance [in agriculture] to the fundamental teachings and to curb the
lowest technology, so I contemplate this day and night. Thus, I send the
people messages of encouragement for farming in early spring”...Jeong
Yakyong replied, “In general, the establishment of the foundation of the
people depends only on the two words, equal field. At present, the well-
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field system, whereby eight households cultivate land distributed to them
as their own private land, and [among this land] cultivate jointly one
public field to use its harvest to cover the tax, cannot be implemented.
Evaluating the fertility of the land, limiting the possession of land, and
narrowing the gap between rich and poor, depends on an assessment of
the land using registers and maps. This will provide information on the
actual population, including soldiers who are willing to die for the
country and the farmers who wish to cultivate crops. This depends solely
on Your Majesty [King Jeongjo] looking into this diligently1® (Jeong
2002d, 188a-d)

King Jeongjo did not reply to this submission by Jeong Yakyong, because it
was itself a reply to King Jeongjos inquiry.

Land System Reform or Maintenance: A Comparison of Jeong Yakyong
and King Jeongjo

According to the Nongchaek =K (Questions and Answers on Agricultural
Policy) compiled by Jeong Yakyong, the debate between King Jeongjo and
Jeong Yakyong concerned whether the well-field, limited-land, or equal-field
systems might be suitable for implementation in Joseon. Both King Jeongjo
and Jeong Yakyong discussed the systems in their writings. First, let us
compare Jeong Yakyong’s and King Jeongjo’s views on the well-field
system.!”
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17. The well-field system concerns the equal distribution of land. It was implemented during
the Zhou dynasty (1046-771 BCE) of China until its abolishment by Shang Yang. In this
system, the land was divided into nine equal parts, which were then distributed one to
each of eight households, with the harvest shared among them. These eight households
jointly cultivated the ninth part, to use it to pay taxes. According to Mencius, this was the
start of benevolent politics (renzeng {~) (Mencius 1970, 3A3, 549-550), the practice of
the Kingly Way (wangdao F3#), and ideal Confucian governance.



Reform or Maintenance of the Land System as Executing Justice 211

According to Jeong, the implementation of the well-field system would be
difficult in Joseon due to the country’s many mountains and valleys, and
also because rice in Joseon was cultivated using a water-logging technique,

not dry fields, whereas the well-field system was meant for land with dry
fields.

Will the well-field system be implemented? No, because it can be
implemented only on a lean field. Now that Joseon has good irrigation
facilities, how can we throw away the rice paddy? The well-field system
can be implemented only on a flat surface. Since cultivation [in Joseon]
has been taken up in valleys by means of logging, can we abandon the
slope fields?!® (Jeong 2002b, 2:233c)

Rice-paddy (sujeon 7KH) farming was prevalent at that time, whereas the
well-field system could only effectively be implemented in dry fields, making
its implementation problematic in Joseon, according Jeong Yakyong.
Further, according to Jeong, the rice-paddy system was a sound one and did
not require reform. King Jeongjo was interested enough in rice cultivation to
farm a rice paddy in the rear yard of Changdeok Palace (Changdeokgung &
f#EE)," implying that Jeongjo, like Jeong Yakyong, also desired the
maintenance of the current rice-paddy system.

Like Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo also argued the implementation of
the well-field system in Joseon was difficult because of the country’s many
small fields, mountains, and valleys.

The boundary of the well-field is difficult to draw in our state because of
many small fields and mountains and valleys.?? (Jeongjo 2001b, 417b)

But unlike Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo did not say the well-field system
could not be implemented in Joseon due to the country’s prevalent rice-
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19. Jeongjo sillok, gwon 5, Year 2 (1778), Month 6, Day 3, Entry 1.
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paddy cultivation.

The well-field system proposed by Jeong Yakyong was an alternative to
the hamlet-land system, an original land system devised by Jeong Yakyong
(Yoon 2022, 228). Jeong proposed to institute the hamlet-land system as a
means of preventing the unjust ownership of land by people other than
farmers, thereby ameliorating starvation among farmers. According to the
hamlet-land system, land should be given only to those who farm, and not
to those who do not, including those in the industrial, government, and
commercial spheres, who can trade goods or services for grain (Jeong 2002b,
2:233¢).2! If the government grants land to those who do not farm—officials,
merchants, and industrialists—they may become landlords, reducing
farmers to peasants. Jeong Yakyong was concerned about this, and so
proposed reforming the land system to narrow the gap between rich and
poor, and so provide minimal food security for the starving peoples. To this
end, Jeong conceived of the hamlet-land system (Jeong 2002b, 4:234a).22
Under this system, all villagers jointly cultivate farms in their villages and
distribute crops according to hours of contributed labor (Jeong 2002b,
3:233d).2 According to Shin Yongha (1986), Jeong proposed this system
with reference to the system of farmers’ cooperatives (dure), a custom
among rural communities at the time.

Further, according to this hamlet-land system, farmers begin by
working on the hamlet land where they were born. However, if that land
yield proves too low, they may move elsewhere. According to Jeong, farmers’
movement to other lands should be permitted because of the people’s nature
of seeking to serve their own interests (Jeong 2002b, 4:234a),2* which implies
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economiic liberty (J. Yi 2018). According to Jeong, human nature is based on
the pursuit of pleasure (giho F&4F) (Jeong 2002e, 39a).% Thus, farmers will
always seek to move to more profitable hamlet land. When farmers move to
a high-yielding land, the distribution of that land’s product will decrease due
to the higher concentration of residents. Therefore, a farmer might seek to
move again to an area that would yield a higher harvest. According to Jeong
Yakyong, the distribution of the harvest yield to villagers is naturally equal
(Jeong 2002b, 4:234a).2¢ The chief distributes the harvest only to those who
contribute toward increasing the yield of the land, and not to those who do
not farm. Scholars should take up commercial, industrial, or agricultural
occupations, or might receive some produce based on their contributions to
increasing farming yield by providing new agricultural technology.
According to Jeong Yakyong, farmers can create an equal life for themselves
through the hamlet-land system.?”

Under the hamlet-land system, it is difficult to raise taxes in a good
harvest year and lower taxes in a bad harvest year. Thus, Jeong Yakyong then
proposed the implementation of the well-field system in Jeollon, wherein the
government could collect taxes based on whether it was a good or poor
harvest.

It would be most appropriate for both the state and the people to prohibit
that families accumulate large amounts of land and to institute a tax of
one tenth of the crop, but a tithe is not such an easy thing to do. Shouldn’t
you see how plentiful the crop is in a given year and then raise or lower
the taxes accordingly? Only the well-field system does that; my hamlet-
land system does not provide for it. Instead, I calculate the size of the crop
in view of the fertility of the land and take an average of the crop over
several years in order to establish a set amount for the grain tax. I do not
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27. Some scholars even suggest that the hamlet-land system influenced the Juche ideology of
Kim Il-sung. (K. Kim 1998, 313-551; David-West 2011, 93-121).
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then either raise or lower the rate. When there is a particularly bad
harvest, I would temporarily forgive the taxes but then I would
temporarily increase the taxes when there is a particularly bountiful
harvest in order to make up for the previous shortfall. By so doing, the
state has a fixed income, the people have a fixed supply of food, and all the
problems that exist at present can be controlled.?® (Jeong 2002b, 6:234c)

However, Jeong notes the well-field system as unsuited to conditions in
Joseon because of the country’s many mountains and its rice paddies (Jeong
2002b, 2:233¢).?° But later, in his Gyeongse yupyo, Jeong also proposes that
the system might be adjusted to suit the unique conditions of Joseon (Jeong
2002a, 1:13d).3° This argument of Jeong Yakyong is both a revision of his
earlier argument in the Jeollon and a critique of King Jeongjo's claim that the
unique conditions of Joseon made it unsuitable for the well-field system.3!
Jeong felt this system would be good for Joseon as it could adjust taxes
according to each year’s harvest and that the appropriate tax should be
harvested from a tenth of the land (Jeong 2002b, 6:234c).3? In the well-field
system, the public field is the ninth field and it is from this field that the tax
is obtained. Therefore, Under this system, when eight households jointly
cultivate public land, meaning the ninth field, they tend to become lazy,
thereby impacting revenue and taxes. Therefore, according to Jeong, it
would be better to levy a ninth or a tenth of the produce as tax rather than
having households jointly cultivate public land. Thus, Jeong Yakyong argued

28. BEARULZ K, MATH— 2, RIBE RIBE RRMT— 28, Ar 5 S . ik Smim LT
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Ha&, IR, MERIEZ 4F, EEHEM, BAE ZF, B, MIBREEA, REEML, mEal
{H#% 22 Translation of James Palais (Jeong 1996, 67-68).

29. K RHET? H: 4. HEARTH, HEE 2, KON EEE, FIAREEH 22, ZKHEER2 HHEH,
R, BIVERE S, ILEABEREZS, SEARHIER?
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P2 GH TR, DO SRR H, DBIIURS, B, ISR, FEAH—f UEE
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31. BT, HEHR/DN, TILEEZ, R, Jeongjo sillok, gwon 5, Year 2 (1778), Month 6,
Day 4, Entry 1.

32. HPUT—M#, %t Accordingly, some scholars have claimed that Jeong Yakyong’s system
focused on collecting taxes from the farmers (Y. Kim 1990, 100-120; Jo 1998).
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that the implementation of the system might be achieved both by balancing
the income of farmers and government revenue. In this regard, Yi Yeonghun
(1996) has argued that in Gyeongse yupyo, Jeong was only proposing a form
of tax reform rather than land reform to the well-field system. The reason
Jeong proposed the well-field system was not merely to implement a system
of past sages,>* but more practically to bridge the gap between rich and poor.
The well-field system was proposed after Jeong Yakyong had created the
hamlet-land system, though some scholars have claimed that the hamlet-
land system was created after the well-field system (Yun 1931; Takahashi
1936; Jo 1998, 99-137). Unlike these scholars, Park Chanseung (1986) has
argued that Jeong Yakyong proposed the well-field system only after
abandoning the hamlet-land system. For his part, Jo Seongeul has claimed
that Jeong Yakyong considered the implementation of the well-field system
followed by the secondary implementation of the hamlet-land system.
Essentially, Jo argues, Jeong considered a temporary implementation of the
hamlet-land system in situations where the well-field system could not be
implemented. Therefore, Jeong Yakyong did not abandon the hamlet-land
system (Jo 1998). However, I argue that Jeong Yakyong’s well-field system
supplemented the hamlet-land system. The adoption of the hamlet-land
system and the well-field system as proposed by Jeong Yakyong constituted
a reform of the landholding system.

According to Jeong, to implement the well-field system, the government
should first buy up the land owned by landowners.?* For this reason, the
implementation of the system would be an extenuated process.> If the
landowner opposes such a purchase, the government should not mandate
it.>¢ Jeong also proposed the appointment of landowners and talented

33, S, A ZRED. 8, ALER S S, AT A ER S, SHERAAmA, IE
KT 2, §d4 2%, Jeong Yakyong, “Jeongjeollon” H:fH7m (On the Well-Field
System), in Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 5:84a).

34. HHURAH, DI /N H. Jeong Yakyong, “Gyeongjeonsa” £ F] (Land System Office), in
Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 1:13d).

35. S, EREMBEE, WHEED. LR 2 BEEAEE o2 G0, T2 AR, TR
185 21k, Jeong Yakyong, “Jeongjeollon” 7w (On the Well-Field System), in
Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 5:85d).

36. HERE 2 H, REDE, T058.2. Jeong Yakyong, “Jeongjeonui” H-[H3#% (Interpretation of the
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individuals to serve as officers to implement the system.?” Such was the
proposal of Jeong Yakyong, based on his official position. By contrast, Yi
Sangho (2011) has argued that Jeong Yakyong’s well-field system was
unfeasible.

Jeong Yakyong’s proposal for the well-field system was a way to prevent
corrupt officials from exploiting taxation.?® This system was to provide the
people with plenty of food, while the government’s increased revenues
would ensure officials were well paid (Jeong 2002b, 1:234d).3° According to
Jeong Yakyong, this would be a system of equal wealth for all, and thereby
an implementation of justice.

Like Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo also regarded the well-field system as
an effective one. Therefore, he implemented the well-field system on a trial
basis in some villages for a short period, but it did not yield good results.
Consequently, he refrained from implementing it for a longer period or on a
larger scale.

I [King Jeongjo] tried to establish both military services and farming
practices in the country. Therefore, I have implemented the well-field
system in some towns of Gyeonggi 5{# and Gwandong [#/ 8 provinces.
However, the soldiers did not enter farming and the farmers did not
become soldiers.%° (Jeongjo 2001f, 200c)

King Jeongjo's goal in implementing the well-field system was to allow
villagers be farmers in time of peace and soldiers in time of war. Its

Well-Field System), in Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 7:141c).

37. HESESRRZA, #EItFF. Jeong Yakyong, “Jeongjeonui” 7% (Interpretation of the
Well-Field System), in Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 5:141c).
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Z U2 1%, R SEHE I, MDY E 2R, Jeong Yakyong, “Jeonje” (On the
Land System), in Gyeongse yupyo (2002a, 8:134b).
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implementation by King Jeongjo was reformative in nature; it was an effort
to resolve the severe gap between rich and poor caused by the rise of large
landowners. Unlike King Jeongjo, Jeong Yakyong claimed the system was
the best for military training (Jeong 2002a, 2:30b),*! meaning that King
Jeongjo's goal might be achieved due to the system’s military training
element. The system implemented by King Jeongjo was a temporary land
reform based on the well-field system. By contrast, Kim Seongyun has
argued that King Jeongjo and his officials were unable to implement land
reform due to lack of authority (S. Kim 1997, 166). According to Park
Hyeonmo, King Jeongjo had reservations about the implementation of the
well-field system (H. Park 2003, 25). However, these researchers overlook
the implementation of the well-field system by King Jeongjo.

Unlike Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo considered it impossible to
implement the well-field system nationwide in the long term because he
regarded the system as unsuitable for Joseon.*? Although Jeong Yakyong
proposed implementing the well-field system, King Jeongjo did not do so
beyond the small trial implementations mentioned above. To implement the
well-field system, King Jeongjo would have needed to purchase land from
landowners, something the state lacked the revenue to do. Even if the king
had sufficient funds, the landowners would be unwilling to sell their lands.
Therefore, believing that the whole country could fall into a state of unrest,
he did not implement the system across the country.

King Jeongjo implemented the well-field system in some select towns in
hopes of solving both military and agricultural problems, though he
ultimately failed to achieve his goals. As a result, he implemented the
military provision-land system (dunjeon #ifH) rather than the well-field
system. The goal of the military provision-land system was the self-
sufficiency of villages wherein soldiers would perform military service while
farmers engaged in agriculture. Jeongjo regarded the system of military

41. FEERE, B2k, HHEE F, dHZ.
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Jeongjo sillok, gwon 45, Year 20 (1796), Month 9, Day 20, Entry 1.
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provision land as more suitable to Joseons conditions than the well-field
system, and so implemented it in Gyeonggi-do H#i& and Yangseo [
(Hwanghae-do # i and Pyeongan-do F%4H) (Jeongjo 2001e, 212b).43
He regarded the implementation of the military provision-land system as
the same as the well-field system of Zhang Zai jk# (1020-1077: penname
Hengqu #%#2), a neo-Confucian scholar of the Song dynasty. Thus, the
military provision-land system was implemented following the trial
implementation of the well-field system in some towns of Gyeonggi-do and
Gwandong for a short period. In Zhang Hengqu’s well-field system, the state
collected taxes amounting to 1/9 of the harvest (Zhang 1994, 123).44
Therefore, King Jeongjo would also collect a corresponding tax on the
harvest. Jeongjo regarded the implementation of the system as having the
same effect as the well-field system.

The military provision land (dunjeon fiH) is a good system, but it has not
been implemented in my state...I cultivated the military provision land in
two platoons of Jangyongyeong 5% in several towns in Gyeonggi-do
T#iE. I encouraged them to farm in the spring and the summer and
pursue archery and hunting in the fall and the winter. I saved the harvest,
paid the soldiers, and equipped the rest with military weapons. Therefore,
I matched military and farming. This is in line with the well-field system
proposed by Zhang Hengqu 3RH#IE.4> (Jeongjo 2001g, 272¢)

However, Jeong Yakyong viewed this system critically, because military
provision lands constituted only 1/100 of the country’s private lands, and so
could not produce good results (Jeong 2002c, 164d). Compared to the
military provision-land system of King Jeongjo, Jeong Yakyong argued that
the well-field system was better for military training (Jeong 2002a, 2:30b).%¢
The military provision-land system was already functioning during the
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reigns of King Yeongjo (r. 1724-1776; the late king and grandfather of
Jeongjo) (Jeongjo 2001f, 199a-b).*” Thus, the implementation of the system
by King Jeongjo was not reform per se but the maintenance of an existing
system. By contrast, the well-field system proposed by Jeong Yakyong was
reformative.

Secondly, according to Jeong Yakyong’s Nongchaek, King Jeongjo
inquired of Jeong whether the limited-field system was suitable for Joseon
(Jeong 2002d, 187d). In his Jeollon, Jeong Yakyong argued there was no need
to implement a system restricting land trade in Joseon because the people
could simply trade under someone else’s name to escape such restrictions
(Jeong 2002b, 2:233¢).*® The implementation of the system had been
proposed by Im Bakyu #A{#f#, but King Jeongjo criticized the proposal as
he regarded the system as unsuited for Joseon (Jeongjo 2001a, 194a).*
Therefore, both King Jeongjo and Jeong regarded the system as an ill fit for
the conditions of Joseon.

Thirdly, in Jeong Yakyong’s reply to the inquiry of King Jeongjo in the
Nongchaek, Jeong Yakyong proposed that the matter of greatest import to
state affairs was the implementation of the equal-field system. This was
reformative in nature. And to implement this system, a land survey first had
to be conducted (Jeong 2002d, 188c-d). But this land survey was not done
countrywide but only in some towns, as King Jeongjo worried about the
potential for popular unrest (Jeongjo 2001i, 113d).>°

By contrast, according to the claim of Jeong Yakyong in Jeollon, the
equal distribution of land among the people as mandated by the equal-field
system could not be implemented due to the difficulties of measuring

47. Before King Yeongjo, this system had already been implemented during the reigns of King
Hyeonjong #i5% (r. 1659-1674 ), Gwanghaegun Y E (r. 1608-1623), King Seonjo Hjill
(r. 1567-1608), King Sejo il (r. 1455-1468), and King Munjong 5% (r. 1450-1452)
(Jeongjo 2001f, 12:199a-b). STRAWIAG AR E, PHRGE L, MESH. SLRWIE B EHE
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population change every year and evaluating the varying fertility of the land
(Jeong 2002b, 2:233¢).>! This position is similar to that of King Jeongjo
(Jeongjo 2001d, 385b).>? In reply to the proposal of Yi Gyeongsin Z=H{H,
King Jeongjo stated that the well-field system could not be implemented due
to its unsuitability for Joseon, and the equal-field and limited-field systems,
as ancient land systems, were also unsuited.>?

Unlike Jeong Yakyong, King Jeongjo considered it better to reform the
effective aspects of the country’s existing land systems rather than
implement the equal-field system or limited-field system. Thus, land reform
focused on such things as the classification of land into six grades according
to its quality, creating systems of annex land (sokjeon &), expanding
reclaimed land (gagyeongjeon J#H), and office land (jikjeon H#H), among
others (Jeongjo 2001c, 491d-492a).>* Therefore, in this sense King Jeongjo
was not reformative, but focused on the maintenance of the existing system.

Conclusion

The common goal of Jeong Yakyong and King Jeongjo was to reduce the
severe gap between the country’s rich and poor caused by the growing
holdings of landowners. Both regarded it as a matter of universal ethics and
justice. Therefore, Jeong Yakyong proposed the implementation of the well-
field system to ensure the equality and well-being of the people while
increasing government revenues. The argument for the implementation of
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the well-field system was reformative, whereas the use of paddy farming was
the maintenance of an existing land system. Jeong believed in equality and a
society without class divisions, which he argued characterized original
society before the severe gap between landlords and farmers emerged. Thus,
he regarded the implementation of the well-field system as a question of
justice.

King Jeongjo held different views from Jeong Yakyong. Therefore, King
Jeongjo did not implement the well-field system across the country in the
long term. Rather he implemented trial versions of the system in some
villages and for only a limited period. The goal of King Jeongjo was to allow
villagers to be farmers in time of peace and soldiers in time of war. The
implementation of the well-field system meant the reform of an existing
land system. However, in this he did not achieve his goal. Instead of the
implementation of the well-field system, he implemented the system of
military provision land (dunjeon HiH) in some regions, and regarded this as
similar to the implementation of the well-field system because it facilitated
both military training and farming. The system of military provision land
had already been implemented by King Yeongjo, grandfather Jeongjo and
his predecessor as king. Thus, this in effect meant the maintenance of an
existing land system. Fearful that implementation of the well-field system
could trigger unrest among the people, King Jeongjo had local governors
impart agricultural techniques to farmers to increase their yield. This led to
an increase in government revenue and promoted the well-being of the
people. According to King Jeongjo, this was the best way to practice justice.

Jeong Yakyong’s proposal for implementation of the well-field system
was intended to realize justice through land reform, while paddy farming
meant the maintenance of an existing land system, not reform. By contrast,
King Jeongjo's realization of justice, with the exception of some limited land
reform through the temporary implementation of the well-field system in
some villages, meant the maintenance of the existing system.
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