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Abstract

The Method and Operation of Sugeumchugo in the Late Joseon
Period
Lee, Kangwook

Chugo originally meant “to investigate” or “to interrogate.” During King
Jungjong’s reign, this became a form of punishment for government officials.
According to the Grand Code for State Administration and Supplementary Grand
Code, athree methods were employed for investigating criminals: balhamchugo,
jinraechugo, and sugeumchugo. Sugeumchugo involved investigating criminals
or suspects while they were in custody, and it was managed by Jiksu amun,
which were judiciary institutions with the power to directly imprison criminals,
and Uigeumbu, the Bureau of Crime.

According to the the Grand Code for State Administration, the judiciary
institutions that held authority to imprison criminals included the Board of
War, Board of Punishments, Hanseong City Administration, Department of the
Censorate, Royal Secretariat, Slave Agency, Office of Royal Genealogy, provincial
governor, and local magistrate. Other institutions needed to send an official
document to the Board of Punishments for imprisonment. Jiksu amun imprisoned
criminals or suspects in the Department of Prisons, which was under the
jurisdiction of the Board of Punishments. Other institutions needed to send
an official document to the Board of Punishments before imprisoning criminals
in the Department of Prisons. The interrogation of criminals imprisoned in
the Department of Prisons or Bureau of Crime was conducted with or without
the use of torture, and the criminals’ statements were received orally rather
than in writing.

The Bureau of Crime was responsible for imprisoning and interrogating
government officials, eunuchs, monks, and elite women. The method of
incarceration was divided into nachu and geumchu. Nachu referred to the Bureau
of Crime in incarcerating and interrogating criminals. After interrogation,
treatment of the criminals were treatedfollowed followingthis order: uicheo,
joyul, and gamcheo. In historical documents, nachu, namun, nacheo, and naguk

were recorded as punishments of different levels. They were all forms of



sugeumchugo practiced by the Bureau of Crime, but they differed in the process
of passing judgement after the interrogation was completed. In the case of
nachu, judgement was passed after obtaining permission from the king. For
nacheo or namun, judgement could not be requested immediately after the
completion of the interrogation. The state tribunal conducted interrogations
forof rebels or traitors who disturbed the nation's order. For matters that were
serious but one level lower, interrogation was overseen by the Bureau of Crime
as naguk.

Geumchu was the lowest level of punishment among sugeumchugo, but a
stronger form of punishment than balhamchugo. In the case of geumchu,
judgement was passed immediately after the interrogation without the need
for the king's permission; however, in the case of nachu, judgement had to
be passed after obtaining the king's approval. Additionally, while the heads
of the Bureau of Crime were not required to participate in the judgement
process for nachu, their presence was necessary for geumchu.

Geumchu was abolished during the reign of King Seonjo, but it was later
reintroduced during the reign of King Hyojong. The reason for thisiits revival
was that balhamchugo had lost its disciplinary function. Geumchu had the
advantage of no delay in its implementation, because the Bureau of Crime
would immediately carry it out upon receiving orders from the king. When
the Bureau of Crime received the king's order for it, the person concerned
was incarcerated and interrogated in the Bureau of Crime. If a high-ranking
government official associated with the Office of Special Counselors or the
Royal Library was involved, they would not be imprisoned but would be called
upon to make a statement and then sent to the Daemyoungso to await the
king's command. If an individual did not comply with the rules or was located
in a remote area, the Bureau of Crime would dispatch officials to capture
and imprison them. The usual outcome of geumchu was light or heavy flogging,
although this was often replaced by a fine. This suggests that the goal of geumchu

was not to impose actual punishment but rather to discipline officials.



