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Abstract

Expansion of Demand for and Prevalence of
Smuggling of Martin fur

in the Early Joseon Dynasty

In the Joseon dynasty, marten fur(37f;) was exclusively used for Royal
family as rare fur. That was largely provided for king's use(f#i/l) and also
used as material of official uniform(&fk) for only high officials above the 3rd
rank Dangsanggwan(1-3f % F'H). The central government used marten fur
as tribute(G1E), return gift([nll) and Royal gift( Fl) to maintain a stable
relationship with China and to carry out the function of praise and reward.

Government collected marten fur by imposing a tribute(Ff4) in it. This
marten fur was a tribute whose quantity had to be stably secured as much
as national demand. However, the quantity of marten fur collected in Pyongan
province and Hamgyong province fell far short of national demand, and people
had to pay tributes in fur acquired through smuggling with Jurchen(Z &)
people.

As martin fur clothes were in fashion among women from officials’ family
and noble women around the late 15th century to the 16th century, its
demand started to increase. The reason why the upper class increasingly
wore martin fur clothes was mainly due to the increases in the aesthetic

value of martin fur and the perception thereof as prestige ornamentation, and

the climate of the Little Ice Age of the 16th century. Jurchen people, who



played a role of supplier, could meet the Joseon dynasty’s demand for martin
fur, and also wealthy merchants(& g KE), who led barter trade at that time,
facilitated the expansion of demand for martin fur through active commercial
activities.

The contemporary realities of tributes and expansion of demand facilitated
smuggling(% % %) of martin fur(5457) with Jurchen(% %) people. As a result,
the value of martin fur increased so much that horses, cattle or metallic
material could be bartered for martin fur.

Jurchen gained economic and military benefits through smuggling of martin
fur. In contrast, in Joseon, important resources flowed out, and various evils
and vices occurred, which contributed to Jurchen's growth.

Joseon government implemented reduction and exemption policies about
tributes in martin fur several times to stamp out smuggling it, or released
the decree prohibiting wearing martin fur clothes to prevent the expansion of
its demand. Further, Joseon government took responsive measures by strictly
implementing the decree prohibiting smuggling of martin fur. This repeated
implementation of responsive measures shows that complete prohibition of
smuggling martin fur was not actually implemented.

Smuggling of martin fur resulted from the limitation of tribute system and
the increase in domestic demand for martin fur. Meanwhile, although the
government implemented ‘the policy of encouraging agriculture and suppressing
commerce(BAIAR) and controlled commerce, smuggling of martin fur
triggered promotion of product distribution. Merchants’ commercial activities
show a socioeconomic change that distribution channels for martin fur was
expanding into private trading area at that time. These facts formed the
background of Uniform Land Tax Law (Daedongbeop)(K[ii%), accelerated
commercial development in the late years of the Joseon dynasty, and maybe

laid the groundwork for distribution economy.
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