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Abstract: This research analyzes female-related cases in Sabeobpumbo
(AP E., FJEL ) to examine Joseon women’s identity and perceptions
of their role in the patriarchal society. Since women’s chastity was directly
related to their social value, it was sometimes traded for their lives. Women
were often unfairly reprehended when involved in domestic conflicts because
of their lower status and they have been understood as individuals who
faithfully followed the agnatic principle. However, there were exceptions, and
Sabeobpumbo contained extraordinary accounts of various Joseon women
in which they were described as independent and displayed active defiance
in response to their highly conservative society while hoping to break free from
the rigid social structure. In some cases, Joseon women decisively left their
husbands for wvarious reasons, mostly involving financial instability
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or neglecting duties. Furthermore, some women went to incredible lengths
to preserve their husband’s and his family’s dignity. Interestingly enough,
these women were not only absolved from their actions but even met with
silent approval from the public. These examples provide an intriguing
perspective that directly clashes with the accepted norms during the Joseon
Dynasty and calls for further research on the complexities of female identity
as a Joseon woman.

Keywords: Sabeobpumbo; Joseon; Korean women; women’s identity; female-
related crimes.

Qe =7k 2A A A48 AAA Folrh]
- TARRER, of Yeld o4 B Al e B4 -

19 A7) & Azl APEER FAskhs
ol o] THAY 7H- A AMA aﬂfaoﬂ
A 3 A7) Aol gk 14S A
™ AA7F XIHH &= A4

T8 =2 7S 9 of
ot o d o] At AE W
7] wZoll, AL Ao =

A W el A °kZHH 1 o A%
A5l A 3R} B = E%f‘iﬂﬁ}.
%7ﬂ~4ﬂifﬂ Fol k2 o] 4 9]
oFH ATt A %iﬂ%ﬂ%%l
1,} T;q]x% o]j/_ _GEXJ o] X]»/H]
Ao =M AES 9
= ﬂ°ﬂ%&ﬂﬂ#ﬂ E+1
‘6%oﬂﬂﬂié%ﬂé%°ﬂx

A71%= ok a2 o o] FA7E Hol ZAE AT
A7 FE A FAE A Gk IREE SA UE
Aajgrozn A Fro i a5 45

i

9 o,
Flotr o e
o o

|

>
>
_EL
T
Ny

o 32 M rly
0O

flo ¢ 2 o
of\ oZi-O.L flo

1o
0 yofor

¢

E
Lok
_HJ J
N
L
N
N
2
ol o ¢

N
P

mloé_]
X

o, ofj = 2

N oux 10 9 @

oL

i)

=

o

o

L ok

O,
P

k)
u

== Of
rlr g
K

lo oo 20 AL
Rt

do ™) Jo b

il
i)

o
E)
-

(

)
SO

i

s

32 9
ol 2 ¢

i 2

N I
2
BN
2
1o 1o

o

32 ofy
_\'ﬂd
)
=,
T,

N
o By

lo

ﬁ_}L[O oX >,
N

2 K O

OH

=

e
o
4

i do N Hd
By

B
o @ T

1o
Hj ﬂqm
ojy

= rlo offt

_,d
rz
o
)
&z

0 91l
32
£
=
L

Fl

ajr 0, o 2,
N g (I e

ol =
o}ﬂﬂlﬁ-l
T

SUAE e S 10 O YR L NN S 2 B
LRI R0

méi rlr T go

.

4=

JIN

AL el arR e
A R FHI QA W, e WA olgo] ok st
QAzromA, AEt ATl 8 TEE AR
UG /EoR FEA W A J8L FPskn U™ ol
193 F7be o] o e o1 9] A W71 E 7

ersret.

Ao AP FE; 24, 24 o AAA; ol B W

oi:éﬂLJPNé-M{OOIO 12 10 ok 1t

(o rot (1,

O @ N

_j-ﬁ

98



IJKHSS 8/2022

W poszukiwaniu kobiecej tozsamosci w neokonfucjanskim Joseon:
analiza przestepstw dotyczacych kobiet w ,,Sabeobpumbo”

Abstrakt: Niniejsze badanie opisanych w Sabeobpumbo (A3}
FLBER) przypadkow przestepstw dotyczacych kobiet ma na celu analize
przyktadow mowiacych o kobiecej tozsamosci z czasow Joseon, jak i percepcji
roli kobiet w patriarchalnym spoteczenstwie. Cnotliwos¢ kobiet odgrywata
olbrzymig role w ich zyciu gdyz korelowala zich spoteczng ‘wartoscia’.
Kobiety z racji swego niskiego statusu czgsto byly niesprawiedliwie
pietnowane za udziat w konfliktach domowych. Przyjmowano takze, ze maja
si¢ one wiernie stosowaé do zasad starszenstwa i podleglosci. Zdarzaly
si¢ jednakze wyjatki. Sabeobpumbo zawiera szczegdlnego rodzaju $wiadectwa
dotyczace koreanskich kobiet, w ktorych opisane sg one jako jednostki
niezalezne i buntujace si¢ przeciwko Kkonserwatywnemu spoteczenstwu,
dziatajace z nadzieja na przetamanie ograniczen sztywnych ram spotecznych.
W pewnych przypadkach kobiety z Joseon swiadomie i z réznych przyczyn
opuszczaty swoich mezoéw, cho¢ w znacznej mierze byto to spowodowane
brakiem stabilnosci finansowej lub zaniedbywaniem przez nich mgeskich
obowigzkow. Zaskakujaco niektore z nich dotozyty jednocze$nie wszelkich
staran, by nie tylko zachowac, ale i by zadba¢ o honor meza i jego rodziny.
Co ciekawe, kobiety te nie tylko zostaly uniewinnione z zarzucanych
im czynéw, ale nawet spotkaly sie z cichg aprobatg opinii publiczne;j.
Te przyktady prezentujg zaskakujaca perspektywe, ktora bezposrednio ktoci
si¢ z przyjetymi w czasach dynastii Joseon normami i daje podstawe
do dalszych badan nad ztozonoscig koreanskiej tozsamosci kobiecej.

Stowa Kklucze: Sabeobpumbo; Joseon; Koreanki; tozsamo$¢ kobiet;
przestepstwa dotyczace kobiet.

1. Introduction

As a Neo-Confucian state, Joseon sought to establish a social order
based on the agnatic principle (&5, %%1%) from the beginning of its
foundation. The agnatic principle was to give authority to the firstborn
son so that all successions could be carried down to the paternal side.
Therefore, male-centered patriarchy was established in the late Joseon
Dynasty, and accordingly, the hierarchical order of men and women
was reinforced. In this social structure, women were assigned the task
of playing the role of daughter-in-law and wife as subordinates to the
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husband’s family. &/-%*3*4/ (llbujongsa, — & #¢ =), maintaining
fidelity to their husbands, had become a social virtue that women must
defend. It naturally led women to have passive social status who were
not able to decide anything according to their will (%3 %< Jung, Ji
Young 2002: 21).

To date, a general view of Joseon women described them as
subordinates who were forced into obedience and obligation in a male-
centered Neo-Confucian society. Joseon women were portrayed as
strictly controlled individuals in a society dominated by Confucian
ideology and were given roles such as generous wives, obedient
daughters-in-law, and modest widows (Deuchler 2013: 379-380).
Some studies, however, suggest that Joseon women tried to protect their
status in a given situation. For example, Joseon women tried to gain
social recognition by exercising their right to adopt children, using their
rights as a daughter-in-law guaranteed to them, or by choosing the path
of a virtuous woman who follows her hushand to the grave (]
Lee, Sun-gu 2005: 136-137).

However, there is a big obstacle to precisely examining how
Joseon women established their status and identity under the Neo-
Confucian social order, which is a lack of data produced by women
themselves that provides their perspectives and stances. This is because
women in the Joseon Dynasty were not able to express their opinions
officially. Even if data produced by women remain, there are only a
handful of high-class women’s writings available currently. In order to
overcome these limitations and lack of data, this study examines the
situation and choices of women in the late 19th century of the Joseon
Dynasty, using “A}3 3 X Sabeobpumbo. Sabeobpumbo is judicial
records from the late Joseon Dynasty to the Korean Empire (1894—
1907) with details of various civil and criminal cases, testimonies from
people involved, and sentences from the state. It is currently in the
possession of the Seoul National University Kyujanggak Institute for
Korean Studies. A total of 180 books remain, including 128 books of
“A}9 3= B (7})” Sabeobpumbo (Gap) and 52 books of “A}HH 1. (&)”
Sabeobpumbo (Eul). Female-related cases comprise a significant
proportion of the records as well as various examples that vividly show
the situation in which women were in a patriarchal community (3F 2.3
Han, Boram 2022).

Therefore, this research aims to explore the reality of women in
the late Joseon Dynasty, when the agnatic principle was considered to
have been settled as the governing order of society, and how women
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were responding to such reality by analyzing the female-related cases
in Sabeobpumbo. In specific, the study pays attention to the state’s
intention that was to be implemented to women in the process of
establishing a patriarchal society and examines if it was successful. This
will take us a step closer to what identity women of the time formed on
their own. All English translations are mine unless stated otherwise.

2. The State’s Intention: Acceptance and Subordination

2.1. Acceptance of norms of fidelity

From the 16th century, the state began to impose strong regulations on
women’s I/bujongsa and fidelity. In the reign of &% (1 5%) Jungjong,
the adultery of a noblewoman was capitally administered by hanging
her. Since then, in the 18th century, the scope of punishment has
expanded to include the adultery of common women as well. In
addition, remarriage is considered to fall within the scope of adultery
so that remarried women were punished as servants of government
offices (*3"" 21 Chang, Byung-inn 2003).

Furthermore, the code of the Joseon Dynasty, /& &
(Daemyeongryul, A #/7#), stipulates that “if a woman is found to be
committing adultery, it is acceptable for the woman’s husband to kill
the wife and the other man immediately” . The law allows private
revenge for the woman’s husband if a woman’s fidelity is damaged. In
Joseon society, keeping fidelity to their husbands has become an
unavoidable norm. Women had to face a situation where they could lose
their lives when they failed to maintain their fidelity, and their tarnished
reputation would also heavily affect their families as well. On the other
hand, if a woman remained faithful to her husband and was recognized
as a virtuous woman, it was considered a great honor for the entire clan.
That was why the mere rumor of a woman’s obscene behavior could
potentially lead her to be completely ostracized from the community
and permanently ruin the family’s social status (7117 Kim,

! The Great Ming Code. Criminal code ( T A W ffts R4, & 5E & L (k)
https://db.history.go.kr/law/item/level.do?levelld=jlawb 160 0190 0010 0040.
(Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
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SunKyoung 2000: 69-71). It was impossible for a woman living in
Joseon society to deviate from these national and social norms.

Therefore, a considerable number of tragic stories about
women’s fidelity appear in female-related cases in Sabeobpumbo.
Women chose death just by rumors of a relationship with men. In the
case of an incident in 1896 in Uiju-gun, Pyeongan-do (&] =", ¥ H%),
A<18 Kim In-taek’s farm servant, A 7% Kim Gwi-man, tried to
block In-taek’s 15-year-old niece’s chance of marriage by spreading a
rumor that she was dating him. In response, Kim In-taek immediately
drove his farm servant out of his house, but Gwi-man responded by
returning to the family residence and refused to leave. The 15-year-old
girl, who could not endure the humiliation surrounding her, committed
suicide after nine days of self-imposed starvation?.

In such an environment where mere rumors about women could
lead them to commit suicide, it was natural to see several cases of
women’s suicide due to rape crimes, which could damage their fidelity.
For example, the case that occurred in 1896 in Gyeolsung-gun of
Chungcheong-do (24 <, 5% =) made A (#£)% #] maid Shim
hang herself after 77147 Yoo Jin-seok threatened and tried to rape her
and she resisted®. Even though it was the attempted rape, maid Shim
proved her innocence by death. Given this situation, the suicide of a
rape victim woman in 1895 in Yeongil-gun, Gyeongsang-do (& & <,
747 I2), seems very natural; it was an incident in which 71 (s)%] o €1
a woman with the last name Kim committed suicide by drowning with
her young son after being raped. She tried to publicize her resentment
by extinguishing not only herself but also her son, who was the
successor of her husband’s family*.

For women, defamation of their fidelity was directly related to
women’s social values. A woman who was considered to have lost her

2 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 19, Bogoseo 3. ( FHlEZEEH(H)s 19 A, wWdE
Al 3 S(PRALEAPIF AR B HEIMANSF BRSO R L,
why 2 4F 2 1 23 H). <o MR @ o m o BRod ).
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
3 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 15, Bogoseo. ( " Al¥E R (F)s 15 3, M B miE B
40z > KR T, BT 11 0 11 H). /SRR R 4 k).
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
4 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 9, Bogo 3. ( FAEEEM(F). 9 A, WE
A 3 SR AL (M K~ E AR, @RS T 6 H 18 H). et T
I < 44 S8k F5 ). https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book _cd=GK17278 Q0.
(Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
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value in society responded to her family and society by giving up her
life. The ruling of the Justice Department *H - (Beobbu, #%:3) on these
cases illustrates how their choices were socially accepted; the state
referred to them as chaste women and positively evaluated them as dead
to keep their righteous fidelity soundly. Those women were praised as
a being that did not deviate from the fence of the fidelity value set by
the state.

In Joseon society, the fidelity of women was an honor that the
state and the family community should protect, and in such a social
view, women died in vain to protect their fidelity or because they could
not protect it. The state and society viewed the death of a woman as a
sad but noble act to prove her chastity. Women’s suicide also shows
that women themselves were actively accepting it as a value to protect
their chastity in such a society. The norms of chastity set by the state
and society were acting as a powerful means of controlling women until
the end of the Joseon Dynasty. Understandably, women were in a
position where they had no choice but to accept it.

2.2. Subordination under the hierarchy of the family

In Joseon society where the patriarchal system was established, women
belonged to their husbands’ family through marriage after leaving their
own family. In addition, the social moral norm to which women had to
adhere was llbujongsa so that women’s remarriage was regulated, and
thus, the reality faced by Joseon women was to faithfully play the given
role as a member of the husband’s family community, the husband’s
wife, and daughter-in-law. The previous research notes that although
Joseon women lost their rights as daughters, they actively secured their
status by finding the rights guaranteed as daughters-in-law (©] <= Lee,
Sun-gu 2005). Nonetheless, it remained unchanged that women still had
to struggle alone in the husband’s family community due to the
patriarchal social structure of Joseon. If a woman were to be separated
from her husband’s family, she would be threatened with social honor
as well as survival itself. Therefore, women had no choice but to stay
in the position of the weak in society and family communities in
Joseon’s given social environment.
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It is easy to find cases in Sabeobpumbo that imply the status of
women as the weak in the family community; these cases show that if
a woman experienced conflict with her husband and his family
members, she did not have many options to choose. If the husband no
longer wanted to live with his wife due to the marital conflict, the wife
was forced to commit suicide. In a real case in Daegu-gun,
Gyeongsang-do (T 7-<, A 2), o] (F)A F-¢1 a wife with the last
name Lee, who was kicked out by her husband Kim Yang-ro, returned
to her parents’ home and hanged herself. The reason why she was
kicked out was that she did not obey her mother-in-law®. In another case,
fF-(I)A F-21 a wife named Yoo committed suicide by taking poison
after hearmg her husband 4]“3= Shim Sang-deuk’s intention to
divorce®. Nevertheless, both husbands were acquitted because the
article of a criminal code in Daemyeongryul, “If a husband beats and
scolds his wife and then she commits suicide, the husband is absolved
from any crimes”, was applied’.

Interestingly enough, there was a separate case that was similar
to 71 %= Kim Yang-ro’s that occurred in a similar time period and in
the same province. This case reported a husband who committed suicide
due to a marital conflict in Daegu-gun, Gyeongsang-do (tH—-<,
474 E). 37 2 Gong Jeong-oh, ©](%)#| Lee’s husband, committed
suicide by taking poison because his wife Lee went to a neighboring
village at night without preparing his meals. Regarding this case, the
provincial governor judged that even if taking poison was &% 2. Gong
Jeong-oh’s own will, it was not different from a plotted murder. While
the governor inquired about what laws to apply, he gave 50 lashes to

5 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 6, Jilpumseo 6. ( " HIEH(F)s 6 3, HEH Al 1 SN T
B2l T & PR ok I, B ICAE 1] 14 7). ‘AE:JHB%Q?E}'I/\?EU\'E}{
). https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb.
2023).

6 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 8, Bogoseo 24. ( TrlEmEdi(H)s 8 A, #Hid®E
Al 24 S((CNEPIFT P SRR T B P RR f (LTHE-UGRR e,

S RE I AT 6 H 27 H) CINPEEESE L A SR 0).
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
"The Great Ming Code. Criminal code ( T APA#HEs  HIEE, Adr, KRIEA I 22 215
). https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb.
2023).
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the wife and imprisoned her®. Even though the wife did not directly
persecute her husband, she was singled out as the cause of her
husband’s suicide just because there was discord, and she had already
been given severe lashing even before the official sentence was made.
Daemyeongryul was a law that discriminated between the same
criminal acts of husbands and wives according to hierarchical order, by
giving them different punishments and sentences. Wives were even
punished for disobeying and betraying their husbands; that is,
Daemyeongryul was enacted to establish a family order based on
husband-centered marital relations (273 Park, Kyoung 2009: 41-42).
Under this legal system, therefore, the position of women, including the
relationship with their husband and husband’s family, was inevitably
reduced.

In such social and legal environment, incidents in which a
husband used violence against his wife and led her to death could often
occur. In Cheongdo-gun, Gyeongsang-do (74 =+, A4 =), 294
Kim Won-seok beat his wife 4] (£:)#] Seo to miscarry, and then she
died®. In Geumgu-gun, Jeolla-do (&7, A &t=), 717 o] Kim Jin-
yeo strangled his wife 7] (%) Kim to death after having an argument
with her under the influence of alcohol®. Women were often killed due
to their husband’s violence.

Not only the husband, but also his family were at the top of the
hierarchy that women had to endure. There were many reported cases
where a daughter-in-law was beaten to death by her husband’s family
member. Additionally, it was common to find documents that report
many cases of suicide of a daughter-in-law due to severe physical and
psychological abuse.

8 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 16, Jilpumseo 11. ( TRJFETZH (), 16 2, HZE A 11 T (B
TALE B L Bk > KR, @S0 11 A 24 1), KISt B ASLIE
Sk 95). https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3
Feb. 2023).

° Sabeobpumbo, Gab 14, lJilpumseo 5. ( VHIEEEMH(F)s 14 A, HEE
Al 5 Z(HTA LB 50 5% BEK I ARSF i >R, dP5 704 9 J7 30 H). ©
WoooE  f ®; %t LS A BB N SR S}
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book _cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
10 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 21, Jilpumseo 20. ( T EESH(H)s 21 B, F L A 20 3(
S ALl It B PR R RRIRE E PRER BUN BB M TR, % 245 71 5
H ). < & W B 2 s o A & # = B oHo).
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book _cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
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In Jinsan-gun, Chungcheong-do ({4Fr:, % %), when
mother-in-law 7J(Z)% Kang scolded her daughter-in-law ©](Z%)]
Lee, she committed suicide by drowning®. Just a few days after this
incident, another mother-in-law Z=(jf#i)# Cho physically assaulted her
daughter-in-law 7+(Z2)# Kang, which led her to death, in a similar
area, Deoksan-gun, Chungcheong-do (S4F, 5% %)™, Not only
mothers-in-law, but conflicts with other family members also led
women to death; for example, a woman hanged herself after being
abused by her husband’s sister-in-law®?, and another drowned herself
after having a conflict with dongseo (a wife of brother-in-law)*.

Joseon women entered the family community of her husband’s
clan and were subordinated to them as the lower rank of the community
hierarchy. In the patriarchal social order that the state wanted to
establish, women had no choice but to accept a subordinate position.
They were in the position of the weak, and thus, they frequently became
a victim of several incidents that demonstrated such position.

11 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 11, Bogoseo 8. ( FrJEiiE#fi(FF)s 11 &, W&E.H
Al 8 S(EmHEBL S E AR M, #ooE 8 22 H)
B 2 N4 k.

https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book _cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
12 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 13, Bogoseo 25. ( TrJimEdi(H), 13 A, #@EE
Al 25 S(AWFREBESEM A E SR ks, @B 9 J1 5 H)
TR L N2 k).

https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
13 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 6, Bogoseo 1. ( "FEIEEEHR(F), 6 A, WMEE
A 1 S (F R ZE B R 2 5 e BRI A, @O0 3 1 29 H)
BB 2 N B ).

https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
14 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 23, Bogoseo 47. ( FEJEEH(H)s 23 A, #HwEE
A 47 SR IE B A E— R BN BB R e, @ 2 7 A
3 H) RIS R N E L S A
https://kyudb.snu.ac.kr/book/view.do?book_cd=GK17278 00. (Accessed 3 Feb. 2023).
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3. Joseon Women’s Perspectives: Choice for Survival
and Becoming the Main Agent of Society

3.1. Changing the husband for survival

In the Neo-Confucianist ideological society that emphasized
Ilbujongsa, women’s remarriage was a deterrent from the state.
Remarriage was taboo even for a widow whose husband died.
According to research on widow remarriage, it already became a trend
for noble women to live as a widow for the rest of their lives in the mid-
17" century, and the proportion of common women living as widows
for life had also gradually increased in the late Joseon Dynasty,
indicating that the negative social notion of widows’ remarriage began
to pervade even among the ruled class (73 <] & Jung, Ji Young 2000).
Due to these social norms, it was generally recognized until recently
that remarriage of women in the Joseon Dynasty was almost impossible.
In reality, various cases mentioned in Sabeobpumbo seemed to deviate
away from this societal norm. It was actually not uncommon for women
to change husbands to survive, and the social perception seemed to be
very flexible depending on the situation.

We can see that it was realistically possible for a woman to
choose divorce through various incidents that occurred when a woman
abandoned her husband. It is noteworthy that the reason why a woman
leaves her husband is mostly due to poverty; that is, if a man could not
guarantee his wife’s survival, the wife left him in a decisive manner.
For example, in Gowon-gun, Hamgyeong-do (v, T4%),
sk%7Z Han Jong-gil’s wife 71(%)% Kim complained about poor
living conditions and financial woes, so she decided to leave home and
return to her original family. The husband went to her family’s house
to argue with her parents, but Kim’s father, 715 1 Kim Deok-eon,
rather scolded his son-in-law, saying that his daughter was already
seeing another man. The disappointed husband returned home drunk
and died shortly after'®. What stands out in this incident is that there
were situations in which a woman with discontent, in terms of

15 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 18, Jilpumseo 2. ( TRIEZZH(F)s 18 H, HZ®E
A 2 S (5 B AP A g AR E BT BB R R B TR, @ 2R 1 H
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maintaining a living, left her husband and had a relationship with
another man afterwards.

Such a case is also seen in the incident of X 5-*} bobusang
(peddler) ©]-&-% Lee Yong-woon that occurred in Onyang-gun,
Chungcheong-do (=%, %% &=). Lee Yong-woon visited the house
of the noble 4! %1% Shim Seon-jeon with a group of bobusang and
behaved violently after learning that his wife, who left the house a few
years ago, lived there. This case, like the above one, shows that the wife
left her husband due to discontent, but what attracts attention in this
case is the state’s ruling; it notes that “What did a husband do to make
his wife betray her husband and followed someone else?”*6. It criticized
the husband by saying that “the husband had to reflect on himself if the
wife did not want to live with him even after he found her, but he created
a disturbance without reflecting on himself”*’. It refers to the husband’s
responsibility for his wife’s leaving him. This shows that the state could
not prohibit a woman from leaving her husband when he could not
guarantee her survival. Despite the statement that following a man is a
woman’s proper duty, the country could not compel women to keep
their ‘duty’ beyond ‘survival’ at a time when real problems arise.

Women'’s willingness to choose a husband was not only shown
in commoners. Noble women were also found to choose another
husband to survive after their husband’s death. It is interesting that
aristocratic women showed an evolved form of the will of choice rather
than simply choosing to survive. In Hansan-gun, Chungcheong-do
(3H2ht, 53 &), so-called widow X%+ bossam occurred, in which a
commoner ©]3-< Lee Bong-il kidnapped %4t 343 BF(kN A Park, a
noble widow. However, in this case, when 7 8%+ Kim Hak-gwan, a
rich man in the same village, suggested that she be a concubine, the
widow Park asked the neighbor Z= ()] ] 21 woman Cho to introduce
her to at least a poor widower because she did not want to be a
concubine of the rich. With Cho’s matchmaking, the commoner Lee
Bong-il picked up widow Park and lived together, and the widow’s

16 Sabeobpumbo, Gab 16, Bogoseo 17. ( FulZEZE#M(T)s 163, HEE
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former mother-in-law reported that her daughter-in-law had been
kidnapped?®. In this case, the widow Park needed a new husband to
survive, but she rejected the status of a “3 (concubine)” and chose the
status of a “5-%1 (wife)” where only the minimum survival was
guaranteed. It is important that basically women had a choice of
changing husbands, even if there were differences according to social
stratum.

It is also noteworthy that the choice of a woman to change her
husband was often met with silent approval from her original family. In
case of 3% Han Jong-gil’s wife Kim’s father, who was mentioned
above, had no objection that his daughter, who was dissatisfied with her
husband because of poverty, left him and came to her parents’ house
without keeping loyalty to her husband. Rather, it is interesting and
uncommon to see that Kim blamed his son-in-law for not playing the
role of the husband properly and did not try to hide about his daughter’s
wish to meet with another man.

The same instance, actively taking the daughter’s side who tried
to leave her husband, was shown in other cases as well. In Sunan-gun,
Pyeongan-do (s=%+%, 3 F%), gh=-& Han Kook-hyun died shortly
from severe injuries after a fight with his daughter’s former in-laws;
Mr. Han attempted to reclaim his daughter’s property from her ex-
husband’s family when she remarried afterwards!®. Even though his
daughter remarried, he still claimed the right to his daughter’s property
at her ex-husband’s house. Given the extreme response of her ex-
husband’s relatives and that the same case rarely appears in
Sabeobpumbo, it does not seem to be common for a woman who
remarried after a bereavement to claim property rights. However, it is
noteworthy that a remarried woman’s parents were not appeared to be
ashamed of their daughter’s remarriage and even confidently claimed
their rights.

As such, national discipline that prevented women from
changing the relationship they have with their husband did not exert a
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strong power in a situation where they cannot guarantee women’s
survival in the reality. Women made choices for themselves, not bound
by national discipline, for their own survival and dignity. These choices
were shunned by neither their own families nor society.

3.2. Being a problem solver for the family

The family was the foundation of the country during the Joseon
Dynasty. The state pursued the ideal of establishing a patriarchal family
order; under such a social stance, women belong to the husband’s
family and were given the role of wife and daughter-in-law. The
female-related cases in Sabeobpumbo reflect that women were playing
an active role as members of the family community to which they
belonged. They actively filed a complaint to the state or directly
avenged the perpetrator as members of the marital community for the
damage suffered by their husbands. For instance, when & (7F)# %<1
the wife Heo’s husband -+3] ¢ Yoo Hoe-il was shot by his neighbor
o] WkE Lee Man-ryong in Mokcheon-gun, Chungcheong-do (&3 <,
%7 =), the wife Heo accused Lee Man-ryong of killing her husband
due to the pressure the husband gave to Lee to pay the debt that Lee
failed to repay within the time limit. The provincial governor
interrogated Lee Man-ryong, but Lee instead laid the blame on Yoo
Hoe-il saying that he committed the crime because he viewed Y00 as a
thief. However, the wife Heo broke down and sobbed on the ground,
constantly complaining of an injustice; after further investigation, the
governor concluded that Heo’s claim was true®. In this incident, Heo
actively appealed to the state for the injustice in her husband’s case.
Even though the perpetrator joined the hunter’s army and threatened the
victim with the power of the group, Heo did not succumb to his threat
and actively solved problems on behalf of her family.

Such active roles of women are frequently shown in
Sabeobpumbo. They sometimes went beyond merely appealing to the
state for their husband’s problems and took action more actively. In
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Naju-gun, Jeolla-do (L}5=+, 22} %), a cigarette seller 511 Choi
Deok-won was beaten to death by a young man, ©] 1<~ Lee Yeon-soo,
after having a quarrel with him. During Choi’s autopsy, his wife
A (£:)# Seo was so enraged and decided to confront Lee in person;
she suddenly rushed to Lee Yeon-soo and stabbed him to death. She
personally decided to avenge her husband, rather than waiting for the
state to decide a punishment. However, the views stated by the governor
on this case are noticeable; he highly appreciated the wife Seo that “this
ordinary woman’s energy was firm and strong”?!, and said that it was
“natural in the name of loyalty” that she took revenge on Lee for her
husband. In addition, he ruled that Seo should not be executed for
murder because vengeance on the husband’s foe should be treated the
same as avenging the parents??. Seo proved her value as a member of
society by actively realizing the social value in a patriarchal society that
women’s duty to their husbands is the same as that to their parents. Seo
was not the only woman who proved this. A considerable number of
cases of women who directly took revenge on behalf of their husbands
are shown in Sabeobpumbo, and the state evaluated that “their dignified
and courageous spirit is sufficiently virtual because they saw their
husband die before their time so that they killed the foe with a knife in
their hand, and immediately informed the governor’?. A woman’s
revenge for her husband was recognized and highly valued in the Neo-
Confucianist ideological society. Under the patriarchal social structure,
women actively absorbed the values of society and proved their values
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with their own actions beyond passively enduring the roles given to
them.

Women not passively performing the role given by society are
also shown in the cases in which they proved their filial piety toward
their parents. Joseon’s patrilineality set limits for women to play the
role of a member of their husband’s family. However, it is very
interesting to see that Joseon women were not bound by the limits set
by society, but had an identity as a member of their original family and
carried out the social value of filial duty. In this regard, the case of <-4
o] ¢l woman Song in Jeonju-gun, Jeolla-do (A5, HEt%), is
notable; Song’s husband, 7154} Kim Deok-sam, confined Song’s
aged mother and vented his anger on her for nine days and eventually
caused her life to end after his wife left him and remarried. Song
avenged her mother’s death with her sister by beating Kim Deok-sam
to death with a wooden pestle?*. She stepped up as the main agent of
revenge for her mother. Song’s case is also noteworthy in that she chose
to remarry after leaving her husband with whom she was not satisfied.
However, what stands out in addition to this is that she did not perform
the filial duty to her husband’s family as a daughter-in-law, but
performed the duty directly to her own mother as the main agent of her
own family community. In particular, she decisively relativized her ex-
husband as a different individual when trouble occurred between him
and her own mother, as the main agent of her original family. She took
revenge on her ex-husband, who killed her mother, by taking an oath of
“not being able to live under the same sky with him due to the proper
human path”.

In Song’s behavior, it is impossible to find any loyalty to her
husband that Neo-Confucianism society tried to realize as appropriate
behavior for women; rather, she was completely out of the social
context of emphasizing llbujongsa. However, her intention was not to
break away from the society she lived in but to realize the values
pursued by society as a member of society by presenting filial piety to
her parents, the best value recognized in her society. In addition, Song’s
realization of these values was something that could not be ignored by
the state. The provincial governor who was in charge of the judgment
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highly appreciated Song’s actions by saying, “Since she killed the foe
with joy by picking up the pestle and hitting the foe to death, this is not
something a woman can easily do”?. In this evaluation, it is not even a
problem that Song betrayed her husband and remarried; rather, only
Song’s realization of the best social values despite her gender was the
center of attention, the filial duty to the parents.

Joseon emphasized the value of <Ql7to]e}w F:-Rof A
# =3 oF 3t} human beings should be filial to their parents’ as a
social norm, but women were expected to have loyalty to their husbands
because the state emphasized that women should treat their husbands
and parents the same. Therefore, what the state expected of women
would be being loyal to their husband, which could be useful for
maintaining a patriarchal family order. The state must not have included
the category of social norms for women to promote filial piety toward
their own parents while relativizing their husband. However, the
women of Joseon actively interpreted and applied social norms, beyond
the limits set by society, as ‘?1%F (living beings)’, not as ‘o373
(women)’. They actively tried to maintain their dignity as 17} (human
beings)’ keeping the shared values for ‘2 (males)’, going beyond the
limitations of socially created ¢} 4J (female figures)’. The state did not
have any logic to restrict such women’s crossing of boundaries.

4. Conclusion

Joseon nationally pursued a patriarchal family order. The late Joseon
Dynasty was a period when the patriarchal order, which had been in
progress since the early period, was evaluated to have been socially
established over a long period of time. In this context, the end of the
19" century, near the end of the Joseon era, can be seen as the final
stage to examine how the order created by the state had been absorbed
into society. Therefore, this study examined the identity of women and
their perceptions of the given roles in the reality of Joseon’s patriarchal
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society through female-related cases in Sabeobpumbo, the data from the
end of the 19" century.

Often, women in Joseon were thought to be passive beings who
had an identity as a member of the husband’s family and who accepted
the mere role of a wife and daughter-in-law. Of course, since they were
socially required to have this identity, it was not difficult to find women
who accepted the norms of fidelity set by the state in the social
framework and were subordinated to the lowest rank in the hierarchy of
the husband’s family community.

However, Joseon women did not only passively remain to
accept and stick to the roles given by the state and society, that is,
Ilbujongsa or the role of daughter-in-law and wife as members of the
husband’s family community, not their original parents. Women
independently and actively took action with their own intentions, going
beyond the state’s intention. They decisively changed their husband
who was not helpful to their survival for their own survival as a human
being, and also clinched the norms that could bring social recognition,
which was only applied to males originally, by proving their filial piety
for their own parents, not for their husband’s parents. In other words,
despite the limitations that women could never be free from the
restrictions presented by the state and society, they tried to perform and
prove their role in the community on the same basis as men.
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