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One in Three: The Proportion That Shocks

In 1690 the officials of Daegu, a district in Korea's southeastern Gyeongsang province, completed one of the household registers, the hojeok, that the Joseon state compiled every three years. When the historian Tony Michell worked through the surviving Daegu registers in the late 1970s, he found that close to two in every five people listed in them were nobi, the hereditary slaves who formed the base of Korean society. A generation later, in the register of 1729, the proportion had fallen to roughly a third. By the middle of the nineteenth century it had collapsed to a small remnant. That decline belongs to a later part of this story. At the close of the seventeenth century, in a single well documented Korean district, slaves were not a marginal category of laborer. They were the largest status group on the rolls.

Daegu was one district, and a register is not a photograph. Households had reasons to misreport. The very poorest and the runaways slipped through the count, and officials had their own interests in how they tallied taxable commoners against untaxed slaves. For these reasons no honest account can turn the Daegu ratio into an exact national percentage, because the Joseon state never conducted a single census of all its slaves at once. What can be said is that Daegu does not stand alone. Registers studied from Ulsan, from Sangju, and from Danseong in the same southern provinces show slave proportions of a similar order in the seventeenth century. The economic historians Rhee Young-hoon and Yang Dong-hyu, building demographic models from these registers, have argued that nobi may have made up something on the order of a third of the population at the institution's height between the fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. The often repeated range of thirty to forty percent rests on this kind of material. It is a careful extrapolation from local documents rather than a measured national total, and it remains contested among Korean economic historians. It deserves to be read as a serious estimate carrying real uncertainty, not as a settled fact.

The Daegu registers are the single richest run of evidence Korea offers. Across the successive counts the slave share of the recorded population falls in a long arc, from roughly two in five at the end of the seventeenth century to about a third in the early eighteenth, to a small minority by the late eighteenth, and to a few percent by the 1850s. The intermediate figures are approximate, and the exact percentages vary with how each register is read and which categories are counted. Read forward, the curve is the slow death of the institution, which a later chapter traces in full. Read backward from its high point, it implies a seventeenth century in which slaves were a plurality of the people in this region, and it anchors the wider estimate. The figures are local, and the registers count the registered rather than the real, but the consistency of the decline across decades gives them a weight that no single snapshot could carry.

The American historian James B. Palais pressed this evidence to its strongest conclusion. In Confucian Statecraft and Korean Institutions, his long study of the seventeenth century reformer Yu Hyeongwon, Palais argued that Joseon Korea was not merely a society that happened to keep slaves but a genuine slave society, one in which bondage was central to production and to the standing of the ruling class. He took the distinction from the ancient historian Moses Finley, who had separated the many societies with slaves, where slavery sat at the margins, from the rare slave societies in which it was structurally fundamental. Finley identified only five of the latter in all of recorded history: classical Athens, Roman Italy, the American South, the Caribbean colonies, and Brazil. Palais contended that Korea belonged among them as a sixth case, missed because almost no one outside the field had thought to look.

The comparison with the American South is what makes the scale legible to readers raised on the Atlantic story. In 1860, on the eve of the Civil War, just under four million enslaved people lived in the United States, about a third of the population of the slaveholding South. In the cotton states the concentration ran higher still, and enslaved people formed a majority in South Carolina and in Mississippi. If the estimates drawn from the Korean registers are even roughly right, then Joseon at its peak sustained a proportion of enslaved people that matched the antebellum South as a whole and approached its densest states. The contrast lies in duration. The American slave society lasted in its full plantation form for somewhat over two centuries. The Korean nobi system endured, in one form or another, for more than a thousand years.

The duration points to what made the Korean case distinct among the world's slave societies. Athenian and Roman slavery drew heavily on captives taken in war and on people bought through long distance trade, which made the enslaved visibly foreign and tied the supply of slaves to conquest. Atlantic slavery in the Americas was racial, propped up by a doctrine that marked Africans and their descendants as a separate and permanently inferior caste. Korean slavery had none of these supports. Its slaves were Koreans, not foreigners, indistinguishable in language, appearance, and ancestry from the people who owned them, and after its early centuries it was sustained less by capture than by birth. A self reproducing slave population, replenished from the cradle rather than the battlefield or the market, is what let the institution last a millennium without the constant external supply that fed Rome or the cotton South. Korea ran a slave society that looked inward for its slaves and downward through the generations, a combination unusual enough to earn the country a place in any serious comparative account of human bondage.

The longevity is as striking as the scale. Slavery appears in the law and chronicles of the Three Kingdoms in the first millennium, expands under the Goryeo dynasty that ruled from 918 to 1392, and reaches its best documented peak under the Joseon dynasty that followed in 1392. It was not abolished as a legal status until the Gabo reforms of 1894. A Korean born under the last independent monarchy could have had grandparents who were owned property. No neighboring society sustained anything comparable at the same scale for the same span. China leaned on a large free peasantry bound by tax and corvee obligations, with slaves a far smaller presence. Korea built a different structure and kept it for forty generations.

A society in which a third of its people could be owned by the rest was not a society with a distasteful institution at its edge. It was organized around that institution, in its law, its economy, its household life, and its philosophy. Whether the true figure was thirty percent or thirty eight matters less than how a civilization admired for its celadon, its printing, and its scholarship came to rest on so broad a foundation of bondage, and why that foundation has been so completely forgotten.

The Paradox: A Civilization of Scholars, Artists, and Slaves

In 1123 a Song Chinese envoy named Xu Jing spent a month in the Goryeo capital and afterward composed an illustrated report on what he had seen. He singled out the celadon of Goryeo for special praise, describing its glaze with the term for the blue green of a kingfisher's wing, a color Chinese connoisseurs regarded as the height of the potter's art. The pieces he admired, the high footed cups and melon shaped ewers with their inlaid cranes and clouds, are today among the most valued objects in the museums of Seoul, Tokyo, and New York. They were fired in kilns clustered at Gangjin and Buan on the southwestern coast, under government supervision, by labor whose legal status the surviving records do not cleanly specify. That uncertainty is itself part of the paradox, and a later chapter on the great state projects returns to it. The most refined product of Korean civilization came out of workshops whose workers are largely anonymous, and whose ranks, given how the period's labor was organized, are likely to have included the unfree.

The celadon was not an isolated achievement. Between 1236 and 1251 Goryeo carvers cut the entire Buddhist canon onto more than eighty one thousand wooden printing blocks, the Tripitaka Koreana, still housed at Haeinsa temple and still very nearly free of error after nearly eight centuries. In 1377 a monastery in Cheongju printed a Buddhist text known as the Jikji using movable metal type, roughly three quarters of a century before Gutenberg cast his type in Mainz. In the 1440s King Sejong's scholars devised Hunminjeongeum, the alphabet now called Hangeul, a writing system built on phonological principles so deliberate that the linguist Geoffrey Sampson later classified it as a rare 'featural' script, one in which the shapes of the letters reflect the sounds they encode. The same reign produced a standardized rain gauge, the cheugugi, distributed to local offices in 1441 to record rainfall across the country. Centuries earlier, Unified Silla had built the Seokguram grotto and the temple of Bulguksa, whose granite Buddha and stone pagodas remain the touchstones of Korean classical art.

The paradox sharpens when the dates are laid side by side. Sejong's reign, from 1418 to 1450, is remembered as the golden age of Korean letters and science. It was also a period when the legal apparatus of hereditary slavery was being tightened rather than loosened. The state that gave the common people an alphabet was, in the same decades, refining the rules by which a third of those people could be owned, inherited, and sold. The scholars who debated phonology and astronomy at Sejong's court were members of the yangban, the hereditary elite, and their freedom to spend their lives on such questions had a material basis. It rested on land worked by nobi and on households run by nobi, on a labor force that received no wage and could not leave.

This is the structural point that the sociologist Martina Deuchler made in The Confucian Transformation of Korea. The consolidation of the yangban as a closed, patrilineal aristocracy in the early Joseon period went together with their control of land and of slaves. A yangban family's standing was measured by its lineage, its examination successes, and the estates and bondservants that supported a life free of manual labor. The Confucian academies, the seowon that spread across the countryside from the sixteenth century, and the state college, the Seonggyungwan, trained men for the civil service examination, the gwageo, that was the gateway to office and prestige. The years of classical study that the examination demanded were years not spent farming. Someone had to farm, cook, weave, carry, and build, and in a great many elite households that someone was a slave.

The dependence was economic before it was cultural. Within the property of a yangban household, slaves were often the single most valuable asset, rivaling or exceeding land, and they carried advantages that land did not. A field stayed where it lay, but a slave could be moved, hired out, pledged as security for a loan, handed over as part of a daughter's dowry, or sent to work distant holdings and remit tribute. Inheritance documents from the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries routinely divided dozens, and in wealthy families hundreds, of slaves among the heirs alongside the fields, and the care taken to record each person by name and maternal line shows how seriously this form of wealth was treated. Because a slave woman's children were themselves slaves and themselves property, the ownership of nobi was a self increasing asset in a way that the ownership of land was not. A family that held slaves held, in effect, a workforce that grew on its own and could be partitioned among sons and daughters in the next generation. This is the material engine beneath the scholarly leisure. The yangban ideal of a life given to study, ritual, and office was underwritten by a portable, heritable, and self reproducing form of human capital, and the philosophy that justified that ideal, examined in a later chapter, grew up around a property relation on which the philosophers themselves depended.

The result was a civilization in which beauty and bondage were not opposites but partners. The inlaid celadon, the carved canon, the poetry written in classical Chinese and later in Hangeul, the painted screens and the lacquered furniture were the products of a leisured class, and that leisure was purchased with unfree labor. None of this makes the achievements less real. The Jikji is still the oldest surviving book printed with movable metal type, whoever cast the characters and inked the press. The point is the opposite of dismissal. The achievements were genuine, and they rested on a foundation that the people who admired them rarely chose to describe. To celebrate the celadon without asking whose hands shaped the clay is to accept the yangban's own account of their world, in which the labor that sustained it went unrecorded.

Why Korean Slavery Is Almost Unknown

Korea almost never appears on the mental map of world slavery beside Greece, Rome, and the Atlantic, and several reasons explain how a system of this scale dropped from general memory.

The first reason is conceptual. The model of slavery most Westerners carry is the Atlantic one, in which slavery was racial, lifelong, and marked on the body, and in which the enslaved were foreigners by descent. Korean slavery fit almost none of these features except the hereditary one. Master and slave were of the same people, spoke the same language, worshipped at the same shrines, and could not be told apart by sight. Many nobi, the so called outside resident or oegeo slaves, did not live in their owner's house at all. They farmed their own plots, kept their own households, married, and handed an annual tribute payment, the sin'gong, to a master they might rarely see. Some accumulated property, and a few are recorded owning slaves of their own. Because this looked so unlike the plantation, generations of observers, including colonial era Japanese scholars and some Western and Korean writers after them, preferred to call the nobi serfs rather than slaves, a softer word that made the institution seem a milder feudal arrangement. Palais argued at length against that softening, and the historian Ellen Salem, in an early dissertation on Goryeo slavery, likewise insisted that people who could be bought, sold, inherited, and given away were slaves whatever their living arrangements. The terminological hesitation, though, did real work. A system filed under serfdom does not provoke the questions that a system filed under slavery does.

The system's mechanics are unfamiliar even to readers who know other slaveries well. Korean law divided slaves into two great categories by owner. Public slaves, the gongnobi, belonged to the state and its offices, palaces, and garrisons, and were set to government labor or made to pay tribute to the treasury. Private slaves, the sanobi, belonged to individuals and families. Cutting across this division ran another, by residence. Resident slaves, the solgeo nobi, lived in or beside the owner's house and served it directly, cooking, drawing water, farming the home fields, and attending the family. Outside resident slaves, the oegeo nobi, lived apart on their own plots and owed their owner a yearly payment in cloth or grain, the sin'gong, in place of daily service.

Status passed by birth and was traced through the mother, so that the child of a slave woman was a slave belonging to her owner whatever the father's standing, a rule whose workings and consequences a later chapter takes up directly. Manumission existed but was narrow, granted as a reward, bought at a price most slaves could never raise, or extended by the state in moments of crisis, and a freed slave and his descendants carried the memory of base origin for generations. These distinctions matter because they explain the range of nobi experience, from the household servant who never left the master's compound to the tribute paying farmer who might go years without seeing his owner and who, to a passing visitor, would have looked much like a free peasant. That range is exactly what allowed later observers to mistake the whole institution for something milder than it was.

The second reason is the shape of modern Korean history. Korea was colonized by Japan from 1910 to 1945, divided in 1945, and torn by war from 1950 to 1953. The dominant national story that emerged from this century of trauma was one of victimhood and endurance, of a homogeneous people wronged by outsiders. Internal exploitation of Koreans by Koreans fit awkwardly into that frame. Korean nationalist historiography, reacting against colonial scholarship that had stressed Korean backwardness, tended to emphasize cultural achievement, ethnic unity, and resistance, and had little incentive to dwell on a thousand year institution that owned a third of the nation. The subject was not so much suppressed as left in shadow.

The third reason is closer to the bone, and concerns lineage. By the late Joseon period the boundary between slave, commoner, and yangban had become porous in practice, and many families climbed. Wealthy commoners bought office titles and yangban credentials. Registers show the proportion claiming elite status swelling implausibly in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and forged or embellished genealogies became common. The consequence for memory is delicate. A great many modern Koreans descend from nobi, and a great many family histories were quietly rewritten to obscure it. A subject that touches the authenticity of ancestral status is not one that families or local historians rush to investigate.

The remaining reasons are practical. The sources sit in classical Chinese, the hanmun that educated Koreans wrote until the twentieth century, and in older Korean, which puts them out of reach of most non specialists. Korean studies remained a small field in Western universities until the late twentieth century, so the scholars equipped to read the registers and chronicles were few. When Palais published his argument that Korea was one of the world's few true slave societies, he was correcting a near silence, and the correction has still not fully reached the textbooks. The image of Korea as the Hermit Kingdom, closed and unchanging, did the rest, discouraging the assumption that anything as dynamic and brutal as a mass slave economy lay inside.

The Voices We Don't Have: Yangban Sources and the Silence of the Nobi

The documentary record of Korean slavery is large, and almost none of it was made by slaves. The chronicles, the Joseon Wangjo Sillok and the Goryeosa, were compiled by officials. The memorials debating slave law were written by ministers. The inheritance papers that divided slaves among heirs were drawn up by owners. The litigation records that survive were decided by magistrates. At every point the nobi appear as the object of someone else's writing, counted, valued, allotted, pursued, but not speaking in their own voice. There is, so far as the record shows, no surviving document composed by a nobi describing a nobi life.

The silence has a cause beyond the accident of survival. Literacy in hanmun was a yangban preserve, bound up with the classical education that defined the elite, and slaves were excluded from it by their position. Hangeul, the alphabet of the 1440s, was easier to learn and might in principle have given humble people a way to write, but it carried low prestige for centuries and was used mainly by women of the elite and for popular fiction. No body of nobi writing in Hangeul has come down to us. The people whose labor sustained the society left the thinnest possible trace of their own minds.

Where the enslaved seem to speak, they do so through an intermediary who had reasons of his own. The clearest example, examined in detail in a later chapter, is the slave Manjeok, who in 1198 was said to have gathered fellow slaves in the Goryeo capital and planned a rising. The Goryeosa preserves the gist of his appeal, the argument that since the recent military coups had raised men of low birth to high office, then generals and ministers were not born to their rank, and the enslaved had no reason to keep toiling under the whip. The words are stirring, and they are also recorded by the elite chroniclers within the biography of the strongman Choe Chunghon, whose family the rising threatened. We hear Manjeok only because his enemies wrote him down, and we cannot know how closely the recorded speech matches anything he said. The same is true of the testimony of slaves preserved in litigation, which reaches us only as filtered into a magistrate's decision.

A few other channels let something resembling the enslaved point of view leak through, though each has to be handled with care. Court cases in which slaves contested their status, or in which their ownership was disputed, sometimes record their claims about parentage and prior condition, the very facts on which freedom or bondage turned. Petitions and confessions taken down by officials occasionally preserve, in summary, a slave's account of a flight or a grievance. And the sheer scale of running away, which generated a steady stream of edicts and recapture orders, is itself a kind of testimony, an argument made with the feet by people who left no written one. None of this is the enslaved speaking freely. A statement made to a magistrate who held the power of punishment, or an account shaped to win a legal claim, is not a diary. The honest reader treats these fragments as evidence of action and of the categories the system imposed, rather than as clear windows onto feeling. Used that way they are valuable. Pressed beyond what they will support, they stop being evidence and become the historian's own invention.

This is the central difficulty of writing the history honestly, and it cannot be solved, only acknowledged. The interior life of the nobi, what they believed, feared, hoped, and felt about their condition, is largely irrecoverable. What can be reconstructed is the structure that contained them and the actions they took within it, because actions left documentary residue even when feelings did not. A runaway generated an edict. A lawsuit generated a verdict. A sale generated a deed. A birth generated an entry in a register. Reading these traces against the grain, asking what the owners' records reveal that the owners did not intend to reveal, is the method by which the experience of the enslaved can be approached at all. It yields a great deal about what was done to the nobi and very little in their own words about how they bore it.

Honesty here also means resisting the temptation to fill the silence with invention. It would be easy, and false, to supply the nobi with speeches and inner monologues drawn from imagination or borrowed from better documented slaveries elsewhere. This book does not do that. Where the sources are silent, the silence is reported as a finding, because the absence of the enslaved from the record is itself one of the most important facts about the society that produced it.

The Evidence: What We Have and What We're Missing

The paradox of the sources is that a system whose victims left almost no voice was nonetheless one of the most thoroughly documented slaveries in the premodern world. The reason lies in the nature of Korean slavery itself. Because master and slave were physically indistinguishable, status could not be read off the body and had to be fixed on paper. Documentation was not incidental to Korean bondage. It was the technology that made hereditary status enforceable, and the Korean state and its elite produced that documentation in extraordinary volume.

The foundation was the household register, the hojeok, compiled every three years, which recorded the members of each household and their status, including slaves, often with the names and parentage that allowed bondage to be traced down the generations. Alongside it ran the land registers, the yangan, that recorded who held the fields the slaves worked. The Joseon state maintained a dedicated office, the Jangyewon, to administer the rolls of government slaves and to handle disputes over them, an institutional commitment to slave administration with few parallels elsewhere. Private ownership generated its own dense archive. Inheritance documents, the bunjaegi, divided an estate's slaves among heirs and listed them individually by name, age, and frequently by their mother's line, since maternal descent governed the transmission of status. The historian Mark Peterson, studying these inheritance papers, found slaves itemized and apportioned with the same care as land. Sale deeds recorded the transfer of particular people for particular prices. Litigation over the ownership of slaves was common enough that decisions in such suits form a recognizable genre, and in late Goryeo the throne repeatedly established special commissions, the jeonmin byeonjeong dogam, to adjudicate tangled claims to land and slaves. Above all this sat the chronicles, the Goryeosa and the Joseon Wangjo Sillok, and the law itself, codified in the Gyeongguk daejeon completed in 1485, which set out the rules of ownership, inheritance, and status in black and white.

What these documents look like in practice conveys the system better than any summary. A typical entry in an inheritance division does not describe a category of labor. It names a person, a male slave of a given name, his age, the name of his mother, and sometimes his children, set down between a clause allotting paddy fields and one allotting dry fields, as one more item of divisible property. A sale deed names a buyer, a seller, a price reckoned in cloth or grain or coin, and the particular human being changing hands, with witnesses and a scribe to make the transfer binding. A household register entry fixes a slave within a household and, through the mother's name, to a line of descent that an owner could later cite to claim that person's children. Read singly, each is a dry administrative trace. Read together, they reconstruct a whole apparatus for turning human beings into heritable, transferable, self renewing wealth, and they do it in the bloodless language of accountancy. The historian who reads them meets the same paradox at every turn. The records are rich enough to count the enslaved, price them, and follow them across generations, and silent on almost everything the enslaved themselves might have wished to say.

This abundance is what allows the system to be studied with unusual confidence on certain questions and almost none on others. Demography, law, prices, ownership patterns, and the broad movement of the slave population over time can be reconstructed from the registers and codes with a precision that historians of ancient slavery would envy. The interior experience of the enslaved, as the previous section argued, cannot. National totals also resist confidence, because the registers are local and survive unevenly, with the southern provinces far better represented than the north and particular lineage archives shaping what is visible. The thirty to forty percent estimate, to return to it, is strong precisely where the evidence is strong, in the well preserved southern registers, and weakest where the evidence thins.

These limits set the method for the rest of the book. The argument will be built by triangulation, reading the registers for numbers, the law codes for rules, the litigation and edicts for practice, the inheritance papers for the texture of ownership, and the material culture and comparative cases for what the Korean documents leave dark. Where a claim rests on inference rather than direct testimony, the inference will be flagged as such, and where the sources simply do not tell us something, that gap will be stated rather than smoothed over. The aim is to reconstruct the nobi world as fully as honest evidence allows, while keeping in plain view the fact that the people at its center were recorded by their owners and not by themselves.
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What Was a Nobi? The Definition That Shaped Korean Society

The word nobi joins two graphs that Koreans took from Chinese and used for more than a thousand years. No meant a male slave and bi a female one, and together they named the people who could be owned. They formed the lowest rung of the population and the largest single part of the class the Joseon state called cheonmin, the base or mean people. Above the cheonmin stood the yangin, the good or free people, a broad category that ran from poor tenant farmers up to the yangban aristocracy. In law the decisive line was the one between yangin and cheonin, free and base. A free person, however destitute, held a legal standing that a nobi did not.

Slavery in Korea was old by the time the Joseon codes described it. Bondage appears in the earliest references to Korean law, in the ancient code attributed to Gojoseon that is said to have punished theft by enslaving the thief, and it runs as a settled institution, with its own vocabulary and rules, through the Three Kingdoms and the Goryeo dynasty. What the Joseon state did was not to invent the nobi but to inherit the institution and then document and regulate it with unprecedented thoroughness, fixing in written codes and triennial registers a system that earlier dynasties had run on looser records. The nobi whom a sixteenth-century inheritance paper itemized stood at the end of a line of bondage already more than a thousand years long, and the legal definitions that governed him had gathered across that span rather than springing from any single act of legislation.

What made the nobi distinctive among the world's slaves was a double nature written into the law itself. A nobi was at once a person and a piece of property. As a person he could be punished for his own crimes, could marry, could hold and bequeath property, including land and on occasion other nobi, and in certain disputes could appear before a magistrate. As property he could be bought, sold, given as a wedding gift, pledged against a loan, divided among heirs, and pursued by lawsuit if he fled. The two faces were not balanced. The Gyeongguk daejeon, the dynastic code completed in 1485, and the later supplements that adjusted it set out penalties that fell with very different weight depending on which way an act crossed the line. A slave who struck or plotted against a master faced death. A master who killed his own slave, especially one alleged to have committed a fault, was treated with a leniency that no killing of a free person attracted. The law recognized the nobi's humanity chiefly in order to hold him responsible, and recognized his thinghood whenever ownership was at stake.

The first division within the nobi population was by owner. Government slaves, known as gwan nobi or gongnobi, belonged to the state. They were attached to the central offices in the capital, to provincial and county yamen, to military garrisons, to post stations and granaries, and to the palace, where the naenobi served the royal household. Some performed labor directly, as clerks' assistants, runners, artisans, grooms, kitchen workers, and the female entertainers, the gisaeng, who were themselves government slaves assigned to official banquets. Others did no direct service and instead paid an annual tribute to the office that held their names. The state counted these people in registers of its own, and the numbers were large. Early-fifteenth-century register figures, which modern historians treat with caution, put the government nobi at counts in the hundreds of thousands, and the totals that appear in different sources vary widely and are best read as orders of magnitude rather than firm tallies.

Private slaves, the sanobi, belonged to individuals, families, and institutions, among them Buddhist temples and the Confucian academies. They were the larger group, and they are the nobi who fill the inheritance papers and sale deeds described in the previous chapter. A wealthy yangban lineage might own scores or hundreds of them, scattered across home estates and distant holdings. The distinction between public and private was not always permanent. The state could seize private slaves through confiscation, and it could grant government slaves to favored subjects as a reward, so that individuals passed between the two categories at the stroke of an official brush.

How many nobi there were is a question the records answer only loosely. The private slaves, the sanobi, far outnumbered the government's, and their totals can be approached only through the household registers and the inheritance papers of individual lineages rather than through any national count. Work on these local sources, by Tony Michell on the Daegu registers and by Rhee Young-hoon and others on landholding and inheritance documents, has supported the view that nobi of both kinds together made up something on the order of a third of the population through the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth centuries, with sharp regional variation and a concentration in the agrarian south. These are reconstructions built from scattered survivals, the proportions the opening chapter set out in detail, not figures the Joseon state ever compiled.

The distribution of slaves among owners was as uneven as the distribution of land, and the two went together. A great yangban lineage in the southern provinces might hold scores or even hundreds of nobi, recorded in inheritance documents that divided them among heirs alongside fields and houses, while a modest household might own a single family of slaves and many commoners owned none at all. The largest holdings belonged to the royal house, the central offices, and the wealthiest aristocratic lineages, and the inheritance papers of such families, which survive in some numbers, list slaves by name, by age, and by maternal line and parcel them out among sons and daughters in shares the law specified. Because daughters as well as sons inherited slaves in the earlier Joseon period, before the later tightening of patrilineal practice, slaves moved between lineages through marriage and dowry as much as through sale, and the ownership of a single slave family could fragment across several households within a generation or two.

Popular memory arranges Joseon society into four tidy ranks, the yangban aristocracy at the summit, the jungin or middle people below them, the sangmin or common people beneath those, and the cheonmin at the base. The picture catches how status felt, but it blurs a legal reality that knew only two great divisions, the free and the base, the yangin and the cheonin. The jungin were a social formation rather than a legal estate, the technical specialists who staffed the lower reaches of the bureaucracy as clerks, interpreters, physicians, astronomers, and legal officers, men of good standing who were nonetheless held back from the highest offices by birth. The sangmin, the ordinary farmers, artisans, and traders, were yangin as well, free people who carried the state's taxes and its military duties. Everything beneath the line of freedom was cheonin, and within that the nobi were the overwhelming majority. The fourfold scheme describes how people ranked one another. The twofold division describes how the law sorted them, and it was the law that decided who could be owned.

A nobi carried the marks of his condition in small daily things. Slaves were ordinarily known by a single given name, without the surname that free families guarded as the token of a lineage, and the names owners gave them could be plain, descriptive, or frankly demeaning, taken from the circumstances of a birth, from animals, or from common objects. Dress, posture, forms of address, and the everyday grammar of deference all announced where a person stood. A society that could not read slave from free off the face spent heavily on these signs, because the boundary it most wished to police was the one the eye could not catch.

The deprivations went beyond names. A nobi had no place in the Confucian apparatus that defined a free person's worth, no ancestral rites he was entitled to perform in the orthodox form, no surname and lineage to carry, no path to the examinations that conferred standing, and no entry in the genealogies that fixed a family in the social order except as another family's property. Where a free Korean's identity was built from descent, ritual, and the hope of office, a slave was defined by the single fact of belonging to someone else. The contempt attached to the condition was such that to call a free person a slave was a grave insult, and to be wrongly entered as base in a register was a calamity a family would litigate for years to reverse.

The double nature of the nobi showed itself most plainly in court. A slave answered for his own crimes and could bring certain suits, yet he was barred from accusing his own master of most offenses, a prohibition that closed the one channel through which a slave might have called an owner to account and so set the order of the household above the reach of justice. A slave's word carried little weight against a free person's. The property a slave built up, real enough that nobi are recorded buying land and lending grain at interest, rested in the last instance on an owner's forbearance, since a master's claim could reach what the slave held. These were not the burdens of a poor freeman. They were the burdens of a person who was also a thing, and they held whatever the slave's wealth or skill.

The volume of dispute that slavery generated had an institution of its own. The Joseon state maintained a central office, the Jangyewon, charged with the registers of government slaves and with adjudicating the suits that ownership constantly threw up, the quarrels over whose slave a person was, over the division of slaves among heirs, and over runaways and contested descent. That a dedicated bureau was needed at all measures how much litigation the system produced, and the surviving judgments and petitions are among the richest sources historians have for how slavery actually worked, because they record slaves and owners arguing their cases in the state's own language. The disputes turned again and again on documents, on the inheritance papers and registers that proved a line of descent, and a claimant who could not produce the paper often lost whatever the truth of the matter, which is why families guarded their slave records as carefully as their land deeds.

The codes put a figure on the contradiction. The Gyeongguk daejeon and the statutes that followed fixed official valuations for slaves, reckoned in the cloth and grain that did the work of money, graded by age and sex, with adults in their prime worth most and the very young and the old worth least. Scholars who have worked through these schedules, James B. Palais among them, have drawn attention to how low the official valuations could run beside the price of livestock, so that a slave on the state's books might be entered at a level near or below the price of a horse or an ox. The statutory numbers are best read as the state's own accounting rather than as a market report, and the prices recorded in actual sale deeds, the bunjaegi and the related documents that historians have used to reconstruct the slave market, ran both above and below the code's figures depending on age, skill, sex, and the conditions of the year. A young adult slave with a trade could fetch a substantial price, while in famine years, when desperate families sold themselves and one another, prices collapsed and a person changed hands for a few measures of grain. Palais and others have read the gap between the statutory valuations and these market prices as a measure of how completely the law treated a slave's body as priceable property, valued in the same units and the same schedules as a household's livestock and its land.

Ownership was not confined to persons. Buddhist temples had held large numbers of slaves under Goryeo, when the monasteries were rich and powerful, and the early Joseon suppression of Buddhism stripped many of these houses of their land and their people, drafting temple slaves into government hands in numbers that swelled the state's holdings. Confucian academies, local schools, and government offices all owned slaves in their own right, as institutions rather than as individuals, so that a nobi might belong not to a master he could name but to a corporate body that outlived any single official. Institutional ownership had its own character, more bureaucratic and less personal than a family's, governed by rolls and rotations rather than by the daily intimacy of a household, and it meant that some slaves served an office or a shrine across their whole lives without ever entering the master-and-servant relationship the word slavery usually calls to mind.

How People Became Nobi

By the sixteenth century almost every nobi was born one. Hereditary descent had become the overwhelming source of new slaves, and the other routes that had filled the slave population in earlier centuries had narrowed to a trickle. The matrilineal rule that governed that descent is the subject of the next section. The older routes are worth setting down first, because they explain how the population had grown large enough to reproduce itself.

Capture in war was the ancient source. The chronicles of the Three Kingdoms and of Goryeo record prisoners taken in campaigns and raids and reduced to slavery, and the early state distributed such captives to soldiers and officials. The wars of the early medieval peninsula, the campaigns the Three Kingdoms waged against one another and Goryeo's later struggles with the Khitan, the Jurchen, and the Mongols, threw off streams of prisoners who were parceled out as labor and as reward, so that in those centuries a part of the slave population was foreign in origin, taken from beyond the frontier. As Korea's external wars grew less frequent and the peninsula settled under a single dynasty, this source dwindled. The great exception came late and ran the other way. During the Japanese invasions of 1592 to 1598, the war remembered as the Imjin War, tens of thousands of Koreans were seized and carried off to Japan, among them potters and other skilled artisans whose forced transfer left a lasting mark on Japanese ceramics, and the chaos of those years pushed many who remained into bondage at home through the routes that follow. Capture in war therefore ran in both directions by the close of the sixteenth century, draining people from the peninsula even as it ceased to feed the domestic slave market, and after the seventeenth century the institution depended almost wholly on birth.

Judicial punishment was the second source, and the one that reached highest up the social scale. Treason and other grave crimes carried the penalty of yeonjwa, the collective liability that punished an offender's kin along with the offender. The men of a condemned house might be executed, and the women and children were frequently enslaved and assigned to government offices as gwan nobi. The political purges of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries fed people into the slave rolls in exactly this way, turning the wives and daughters of executed officials into the property of the state. Enslavement here was a weapon of politics, and it carried a particular cruelty, because it cast people raised in the yangban world into the condition they had been taught to despise.

The political history of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries can be read as a recurring manufacture of slaves. When Sejo took the throne from his boy nephew in the coup of 1453, the households of the officials who stood against him were broken and their dependents distributed. When six ministers conspired in 1456 to restore the deposed king, the men were put to death and, by the conventional account, the women of their families were handed out as slaves, in some cases to the very officials who had denounced the plot, a detail that conveys the casual cruelty of the practice better than any statute. The literati purges that recurred across the following century, in 1498, 1504, 1519, and 1545, each drove fresh households into bondage as factions destroyed one another and the losers' kin were confiscated along with their property. Confiscation, the seizure of a condemned house's people into government hands, turned the machinery of high politics into a supplier of gwan nobi.

The exact dates and the numbers attached to these episodes vary between sources and should be checked against the chronicles rather than taken from a single summary, but the pattern is not in doubt. Enslavement by punishment reached people the other routes never touched, the educated and the highborn, and it did so as a deliberate act of state. A woman raised in a yangban house to recite the classics could find herself, within a season of her father's or husband's fall, scrubbing the floors of a government office as its property. Enslavement of this kind was a sentence rather than a misfortune, imposed by the ruler's decision rather than reached through the slow pressure of debt or hunger, and it caught the educated and the highborn whom no other route touched.

Debt and self-sale supplied the rest, and they rose and fell with the harvest. In years of famine a free family with nothing left to eat might sell a child, or a man might sell himself, to a household that could feed him, exchanging liberty for survival. The famines that followed the Imjin War and the great Gyeongsin famine of 1670 to 1671 drove waves of such sales. The state disapproved, because every commoner who sold himself was a taxpayer and a potential soldier lost to the rolls, and edicts repeatedly tried to limit or void famine sales. The edicts were not very effective, since a starving person values the next meal above a future the state promises to protect.

Hard times widened the slave population from below in less formal ways as well. Powerful families used the leverage of a bad year to absorb destitute neighbors, advancing grain against a pledge of service that hardened into bondage when the debt could not be repaid, and the illegal pressing of free commoners into slavery, the practice the codes condemned as ap-ryang-wi-cheon, the forcing of the good into the base, recurred often enough that the law legislated against it again and again. The repetition of the prohibition is itself evidence that it was widely flouted. Kidnapping took children for sale, and foundlings and abandoned infants taken in by a household during famine could be raised into slavery on the strength of the rescue. None of these routes left the orderly paper trail of an inheritance or a registered sale, which is part of why their scale resists measurement, but together they meant that every prolonged crisis pushed a fresh cohort of the free across the line into bondage. Once a free person had crossed into bondage by sale, the matrilineal rule ensured that the loss was not his alone but his descendants' as well.

The Matrilineal Rule: Why the Mother's Status Determined Everything

The single most consequential rule in the Korean system was the one that traced slave status through the mother. The principle, the jongmobeop, held that a child followed the status and the ownership of its mother. A child born to a slave woman was a slave, and belonged to the person who owned her, whatever the father's condition. This rule, more than any law of capture or sale, is what allowed the nobi population to remain a third of the country for centuries. A self reproducing institution needs no external supply, and matrilineal descent made the slave population self reproducing through its women.

The choice to trace slavery through the mother is one of the deep structural resemblances between Korean bondage and the Atlantic slavery that arose much later and a world away. The slaveholders of the Americas adopted the same principle, expressed in the Roman formula partus sequitur ventrem, that the child follows the womb, and they did so to solve the same problem. A slave population that reproduces itself needs a rule that turns the children of enslaved women into slaves automatically, whoever the father was, including when the father was free or was the owner himself. Patrilineal descent, the rule that governed status and inheritance among the free in both societies, would have leaked badly, freeing the children of slave fathers and miring owners in disputes over paternity. Maternal descent sealed the leak, because maternity is rarely in doubt and because it placed the increase of the slave population inside the bodies of women the owners already controlled. Korea reached this solution centuries before the Atlantic planters did and held to it far longer, one more reason the Korean case belongs in the comparative study of slavery rather than in a cabinet of exotic exceptions.

The self-reproducing character of the Korean slave population is what most sets it apart in that comparative record. Most large slave systems leaked at the bottom and had to be refilled from outside, by the Atlantic and trans-Saharan trades, by continual warfare, and by the enslavement of debtors and criminals, because manumission, flight, and the simple failure of slaves to reproduce themselves drained the stock. The Roman and the American systems both depended for long stretches on external supply, the one on conquest and the slave markets of the Mediterranean, the other on the Atlantic trade until its prohibition and then on natural increase. Korea, once its wars of capture had ended, ran an institution that renewed itself almost entirely from within, through the bodies of its enslaved women and the rule that claimed their children. A slave population that holds at roughly a third of a country for centuries with little fresh supply from outside is a demographic fact that demands a structural explanation, and it is the matrilineal rule, more than any other single device, that makes the arithmetic work.

The rule's arithmetic was unforgiving, and it interacted with a second principle that pulled in the opposite direction. Where one parent was free and the other enslaved, two logics competed. One, captured in the phrase ilcheon jeukcheon, one base parent makes a base child, maximized the number of slaves by making any mixed union produce a slave. The other, strict matrilineal descent, made the child's status depend only on the mother, so that the child of a commoner mother and a slave father would be free while the child of a slave mother and a commoner father would be a slave. The two principles had opposite effects on the size of the slave population and on the balance between owners and the state, and the court returned to the question again and again across the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.

The stakes were fiscal as much as moral. Slaves paid no military cloth tax and owed no corvee to the state, because their obligations ran to their owners, so every increase in the slave population was a subtraction from the pool of commoners who supported the treasury and filled the army. Reform-minded officials pressed for the matrilineal rule precisely because it converted the children of commoner mothers into commoners and slowed the growth of private bondage, while owners resisted because the same rule cost them the offspring of unions between their male slaves and free women. The question had deep roots, since Goryeo law had already wrestled with the status of children born across the line between slave and free, and under the Joseon it became one of the recurring controversies of statecraft, argued by the leading ministers of each generation and entangled with the factional struggles of seventeenth-century politics. By the usual account a rule favoring the freedom of commoner mothers' children was enacted under King Hyeonjong in 1669, associated with the reforming circle around the statesman Song Siyeol, then reversed as the balance of factions shifted, then enacted and repealed more than once before King Yeongjo settled it in 1731, after which a child followed the mother. The factional attributions and the precise calendar differ from one history to another, and a reader who needs the exact sequence should treat 1731 as the conventional settlement date rather than a single uncontested moment. What is not in doubt is that the rule was fought over for more than half a century before it held, because it sat on the fault line where the treasury's hunger for taxpayers met the yangban's hunger for heritable labor.

The rule bred disputes at the level of the single household, because it decided which of two owners received a child. When a man's slave married a woman owned by another house, the children, following the mother, belonged to her owner, and the husband's owner gained nothing from the union. Owners therefore preferred their male slaves to marry their own female slaves, and where cross-ownership marriages happened anyway the two houses sometimes struck agreements to split the offspring, alternating by order of birth, so that unborn children were apportioned in advance like a future harvest. Lawsuits over exactly these claims, over whose slave a person's mother had been and therefore whose property her children were, fill the litigation record, and they turned on the documentary proof of maternal descent that the registers existed to supply.

Whatever the legal formula in a given decade, the rule gave the
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