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Abstract

A Sociohistorical Study on the Jeju Migrants
in the 15th~17th Centuries

Yeong-Kwon Lee
Department of Sociology
Graduate School

Jeju National University

This study delves into the history of Jeju folks who left Jeju island and
wandered around on a boat especially during the 15th to 17th century in the
Joseon Dynasty. The author was wondering why they left the island, how
they led a life at sea and what their lives mean to us today. To investigate
their lives, the author employs the three-level history structure by Fernand
Braudel, who belongs to the Annales School.

The earlier studies have focused on barren soil, natural disaster,
arm-twisting tribute collection from the government, exploitation by local
governors and landowners and so on as the background of their leaving the
island. These factors, however, are not confined to the 15th to 17th century.
These adversities occurred throughout the pre-modern Jeju society. Yet their
leaving of the island on a large scale was concentrated around the 15th to
17th century alone. Considering this, the above factors alone can’t explain the
large scale exodus of Jeju folks’ drifting away in the 15th to 17th century.

This is why the author raises the afore-mentioned questions and tries to
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solve them.

In Chapter II, the study focuses mainly on the background of Jeju folks’
leaving the island. When the Ming Dynasty occupied the central position after
the decline of Yuan, Ming demanded Jeju horses from the Koryo government.
This is when the economy of breeding and free trading horses in Jeju began
to suffer greatly. After the foundation of the Joseon Dynasty, the central
government began to control the horse economy severely. Especially from the
Great King Sejong period on, the economy in Jeju began to lose vitality
because of the strict control over the free trade of horses. This is the very
reason Jeju folks left Jeju island in a boat to make a living.

The two factors for their leaving the island are examined, the natural
environment aspect and the social structure one. In the natural environment
background, barren soil and frequent natural disaster constitute the main
factors for the occurrence of wandering folks. In the social structure
background, factors included the collapsed Jeju economy because of the
excessive collection and the strict control over the horse trade, and the study
is centered on the latter.

The trade shut-off forced Jeju folks to go to sea and rebuild their lives
since the main economy of Jeju in the Middle Ages was not farming but
marine trade. In Arnold Toynbee's view, Jeju folks battled back against the
challenge of the economic base collapse caused by the horse free trade ban,
by leaving the island and wandering around. Despite the collapsed economic
base from the horse trade ban, they had wide experiences in doing business
on a boat. That's why the battling back took the shape of leaving the island
and wandering around the ocean on a boat.

In Chapter III, the study focuses mainly on the occurrence of Jeju migrants.
The author investigates the names of Jeju folks. There are two names:
Doomooak and Pojak. The two names don’t originate from Chinese

characters. Similar sounding Chinese characters are added by keeping the
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meanings to the native folk names. Of course, the meaning of Doomooak is
different from that of Pojak. In this study, the two names, however, mean the
same thing: two Jeju folks who leave the island and wander around.

The times when Jeju migrants originated and disappeared are
investigated. The earlier studies contend the wandering Jeju folk phenomenon
occurred during the King Seongjong era. This study suggests a different
view. This study proves that Jeju migrants first started during the King
Sejong era and they became a big social issue during the King Seongjong.
The earlier studies and this study have the same view on the time when
Jeju wandering folks disappeared. The strict ban on leaving the island in the
7th year of King Injo (1629) may serve as the main cause for their
disappearance.

The study investigates who constituted Jeju migrants. The early Jeju
migrants came from all over the Jeju island since horse economy-related
folks did so. As time went on, Jeju migrants came mainly from the lower
classes.

Jeju migrants advanced a vast range of areas far off the Jeju island. The
areas range from all the coastal areas of the Korean peninsula to the remote
Herang island below the Liaotung Peninsula. Of course, the Southern coast
areas of the Korean peninsula were the main destination for them. Though
not confirmed in records, it is estimated that they advanced even to the
Japanese Islands.

The number of Jeju migrants rose to at least ten thousand, which is the
number of public servants leaving the island. They made a living by
collecting and trading sea products or sometimes by looting.

In Chapter IV, Jeju migrants’ relations with similar groups such as Chinese
and Japanese marine raiders are examined. The government supected Jeju
migrants of being marine raiders since they sometimes committed looting.

The raiders were well organized and experts in looting, but Jeju migrants
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were simple looters as an accidental and temporary group. Of course, some of
the folks could have become the raiders and made a living.

As some Japanese scholars maintain, Jeju migrants were different from
Japanese marine raiders. The then Joseon government distinguished this two
groups clearly. The two groups, however, shared a similar living environment,
so they kept a considerable trading relationship. Cooperating and conflicting
relations alternated with each other between them. Especially during the
Japanese marine raiders’ furious activity period in the late 16th century, there
1s a high probability that Jeju migrants worked together with Chinese and
Japanese marine raiders. Though historical records don’'t refer to their
cooperative relations, the same shared marine living might have led to this.

In Chapter V, Jeju migrants’ living during the Japanese Invasion of Korea
is covered. The folks drew attention from the naval forces because of their
knowledge of the sea routes and skillful management of a boat. Upon the
occurrence of the Japanese Invasion of Korea, their skillfulness was
completely exercised. Records on their excellent activities were well revealed
in the Admiral Yi Soonshin’s War Diary. The percentage of the deaths and
the wounded of Jeju migrants exceeded over 10% in several battles, which
shows their brilliant exploits well.

On the other hand, some of Jeju migrants were incorporated into Japanese
marine raiders. When the Joseon government officials plundered from innocent
folks atrociously, some of Jeju migrants became members of the Japanese
marine raiders. What mattered to them was not modern national
consciousness but survival itself. Their boats named Pojakseon, used for
collecting marine products, were mobilized for battle. Pojakseon was a small
but fast boat, so they served an assistant role to the large-scale battle ships,
named Panokseon.

In Chapter VI, Jeju migrants’ lives are pieced together and their

characteristics are identified. The author tries to find the implication of their
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identified natures, namely, what they mean for the study on the then history
and the current history. The historical characteristics of Jeju migrants are
identified as marine, trade economic, looting, mercenary, international and
marginal. These features raise questions about overcoming mono—national
perceptions of  history, attending to marine history, overcoming
agriculture-centered medieval history, etc.. The nationalistic view alone can’t

see marginal, marine and non-agricultural medieval history.

key words: the 15th to 17th century, Jeju migrants, wandering by leaving the
island, the three-level structure of history frame by Fernand Braudel, control
over horse-trade, Doomooak, Pojak, Herangdo, migrants, southern coast,
marine raiders, Japanese marine raiders, marine characteristics, trading
economic characteristics, looting characteristics, mercenary characteristics,

international characteristics, marginal characteristics.
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