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Abstract

Paths to Officialdom and Hierarchical Status of Seoncheon Appointees

in Late 18th-Century Joseon

Na, Younghun

This study investigates the career trajectories of military officials appointed
through Seoncheon (EJ#) among Mugwa graduates during King Jeongjo’s reign,
using data on 1,147 appointees from the Sexngjeongwon Ilgi. By categorizing
careers into six stages—junior, intermediate, seniot, naval commander, military
governor, and general—the analysis revealed that most Seoncheon officials stalled
at intermediate ranks, while 41.6% advanced to senior positions. This is a relatively
high promotion rate compared with civil exam graduates. However, only 9.9%
became naval commanders or higher, and only 1.4% became generals, highlighting
naval commanders as a decisive point for advancement.

Comparisons between Seoncheon and non-Seoncheon Mugwa passers showed
significantly higher appointment and promotion rates among Seoncheon officials,
particularly among seniors. In addition, Namhangcheon officials from Seoul
exhibited much higher promotion rates than provincial Chulshinchon officials,
revealing a clear internal hierarchy within Seoncheon. A regional analysis confirmed
that Seoul-origin officials had greater opportunities for advancement. An analysis
of mubos (military genealogies) demonstrated that family background was crucial.
Nambhangcheon appointees included a higher proportion of hereditary military
elites, and most key positions were filled by individuals from these prestigious
lineages. These findings indicate that while martial ability was necessary for initial
selection, family lineage played a decisive role in further promotion within the late

Joseon military bureaucracy.




