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An Essay on the Military during the Period between the End of Goryeo and
Beginning of Joseon

SUKAWA Hidenori

The Joseon dynasty is known as a kingdom that followed Confucianism as
national policy and emphasized literature. The leader of the new dynasty, Yi Seong-
gye Z& J #, however, was a warrior and many of the people involved in the
foundation of the dynasty were also warriors.

This article first describes Gapsa F -, the royal guards and elite troop directly
led by Yi Seong-gye, in view of the condition of the early Joseon dynasty. They were
horse archers wearing armor and highly specialized soldiers, who would prepare
armor, arms, and horses for themselves and train themselves to improve their
equestrian archery techniques. The heavy-armed cavalry archer troop was also the
key arm in the combat against Mongolia, Jurchen % ¥ , and other enemies. The
military under the command of Yi Seong-gye was armed forces approved as national
army, who were Jurchen Mingghan +/7 , surrendered soldiers, and other groups
subordinated by Yi Seong-gye and given official ranks and posts in exchange for
loyalty to Yi Seong-gye while maintaining Hamgyong Province as its home. All
military leaders at the end of the Goryeo period had such armed forces under their
command and control over the recruitment of soldiers and management of military
register. Such soldiers are called private soldiers. Meanwhile, there certainly were
people who valued military arts and aspired to becoming a warrior.

Towards the end of the Goryeo period, King Gongmin of Goryeo 48T 1t and King
U of Goryeo # £/t continued their chronical battle against Wokou 1% 5% in addition
to the rebellion of Red Turban Traitors 4L M and invasion of the Yuan. Further,
the military tension with the Ming dynasty over the control of the Liaodong
Peninsula prolonged the preservation of standing forces and continuation of
preparedness for war. King U of Goryeo had to use rice field taxes collected from
farmers with various fields to secure provisions and eventually officially approved
officers’ direct requisition for provisions. Private fields were also subject to the
requisition for provisions up to a half of field taxes. Some of the accounts of the
harmful effect of the annexation of private fields at the end of the Goryeo period
were used to replace violent requisition for provisions committed by cavalry or
added with false descriptions of private fields.

The chronic violence committed by warriors exhausted the Goryeo society. The
establishment of the Joseon dynasty by warriors and education provided by civil
servants were the only ways to end the chronic violence.



