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Adoption and Redistribution:
Socio-Economic Consequences of the Patrilineal Regime in Pre-Modern Korea, 1700-1900

Abstract
We propose a mechanism how the Confucian ideology contributed to the stability and duration of Chosun dynasty of Korea (1392-1910). The central aspect of Sung Confucianism was the Patrilineal Regime, that is, the succession of family through the eldest son. However, under the pre-modern demography, a quarter of family could not have a son at all. The only available solution to this problem was adoption. The prevalence and pattern of adoption implies that it worked as a redistribution device within a birth cohort, and this enhanced social stability.
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1. Introduction

Chosun Dynasty of Pre-modern Korea had last over 500 years until its annexation to Japan in 1910. Considering that no Chinese dynasties survived more than 300 years, this long duration is an intriguing fact. One explanation that has been frequently suggested is the cultural or ideological one. Chosun Dynasty adopted Confucianism as the ruling ideology from its beginning. Since Confucianism emphasizes loyalty to the King as the prime creed, this played an important role for the stability of the monarchy.[footnoteRef:2] However, this hypothesis cannot explain why Chinese dynasties who also adopted the Confucianism could not last as long as Chosun dynasty. More importantly, this hypothesis does not propose a persuasive mechanism how the ideology worked for sustenance of a monarchy. [2:  See] 

We propose that the Confucian ideology played an important role for the duration of Chosun Dynasty as people believed but that it worked differently from what has been considered so far. An essential aspect of Sung Confucianism, a branch of Confucianism that became social norm from the 16 to 17th century was the patrilineal regime. The succession of family through the eldest son, however, might not work well under the pre-modern demography. As the average number of children per family who could survive until they married was slightly higher than two, about a quarter of family cannot have a son at all under the usual sex ratio of birth. A solution allowed to Yangban, the Korean ruling class was adoption. The adoption generally promoted social status of adoptee as parents of multiple sons would not want their children to be sent to a poorer family. This pattern should contribute to redistribution of wealth within a birth cohort of a clan. We speculate that this redistribution reduces anger of young but talented Yangban who could be discontent with the social order. This factor could play an unexpected but important role for ameliorating social tension and help Chosun Dynasty continue.
Questions raised from this speculation are empirical ones: how prevalent the adoption was, and whether the adoption really redistributed the wealth. After elaborating the nature of the Confucian ideology, we will estimate demographics of Yangban, the ruling class of Chosun Dynasty using genealogy data. We will scrutinize how many Yangban families needed to adopt a son, and how many and who actually did it. Then, we will analyze the social and political consequences of adoptions.


2. Rise of The Patrilineal Regime

Founders of Chosun Dynasty adopted Confucianism as the ruling ideology. However, there has been long struggle to make it as the social norm. Firstly, replacement of Buddhism by Confucianism was not an easy task. Buddhism was the religion of the country for almost one thousand years. As the elites of early Chosun Dynasty considered that Buddhism caused decline of Koryo Dynasty, they made enormous effort to suppress and eliminate them.
Even Confucianism itself was not homogeneous. From the 16th to 17th century, Sung Confucianism emerged as the leading ideology. Debate is still ongoing on how Sung Confucianism developed successfully from the ideology of the ruling class to the social norm at this point. However, scholars generally agree that ‘the Confucian transformation of Korea’ completed at the late 17th and early 18th century.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Deuchler (1992), Peterson (1996)] 

A central aspect of Sung Confucianism as the social norm is patrilineal regime. The eldest son carried on the family name. His prime duty is to host memorial ceremonies of their ancestors every year. 
As the ceremonies were held several times a year and a large number of relatives participated, performing this duty cost enormously. The rise of primogeniture was rather inevitable consequence. Whereas equal distribution to son and daughters were the general rule of inheritance until the 17th century, it was replaced by primogeniture since then.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  문숙자 (2004).] 

This Confucian social order last over 200 years until the modernization of Korea has eroded it throughout the 20th century. However, son preference, patrilineal order, strong ties between clan members still works as the underlying force that shape the Korean society.


3. A Critical Obstacle to “Carrying on Family Name” 

A serious problem that the advocates of the patrilineal regime did not consider was the demographic constraint of the pre-modern world. In pre-modern societies, average number of children that a parent can rear to marry did not go much over two.[footnoteRef:5] As the sex ratio of a new born baby is roughly half, about a quarter of family should have only two daughters and no son in the end. Then at least about 25% of the whole Yangban family should face the fate of discontinuation.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Maddison, Clark]  [6:  Given the assumption that the sex of successive children is independent, this distribution is not affected by the stopping rule, i.e., continuation of childbearing by the parents who do not have any boy.] 

We scrutinize this inference using genealogies of Yangban familes. As people needed to prove patrilineal order, keeping genealogy became very important from around the 17-18th century. Geneologies of Chosun Dynasty are generally male-biased; As the goal of the book is to record who carries on the family name, female are not well tracked. Adoption was one of the most important information they dealt with. Therefore, credibility of the information on adoption is highly reliable.
Heejin Park examined numerous genealogies and selected those of nine clans. He cross-checked different editions, remove extrapolations, and then computerized the data.[footnoteRef:7] The data contains 9,450 married male who were born between 1700 and 1900 (Figure 1).[footnoteRef:8] Basically, the genealogy books record the sons who survive to marry. Sons who died before marriage or daughters were not recorded. [7:  For the detailed description on the nature of the data, see Park and Kim (2010).]  [8:  For more detailed information, see ] 

Using this information, we counted total number of married sons that a married man got in their life. The average number of son was about 1.15 for the two centuries (Figure 2). If we count sons from the first marriage only, the average number of sons converges to 1.0. This fact confirms that Korea was not an exception in terms of pre-modern demography. Figure 3 shows that the share of married man who had no son was around 35- 40% for the two centuries. This is about 10-15%p.higher than what we inferred. [However, this can be explained by the fact that the number of children varies from zero to large number.]


4. Adoption and Its Limit

If more than a third of the whole family worried about the discontinuation problem, it cannot be a trivial issue. Several solutions can be considered. First, he might want to divorce the sterile wife and get a new one. One of “Seven Vices of Wives” that the Confucian Canon suggest is the sterility. If a woman cannot bear a boy and put the whole family under the risk of extermination, she deserves divorce and expulsion. Historical records show some cases that expulsion time to time occurred. However, this was quite rare. As the marriage was the relationship between families, the expulsion can cause a serious conflict between clan groups. [Data also shows that the majority of the second marriage was due to the death of wife not due to the expulsion.] 
Second, he can marry multiple women and get a son. The Canon (경국대전) made at the beginning of Chosun Dynasty proposes that a son of concubine could be a successor.[footnoteRef:9] Studies suggest that concubines’ son succeeded legitimately until the 17th century, but it became actually impossible since then. The law rigorously defines the status of wives, and harshly discriminated children of concubines.[footnoteRef:10] The government even did not give concubines’ sons a chance to take the Civil Servant Exam.  [9:  경국대전 예전, 入後]  [10:  ] 

[Third, son-in-law might be a possible solution. This was possible until the 17th century, but not any more since then.]
The only remaining solution to the discontinuation problem was to adopt a son. Not every male can be adopted. The Canon says that a cousin can be an adopted son. Previous studies explored the pattern of adoption. For example, Choi (1983) shows that adoption became only for sons, and the boundary of the adoption got wider. 
We measured the share of married men who were adopted. The result was that the share was about 15% on average from 1700 to 1900 (Figure 4). This is consistent with estimates of Mark Peterson who measures Registration records of the adoption.[footnoteRef:11] Soomi Park explored adoption of Yusong Kim clan using census data and found that about 33.8% of the family adopted a son.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Peterson (1996), p.121.]  [12:  Park(2007), p.82.] 

[The most of adoption occurred when the adopted male become an adult. This implies that the adoption was not for rearing but for ceremony.]
One question from this estimate is why only one half of no-son-family adopted a son. If extermination was such a desperate issue, why didn’t large number of families choose not to adopt? Institutional and economic constraints need to be considered. First, customary or institutional constraints reduced available sons. More important was economic constraint. Choi (1983) suggested that parents with many sons would not want their sons to be adopted to a poorer family. Therefore, the direction was mostly towards upward. 
[As the Genealogies do not have information on wealth, it is impossible to directly test it. However, we can still do it using the rank information. Although imperfect, the genealogies record highest ranks that an individual served in their lives.] 


5. Socio-Economic Consequences of Adoption: A Speculation 

Discussion so far suggests that about 15% of Yangban male in a birth cohort were adopted to a different parents. The direction was to a richer family. This implies that adoption was like a lotto, i.e., redistribution of wealth to poorer young men. 
This redistribution should contribute to reduction of inequality within a clan. This not only contributed to stability of the clan relationship but more broadly stability of Chosun Dynasty. The redistribution gave potential rebellious intelligentsia something to lose.


6. Conclusion
[Previous studies have shown Confucian transformation of Korea occurred only around the late 17th and early 18th century. They mainly focused on what was it like and why this drastic change occurred at this point in time. Rather than trying to add a new explanation on the rise of the patrilineal system, we explored a consequence of the ideological and institutional change on the Chosun society.]
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[bookmark: _Ref236557451]Figure 1 Number of Fathers Recorded in the Genealogies, 1700 - 1900
[image: ]
Notes: Nine year moving average was used. The total number of fathers are 9,450.
Source: See the text.




[bookmark: _Ref236242821]Figure 2 Average Number of Sons per Father, 1700-1900
[image: ]
Note: Nine-year moving average is presented. Average number of sons from 1700 to 1860 is 1.12, that from 1861 to 1900 is 1.31, and that from 1700 to 1900 is 1.16.
Source: See the text.



[bookmark: _Ref236242891]Figure 3 Share of Fathers Bearing No Son, 1700 – 1900
[image: ]
Note: Nine-year moving average is presented. Average share from 1700 to 1900 is 36.9%.
Source: See the text



[bookmark: _Ref237199515]Figure 4 Share of Adopted Male per Birth Cohort, 1700 – 1900
[image: ]
Note: Nine-year moving average was used.
Source: See the text.



<Glossary>
과거시험: The Civil Servant Exam
대를 잇다: carry on the family name, succession
대가 끊김: discontinuation
종법체제: Patrilineal Regime, Clan Rule Regime
성리학 혹은 주자학: Sung Confusianism
정실부인: the first wife
제사: ceremony of ancestors
경국대전 The Canon
칠거지악 Seven Vices of Wives”


1

image1.emf
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

1700 1720 1740 1760 1780 1800 1820 1840 1860 1880 1900

Birth Cohort

Number of Fathers


image2.emf
0.0

0.2

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

1.2

1.4

1.6

1.8

1700 1720 1740 1760 1780 1800 1820 1840 1860 1880 1900

Paternal Birth Cohort

Average Number of Son


image3.emf
0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

1700 1720 1740 1760 1780 1800 1820 1840 1860 1880 1900

Paternal Birth Cohort

%


image4.emf
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

20

1700 1720 1740 1760 1780 1800 1820 1840 1860 1880 1900

Birth Cohort

%


