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Prologue 
 
In the late sixteenth century, East Asia was plunged into turmoil as Ja-

pan’s Hideyoshi regime invaded Korea in 1592. It was a massive invasion 
involving more than 150,000 Japanese forces. Scholars have suggested 
that Japan’s invasion was part of its plan to conquer Ming China, but this 
issue is still subject to discussion.1 The invasion soon developed into an 
international conflict of unprecedented scale in premodern East Asia, em-
broiling Korea, Japan, and China and finally ending, seven years later, in 
the eleventh month of 1598. In Korea, this conflict is commonly known 
as the Imjin War, and, for the sake of simplicity, I follow this convention. 
The Imjin War is so called because it broke out in the year of Imjin (the 
twenty-ninth year of the sexagenary cycle in the Chinese calendar system), 
1592. 

The aftermath of the Imjin War brought about regime collapse and had 
a long-term impact upon the region’s history. For Korea, Japan’s invasion 
was devastating, causing anguish throughout the nation. It took Korea 
many years to recover its prewar vigor and stability. For Japan, the war 
                                                 
** This work was partially supported by the Academy of Korean Studies of the Re-

public of Korea in the year of 2013. 
** Professor, Department of Asian Studies, The University of British Columbia 



54           Works in English on the Imjin War and the Challenge of Research 

resulted in the collapse of the Toyotomi regime, which had just succeeded 
in unifying the nation’s warring states. As for China, its military aid to 
Korea further worsened its military strength and fiscal condition and con-
tributed to its eventual demise. 

Despite the passing of more than four centuries, this international con-
flict still grips the popular imagination of East Asian peoples. In Korea 
and Japan, the Imjin War has inspired dozens of documentaries, movies, 
and TV dramas, and two museums are devoted solely to this historical 
event -- the Chinju National Museum in Korea and the Nagoyajō Prefec-
tural Museum in Japan. Not surprisingly, this war has also been a popular 
topic of academic research. To date, hundreds of books and thousands of 
journal articles and book chapters have been dedicated to this event. The 
sheer number of publications might indicate that there is no compelling 
need for further research on this subject. However, it should be noted that 
Western scholarship has just begun to show some interest in the Imjin 
War; very few English-language works have been published on this topic. 

The many extant works in the Korean, Japanese, and Chinese languages 
reveal a whole range of problems. First of all, many of them feature a 
military narration of one kind or another based on a select set of war-
related events. In my view, there is no single work that offers a compre-
hensive, international thesis articulated within a coherent theoretical 
framework. In their narratives, Korean scholars, who pay a great deal of 
attention to “righteous armies” (ŭibyŏng) or  Admiral Yi Sunsin, often 
either slip into soul-searching in an attempt to offset Korea’s failure of 
national defence or overemphasize certain bright spots at the cost of ob-
scuring the nature of the war itself. For their part, Japanese scholars tend 
to be defensive about Japan’s invasion and to be very selective about the 
data upon which they focus, thus providing a thin, not to say skewed, in-
terpretation and analysis. Compared to Korean and Japanese scholars, 
Chinese scholars, who are very few in number, tend to emphasize Ming 
China’s military aid to Chosŏn Korea and its dominant diplomatic role 
with Japan. 

Second, these works suffer, to one degree or another, from a lack of 
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cross-border analysis. In other words, they fail to take into consideration 
the institutions of all three countries and to show how they conditioned 
the ways in which each country conducted the war. This problem stems 
from the authors’ lack of knowledge about, or linguistic ability to exam-
ine, the other countries, and it results in their inability to offer an adequate 
comparative analysis. There are very few Japanese scholars who are flu-
ent in Korean, and most Korean scholars are not able to explore original 
late sixteenth-century Japanese documents sufficiently to incorporate 
them into their works. Japanese scholars are very lackadaisical in their 
examination of Korea’s inner institutions and structures in relation to the 
Imjin War and often repeat the same stereotypical interpretations that 
have somehow gained currency. As we see later, none of the books that 
have been published outside Korea and Japan fulfills even a minimum 
standard when it comes to the task of dealing with primary and secondary 
sources available in Korean, Japanese, and Chinese. 

Third, many extant works tend to be elitist, by which I mean that their 
discussion tends to leave out ordinary people, whether Korean, Japanese, 
or Chinese. Current scholarship rarely examines ordinary people from a 
comparative perspective, analyzing how they survived, participated in, 
and saw themselves within wartime society; rather, it spotlights war he-
roes, individual battles, high-level politics, and diplomacy. The result of 
this is that, by and large, war victims remain unheard. To be sure, war 
atrocities, such as those represented by the “Mound of Ears,” have been a 
focus of some publications and conferences, but they, too, tend to be 
treated as separate, detached episodes of Japanese cruelty rather than ex-
plored within the overall context of the Imjin War. 

 
 

Major English-Language Works on the Imjin War 
 
The following is a list of major English-language books, articles, and 

PhD dissertations on the Imjin War. Compared to the works published in 
Korean, Japanese, and/or Chinese, the overall number of works in English 
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is minuscule. 
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Comments on Two Monographs on the Imjin War 
 
In an attempt to gauge the quality of Western scholarship on the Imjin 

War, I review the most representative research to date -- Samuel Haw-
ley’s The Imjin War: Japan’s Sixteenth-Century Invasion of Korea and 
Attempt to Conquer China and Kenneth Swope’s A Dragon’s Head and a 
Serpent’s Tail: Ming China and the First Great East Asian War, 1592-
1598. Of all the English-language works, these two are the most compre-
hensive and, therefore, deserve special attention. 

 
Samuel Hawley. The Imjin War: Japan’s Sixteenth-Century Invasion of 

Korea and Attempt to Conquer China. 
 
In this book, which has over six hundred pages, Hawley attempts to of-

fer a comprehensive analysis of the Imjin War, and he certainly makes a 
welcome contribution to the field. By 2005, a few scholars had produced 
English narratives of the war, either highlighting particular episodes or 
offering a bigger picture, but none of them surpasses Hawley’s book in 
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terms of coverage and analysis. 
The main body of Hawley’s book, whose chapters are entitled “Imjin,” 

“Stalemate,” and “The Second Invasion,” offers many vivid and entertain-
ing descriptions of key events, presenting them as though they are occur-
ring before the reader’s very eyes. Without much difficulty, the reader is 
able to familiarize her/himself with a range of important incidents that 
unfolded as the war dragged on from its initial confrontations, through the 
long process of truce negotiations, to its final phase. One area that is con-
spicuous by its absence, however, is Korean society and politics during 
the four-year stalemate from the summer of 1593 to the spring of 1597. 
During this period, Chosŏn Korea not only experienced a respite from the 
fighting but also gained time to engage in a military build-up. But Haw-
ley’s book does not offer any meaningful discussion of wartime Korean 
society during this lacuna. Thus, it is not clear why Chosŏn Korea re-
mained helpless when Japan resumed its carnage after this four-year res-
pite. Still, Hawley’s book does succeed in helping us to understand the 
progress of the war and to get an inkling of the vagaries of the geopolitics 
that unfolded in a mixture of warfare and diplomacy. 

In spite of its comprehensive, detailed narration, Hawley’s book suffers 
from a fundamental problem: it relies too heavily upon a group of sec-
ondary English and Korean sources. The Imjin War is not based on prima-
ry sources. In the first sentence of his Acknowledgments, Hawley states: 
“I would like to thank Kim Kyong-mee for the many hours she spent with 
me, twice a week over the course of two years, translating the various 
Korean-language sources on the Imjin War that were used in the prepara-
tion of this book.”2 His bibliography also reveals that the range of materi-
als he consulted is not only limited but also heavily skewed towards 
works in English or English translation. Readers might wonder if the au-
thor fully examined the forty-two volumes of the Sŏnjo sillok (The Veri-
table Records of King Sŏnjo) and the four volumes of the Sŏnjo sujŏng 
sillok (The Revised Veritable Records of King Sŏnjo) as he implies in his 
bibliography.3  

For example, as far as primary sources produced in Chosŏn Korea are 
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concerned, in addition to the Sŏnjo sillok and Sŏnjo sujŏng sillok, there is 
a wide range of other basic materials. One of these is the Imjin Waeran 
saryo ch’ongsŏ -- a select ten-volume edition of primary sources that was 
compiled and published by the Chinju National Museum in 2002. Hawley 
examines none of the materials included in this edition. Similarly, he fails 
to explore any of the documents issued by Toyotomi Hideyoshi -- a group 
of documents that is considered indispensable to the study of the Imjin 
War. As Miki Seiichirō shows in his catalogue of the Hideyoshi docu-
ments, more than two thousand pieces are related to the war and contain 
detailed information on how Hideyoshi conducted it.4 Clearly, Hawley’s 
work is far from being original research. 

Moreover, one might wonder to what extent Hawley’s book reflects 
Korean, Japanese, and Chinese scholarship. Does his research surpass 
these works in quality? His bibliography does not include any secondary 
work written in Japanese or Chinese, and his coverage of secondary 
works in Korean is also very limited. Hawley’s lack of fluency in Chinese, 
Korean, and Japanese not only renders his perspective local and frag-
mented but also precludes his ability to offer an analysis that might trans-
cend the level of conventional scholarship. One simply cannot expect new 
research or insightful analysis from an author who relies on secondary 
materials chosen for their availability in his or her language of choice. 

 
Kenneth M. Swope. A Dragon’s Head and a Serpent’s Tail: Ming Chi-

na and the First Great East Asian War, 1592-1598. 
 
In this book, Swope offers a broad portrayal of the Imjin War, includ-

ing background information on what led up to the outbreak of what he 
refers to as the First Great East Asian War and its aftermath. From early 
on, Swope details how, in the late sixteenth century, the Ming dynasty 
tried to secure and protect its borders against hostile forces. Swope makes 
it clear that, by the time it encountered the Japanese aggressors in 1592, 
the Ming military had grown strong. 

Against the backdrop of the rise of the Ming military, Swope depicts 
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how the Japanese invasion unfolded in the Korean peninsula. With regard 
to the arrival of Japanese forces in Pusan (Busan), he cites an eyewitness 
account: “The sun’s rays dimmed, the air filled with death, waves touched 
the sky, black clouds covered the water as they approached. Countless 
thousands of Japanese ships covered the ocean, their three-tiered masts 
wrapped with blue awnings, the beat of drums and battle cries shaking the 
waves as they came.”5 The problem with this quote is that it is an excerpt 
from The Record of the Black Dragon Year -- an English translation of 
Imjin nok, a novel that features certain events and characters associated 
with the Imjin War and that boasts forty different versions.6 The earliest 
version of Imjin nok appeared four or five decades after the Imjin War 
had ended. 

Swope’s purpose in writing Dragon’s Head is to recount the story of 
the First Great East Asian War as one of the Ming emperor Wanli’s three 
major campaigns (the other two being the campaign against the Mongols 
in Ningxia and that against Yang Yinglong’s rebellion in Southwest Chi-
na). Swope refutes the traditional image of Wanli, which holds that he 
“ha[d] become synonymous with imperial lassitude and avarice, eunuch 
abuses, bureaucratic factionalism and infighting, military reverses, and 
general dynastic decline.”7 Instead, he spotlights Wanli, asserting that the 
effectiveness of the Ming troops in the war in Korea owed much to his 
excellent leadership: “In light of the deplorable state of the Ming military 
by the mid-1550s, its revival from 1570 to 1610 is truly remarkable. Over 
these several decades, in addition to besting a succession of domestic 
challenges, the Ming managed to defeat one of the most impressive mili-
tary forces on the planet, the Japanese. Wanli was pivotal in making both 
policy and strategic decision in these operations.”8 What Swope tries to 
suggest is clear. However, the trouble is that, during the war that spawned 
a dozen massive battles, China’s victory at P’yŏngyang (Pyeongyang) 
was unique: in all other battles, the Chinese forces were either defeated or 
performed miserably. 

In trying to address what he considers unjust images of the Chinese rul-
er, Swope emphasizes Wanli’s generosity and benevolence in salvaging 
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Ming China’s model tributary country, Chosŏn Korea, despite strong op-
position and factional infighting. Swope contends that Wanli responded 
quickly to the Korean king’s appeal for help in May 1592 and immediate-
ly approved the release of 100,000 liang of silver to go towards military 
aid. Swope maintains that Wanli’s dedication to China’s responsibility to 
its tributary never wavered, and he quotes the emperor as follows: “The 
imperial court will not let losses get in the way and we won’t rest until the 
bandits are extirpated and our vassal state is at peace.”9 

After contextualizing the Ming dynasty’s aid to Korea that actually 
came in the twelfth month of 1592, Swope provides details of the move-
ments of troops and supplies with regard to a number of battles. He exam-
ines Japanese documents far less frequently than he does Chinese or Ko-
rean ones, and here again we encounter problems. In describing how the 
Japanese prepared themselves for the upcoming aggression, Swope intro-
duces readers to a dazzling list of statistics (pp. 67-68); however, the reli-
ability of the sources upon which he relies for this list (which includes 
John A. Lynn, ed., Tools of War: Instruments, Ideas, and Institutions of 
Warfare, 1445-1871 [1990]; George Sansom, A History of Japan, 1334-
1615 [1994]; and Clarence Norwood Weems, ed., Hulbert’s History of 
Korea [1962]) is suspect.   

Swope’s account is detailed and lively, but when it comes to certain 
critical issues, he is ambiguous or, worse, contradictory. For one thing, 
regarding why Hideyoshi invaded Korea, Swope enumerates a long list of 
suggestions made by various scholars in the field and discredits each in 
one way or another. He complains that “modern scholars have tended to 
emphasize economic and domestic political factors, downplaying 
Hideyoshi’s desire for glory,”10 and he seems to embrace the suggestion 
that “the invasion was … a means by which [Hideyoshi] could keep pres-
sure on the daimyo, removing the dangerous ones to a safe distance and 
allowing for the strengthening of his own authority at home.”11 Here, 
Swope simply does not realize that the daimyo whom Hideyoshi sent to 
Korea were those he trusted most. After bouncing back and forth regard-
ing Hideyohi’s motive for invading Korea, Swope concludes: “The desire 
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to gain control of foreign trade and create a new international order to 
supplant the Ming was Hideyoshi’s main motivation.”12 Later in the war, 
trade became a key issue in the peace talks between China and Japan. 
Here, Swope suggests that trade, which was tied up with the East Asian 
regional order, constituted an essential component of the Chinese tribute 
system. However, he fails to explain why the Ming dynasty was so re-
sistant to the idea of trade with Japan, even though the latter begged for 
tribute trade. 

Beyond the dubious statistical data, Swope offers little information on 
what was going on in Japan during the Imjin War. Were there no signifi-
cant events in Japan at this time? How did its invasion of Korea affect 
politics and society in Japan? According to Swope: “Where Chinese and 
Korean records stress obtaining proper intelligence and coordinating op-
erations, Japanese records tend to highlight personal valor and feats of 
daring.”13 In his view, this is “an interesting distinction,” with Japanese 
records “focus[ing] more on the exploits of individual commanders and 
their men.”14 Such a characterization is understandable given that Swope 
neglects to examine even one of Hideyoshi’s documents in its original 
form. It would be a scandal of suicidal proportions for a Japanese histori-
an to conduct research in such a manner. 

All battles took place on Korean soil. Korea was the country in which 
life-and-death conflicts played themselves out. Among hundreds of pri-
mary sources on the various aspects of the Imjin War, the most compre-
hensive and detailed is the Sŏnjo sillok. It is not too much to say that a 
proper study of the war cannot be conducted without a thorough examina-
tion of the Sŏnjo sillok. Indeed, it is more essential than any other material, 
including the Ming shilu and the Hideyoshi documents. The challenge is 
that the Sŏnjo sillok is vast, comprising more than ten thousand entries. In 
my view, one would need at least five to seven years to adequately assess 
this material. Except for quoting a few entries compiled by Li Guangtao 
in his Chaoxian “Renchen Wohuo” shiliao, there is no indication that 
Swope has consulted the Sŏnjo sillok. Instead, he consistently relies upon 
James Murdock’s outdated A History of Japan (published in 1925).  
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Generally, both Hawley’s The Imjin War and Swope’s A Dragon’s 
Head provide an indication of the overall flow of the Imjin War. However, 
with regard to details, in both books far too many descriptions are inaccu-
rate, far too many sources are unreliable, and there is far too much guess-
work. Almost every page of each book contains factual errors or infor-
mation that has not been sufficiently verified and cross-checked. 

If we are to understand the multilayered nature of the Imjin War, it is 
essential to analyze it not only within each country’s domestic context but 
also within the geopolitical context of their cross-border relations with 
each other. Neither book vigorously pursues a contextual analysis. And 
when such an analysis is attempted, it is rendered useless because it is not 
based on reliable empirical data. Presenting such an inferior analysis only 
succeeds in misguiding readers and spawning a chain of misunderstand-
ings. In order to illustrate these problems, I take up some key issues per-
taining to truce negotiations in the Imjin War and review how these are 
treated by Hawley and Swope, respectively. 

 
 

Issues of Diplomacy Examined in the Two Books 
 
Whether dealing with China or Japan, Hawley and Swope only view 

their diplomatic strategies against military options. In discussing the 
peace talks, one might want to ask the following basic questions: Why did 
the Ming dynasty opt for diplomacy as a means of overcoming a war in 
what it considered a vassal country? How did Ming China project its po-
litical vision onto the geopolitics of the region? What did Japan try to 
achieve through a diplomatic solution? How did Hideyoshi perceive Chi-
na’s efforts to invest him with the title of “King of Japan”? 

What drove China and Japan to attempt a diplomatic solution to the 
Imjin War? More than anything else, it was food. When we discuss food, 
we are discussing all government actions and systems related to procuring 
and delivering military provisions to combatants. Feeding soldiers was a 
fundamental task, and it had to be accomplished before any other military 
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action could be contemplated as, without it, no military action was possi-
ble. Throughout the war, China, Japan, and Korea all found themselves 
engaged in a constant struggle to procure and to deliver food. They all 
found this internal battle to procure enough food much harder to fight 
than the external battle with the enemy. 

Chinese forces, once they had crossed the Yalu (Amnok) River, had to 
give up on their plan to secure grain from Korea and, instead, rely upon 
grain that was supplied from their own country. The problem was that the 
Koreans were unable to supply the Chinese because their major mode of 
transport was on foot over muddy and rugged trails. Again and again, the 
Korean court was haunted by the failure of its people to deliver grain to 
the Chinese in a timely manner. For their part, the Chinese used Korea’s 
failure to deliver grain as an excuse to disengage from combat and to opt 
for diplomacy.15 

Once diplomacy emerged as an option, it quickly occupied the central 
stage of this international conflict. Japan’s invasion of Korea is often re-
ferred to as a seven-year war, but more than half of this period consisted 
of a stalemate in which there were no serious military skirmishes. During 
this period, which lasted from mid-1593 to early 1597, Japan and China 
were engaged in diplomatic efforts to achieve a negotiated solution, de-
spite Korea’s vigorous and sustained opposition. Interestingly, the Korean 
court was excluded from this diplomatic process, even though its purpose 
was to end a war that was taking place on Korean soil. Ming China as-
serted suzerainty over Korea, while Japan, for its part, gradually came to 
regard China as the country with which it should negotiate a settlement to 
its invasion of Korea. 

After having had two major armed clashes -- one at P’yŏngyang and the 
other at Pyŏkchegwan (Byeongchegwan) -- China and Japan quickly 
moved towards diplomacy, an option born out of their observation that 
Korea simply did not have any capacity for military defence. Over time, 
China became convinced that it did not have to sacrifice too much for its 
vassal country, given that the battlefronts were gradually being formed 
along the southern coastal areas of the Korean peninsula. For its part, Ja-
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pan saw its initial successes quickly evaporate and wanted a way both to 
save face and to extricate itself from a situation that was increasingly 
threatening the stability of its domestic political order. 

Thus, China and Japan had many reasons to negotiate; however, be-
cause of their different perceptions of geopolitics, particularly regarding 
what constituted “tribute” and “investiture,” they were unable to com-
promise. When Ming China’s minister of war, Shi Xing, brought the op-
tion of truce negotiations to the fore, the Ming court became embroiled in 
heated debates regarding its pros and cons. A group consisting of grand 
secretaries, the minister of war, the Liaodong military commissioner, and 
field generals clashed with a group consisting of supervising secretaries, 
censors, and young bureaucrats who relentlessly opposed the strategy of 
diplomacy.16 

The arguments and counter-arguments that Ming officials put to the 
Wanli emperor transformed the war in Korea into a vehicle for factional 
infighting at the Ming court. Despite the ongoing, very confrontational, 
debates, all participants shared the belief that China should command a 
Sinocentric regional order. Traditionally, the standard formula for this 
involved non-Chinese countries offering a tribute to the Chinese emperor 
and the latter investing the leader of the former with kingship. But, from 
early on in the negotiations, the Ming government decided not to allow 
Japan to bring tribute to China. This was mainly because it feared that this 
might lead to full-blown trade with Japan. As far as Ming China was con-
cerned, Japan remained a powerful commercial country and a trading re-
lationship with it could well result in an array of problems related to 
coastal defence and social order. 

According to the agreement between Shen Weijing and Konishi 
Yukinaga, in the fifth month of 1593, Song Yingchang, the Chinese 
commissioner of war, dispatched envoys (Xie Yongzi and Xu Iguan) to 
Japan. With regard to this, Hawley states: “[Li Rusong] simply pulled two 
officers from his staff, Xu Yihuan and Xie Yonsu, dressed them up in the 
robes of high officials, and sent them back to Seoul with Shen.”17 Haw-
ley’s inaccuracy extends not only to how the Chinese envoys were set up 
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but also to their names. Before dispatching these envoys, Song tried to 
dissuade Korea from insisting that China launch a military strike against 
Japan. In doing so he made three points: (1) Japan had already asked for 
forgiveness after the defeat at P’yŏngyang, and, given this, it would not 
be appropriate to attack it; (2) the Ming troops stationed in Korea were 
depleted and exhausted, and reinforcements from China were not viable; 
and (3) even though the Japanese were Korea’s sworn enemies, to China 
they were simply outer barbarians pleading for surrender.18 King Sŏnjo 
was particularly angry about China’s intention to invest Hideyoshi as the 
king of Japan.19 With regard to the envoys dispatched to Japan, Song 
Yingchang hoped this would result in having Hideyoshi surrender to the 
Ming emperor, accept China’s offer of the kingship of Japan, and thus 
bring an end to the Imjin War. 

The Chinese envoys, who led an entourage of about one hundred at-
tendants, arrived in Nagoya, and Hideyoshi treated them well. Negotia-
tions for terms of “peace” between the Chinese envoys and their Japanese 
counterparts followed. But the discussion did not proceed well, and the 
envoys eventually had to leave Japan without success. Right after they 
departed from Nagoya for Pusan, Hideyoshi handed down what is com-
monly known as the “seven conditions for truce” to his key officials, in-
cluding Konishi Yukinaga. These were straightforward and included: (1) 
A daughter of the Great Ming emperor will be greeted and made Japan’s 
consort; (2) both official and commercial ships will come and go between 
the two countries; and (3) four provinces and the capital city of Chosŏn 
will be returned to the king of Chosŏn (i.e., the four southern provinces of 
Korea will be annexed to Japan).20 

The first condition deserves particular attention. At the time, the Japa-
nese emperor (Goyōzei), who was married and had a consort, had not 
indicated that he wanted to have a woman from the Chinese imperial fam-
ily as a consort. As far as Hideyoshi was concerned, what the first condi-
tion meant was this: China was to send him a daughter of the Chinese 
emperor as a hostage, and, once she arrived in Japan, she would in all 
likelihood be made a concubine of the Japanese emperor. The point is that 
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Hideyoshi did not show any interest whatsoever in having the Ming em-
peror invest him as the king of Japan. So, did Hideyoshi seek to have the 
Ming emperor invest him as king? Or did he ask for China’s forgiveness, 
as Song Yingchang implied? 

Before the Chinese envoys crossed over to Nagaya, Hideyoshi had re-
ceived a report from his field generals in Korea: “After the previous battle 
and attack on the fortress, the chief Chinese commander has delivered 
words of apology or wabigoto … Today on the seventeenth day [of the 
fourth month], two envoys from China who would cross to Japan have 
arrived [in Hansŏng (Hanseong), the Korean capital] in order to deliver an 
apology [to Japan].”21 Regarding the report on the Chinese “apologies” 
that was delivered to Nagoya, according to Ishida Masazumi, who for-
warded it to his overlord, “the Taikō-sama [Hideyoshi] was very 
pleased.”22 At this time, despite the fact that all Japanese troops had been 
evacuated to the south of the Korean peninsula, Hideyoshi decided to 
presume that China was offering to surrender to Japan and that its emis-
saries were on their way to Nagoya with the appropriate apologies. In 
theory, it makes sense that Hideyoshi, as the self-proclaimed victor of the 
war and according to the martial conventions that he had practiced all his 
life, would demand that China send an imperial hostage as evidence of its 
surrender and that Korea, where the “victorious” war had been executed, 
cede territory. 

Upon arriving in Nagoya, the Chinese envoys conducted a series of ne-
gotiations with their Japanese counterparts. However, their peace talks, 
which were premised on Japan’s surrender and subjugation to Chinese 
sovereignty, had nowhere to go. It is highly probable that the Chinese 
envoys came to learn what was in Hideyoshi’s mind, but they were not 
officially informed of it during their stay in Nagoya. Hideyoshi did not 
deliver his seven conditions for peace to his officials until the Chinese 
envoys had left Japan. Nevertheless, according to Hawley: “The two Chi-
nese envoys found these seven demands appallingly presumptuous … 
Konishi and his colleagues did their best to soothe the irate envoys, point-
ing out that these seven conditions were not a list of intractable demands, 
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but rather terms to be discussed and negotiated upon.”23 
At that time, Konishi, who was not with the Chinese envoys in Nagoya, 

had already returned to Korea and joined the attack on Chinju (Jinju). So 
how and where did he “soothe the irate envoys”? And Hawley goes on: 
“Naito carried with him Hideyoshi’s list of seven demands for delivery to 
Beijing. This task had been entrusted to him by Konishi Yukinaga in part 
because he was a trusted member of the latter’s household.”24 This is 
sheer fantasy. It is highly probable that, upon returning to Liaodong, the 
Chinese envoys reported what they had learned in Japan to Song 
Yingchang (and Shi Xing), who, for a long time, kept Hideyoshi’s seven 
conditions to themselves. Yet, according to Hawley: “Hideyoshi’s seven 
demands, meanwhile, were heatedly debated on both sides. The Ming 
envoys, together with every Chinese general and official who learned of 
the paper, insisted that it be altered before being presented in Beijing.”25 
Again, this is fiction. 

As to examining how Hideyoshi’s seven conditions came into being, 
Swope is no better than Hawley, stating: “In the wake of the Japanese 
evacuation of Seoul, Shen Weijing initially met with Li Rusong, empha-
sizing Shi Xing’s desire for peace. Shen left a representative with Konishi 
Yukinaga and returned to Beijing to discuss the terms of a possible peace 
agreement with Shi. When Shen returned to Korea, he held several con-
ferences with Konishi and Katō Kiyomasa to discuss the terms under 
which a peace agreement could be reached. According to Konishi, the 
Japanese had seven conditions for peace.” 26  Swope suggests that 
Hideyoshi’s seven conditions had been passed on to Konishi even before 
the Chinese envoys visited Japan and met with Hideyoshi’s negotiators, 
yet another fiction. 

Hideyoshi’s seven conditions were leaked to the Chinese court in the 
second month of 1594 by Kim Su, a Korean envoy whom King Sŏnjo 
succeeded in dispatching to Beijing.27 Neither Hawley nor Swope offers 
any information on this. In any case, throughout the Imjin War, Chosŏn 
Korea was solely focused on bringing a massive number of Chinese 
troops to Korea and having them fight the Japanese invaders. The Chinese 
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commanders, who wanted to end the war as expeditiously as possible and 
at minimum cost, tried to block the Korean king’s envoys from delivering 
to Beijing information on the war situation or a plea for military action. 

The information that Kim Su was able to deliver to Beijing soon ignit-
ed heated debates at the Ming court with regard to what strategy it should 
pursue in its diplomatic relations with Japan. The problem was that, due 
to mounting internal problems that made it harder and harder to muster 
fresh troops and to deliver military provisions to battlefields in Korea, 
Ming China’s only practical option was to pursue peace with Japan. The 
negotiations between Shen Weijing and Konishi Yukinaga took place in a 
minefield strewn with mutual maneuvering, threats, and deceit. By the 
end of 1594, despite the odds, and clinging to the belief that universal 
Chinese sovereignty was supreme and inviolable, the Ming court decided 
to send an imperial envoy of investiture to Japan. For his part, Hideyoshi, 
too, faced increasing problems stemming, in the final analysis, from his 
ignorance, inexperience, miscalculations, misperceptions regarding con-
ducting a war on foreign soil, and, above all, the birth of his son, Hideyori. 
The birth of Hideyori eventually led Hideyoshi to remove his previously 
appointed successor (his nephew Hidetsugu). Hideyoshi, who was under 
enormous stress, was anxious to find a way out of the conflict in Korea. 

In the fifth month of 1595, Hideyoshi revised his seven conditions for 
truce, reducing them to three. As his first condition, Hideyoshi demanded 
that Korea send a prince to Japan to be held hostage. In return for this, 
Hideyoshi said that he would allow the Korean prince to control the four 
southern provinces of Korea. As his second condition, Hideyoshi an-
nounced that, once the Korean prince was on the way, he would order his 
generals in Korea to demolish ten of their fifteen fortresses. His final con-
dition concerned the resumption of trade between Japan and China. 
Hideyoshi dropped the demand for an imperial hostage from China, but 
he still refused to show any interest in having the Ming emperor invest 
him with kingship. Such an investiture did not, and could not, have any 
meaning for Hideyoshi’s  governance of, and position of power in, Japan. 
Neither Hawley nor Swope discusses Hideyoshi’s situation. All we get is 



70           Works in English on the Imjin War and the Challenge of Research 

Hawley’s brief, uncontextualized statement that, in an attempt to urge the 
Chinese envoys to expedite their journey to Pusan, “Konishi … clos[ed] 
two more camps, at Kimhae (Gimhae) and Tongnae (Dongnae), drawing 
the troops stationed there into the garrison at Pusan.”28 It should be noted 
that Konishi had the authority neither to close camps nor to move troops 
from one place to another. 

However, by the summer of 1596, Hideyoshi finally allowed the Chi-
nese investiture envoy to cross the sea to Osaka. Hideyoshi, who was 
struggling to end the war, was caught in a dilemma and was growing des-
perate. The services and sacrifices performed by his daimyo remained 
uncompensated, and he was still not certain how he was going to ensure 
that his young son would inherit his power. For its part, Ming China, 
which was still trying to persuade Japan to withdraw all its troops from 
Korea, had to compromise its position. Both Hawley and Swope bypass 
these issues and jump into what happened early in the ninth month at 
Osaka Castle. 

On the second day (the third day in the Chinese calendar) of the ninth 
month of 1596, a ceremony that featured the Chinese envoy’s bestowal of 
the Ming emperor’s rescript of investiture, a golden seal, and a wardrobe 
for Hideyoshi was completed without incident. Kuwano Eiji suggests that 
there is no evidence that Hideyoshi understood the terms of investiture (as 
the Ming court assumed that he would) but that he decided to allow the 
Chinese envoys to conduct a ceremony of investiture at his castle.29 With 
regard to how Hideyoshi reacted to this ceremony, all reliable primary 
sources indicate that he followed a set of procedures and offered his re-
spect to the Ming emperor.30 In this ceremony, about forty Japanese gen-
erals also received various titles from the Ming emperor. 

With this, was the Imjin War finally over? Hideyoshi continued to de-
mand concessions from Korea, but China countered by insisting that all 
Japanese troops be withdrawn from Korea -- an action that would effec-
tively bring the war to an end. Outraged, Hideyoshi declared that he 
would resume aggression. In order to end the war, Hideyoshi needed 
something that would justify the services and sacrifices of the Japanese, 
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and this something should come from Korea, where all military action 
had taken place. As far as Hideyoshi was concerned, a piece of “investi-
ture” paper and a wardrobe delivered by China did not mean much -- ex-
cept perhaps that Ming China was now abandoning the business of war in 
Korea. 

With regard to the ceremony of investiture held at Osaka Castle, Haw-
ley says that, when the Wanli emperor’s rescript was read: “In a towering 
rage, he tore off his Chinese robes and threw his crown to the floor … 
Hideyoshi’s initial reaction was by all accounts so extreme that for a mo-
ment the very lives of the Chinese and Korean envoys were in danger.”31 
This is a story that was fabricated way after the fact. Undeterred, Hawley 
goes on to say that, when the Ming envoys were waiting in Nagoya for 
the kind of weather that would allow them to cross back to Pusan: 
“Hideyoshi … came to accept that there was little to be gained by sending 
the envoys away in such a brusque manner and resuming his quarrel with 
China. A messenger was therefore sent after the retreating delegation 
bearing presents and a note from Hideyoshi stating that he had no argu-
ment with Beijing. While he regarded the offer of investiture as an insult, 
the document read, ‘I intend to put up with it.’”32 Again, this simply did 
not happen. 

Swope offers a similar account of what occurred when Wanli’s rescript 
of investiture was delivered: “Finally, Hideyoshi retreated to the moun-
tains and asked the monk Saishō Shotai to read the letter of investiture 
from Wanli. Konishi Yukinaga secretly told the monk the true contents of 
the letter and begged him to alter it to avoid Hideyoshi’s fury. Saishō re-
fused to entertain Konishi’s request, and he translated the letter accurately, 
ending with the fateful words, ‘We hereby invest you king of Japan.’ 
Hideyoshi was livid when he heard the letter and its demeaning language. 
He is alleged to have exclaimed: ‘Why would I want to be king of Japan? 
Yukinaga said the Ming emperor was going to make me ruler of the Ming. 
I want to mobilize troops immediately.’”33 Truly entertaining, but, unfor-
tunately, not true. 

In the end, Swope concludes: “In hindsight, it is astonishing that 
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Hideyoshi could really have been unaware of what was transpiring, and if 
so, this was truly one of the great diplomatic blunders of history.”34 After 
turning the truce negotiations between Ming China and Japan into an an-
ecdote depicting monumental stupidity, Swope attributes this -- “one of 
the great diplomatic blunders of history” -- to the chief negotiators of both 
countries: “The attempt to conceal the truth of Ming terms from 
Hideyoshi by Konishi and Shen was ill conceived and poorly executed.”35 
Also not true. 

The two books authored by Hawley and Swope, respectively, contain 
countless factual errors, fictionalized accounts, and outright fabrications, 
all stemming from the quality of the sources upon which they relied. Al-
most every page of these two books contains some form of mis-
information. The authors fail to rely upon firm empirical data on the Imjin 
War. Having failed in this most basic and fundamental task, their analyses 
could not help but be fatally flawed. It is as though they decided to cri-
tique Shakespeare’s Richard III (which is believed to have been written in 
1592), without actually reading it, by choosing, instead, to rely on second-
hand comments, anecdotes, and gossip, to which they cavalierly add their 
own guesswork.  

 
 

Epilogue 
 
Research on the Imjin War (or on anything else, for that matter) re-

quires, first and foremost, access to solid empirical data. Without this, any 
analysis will be flawed. It is, of course, up to the author to what extent she 
or he chooses to detail empirical data, but in all cases, these data should 
be winnowed, verified, and cross-referenced through the use of reliable 
primary sources. 

A lot of the data used by Hawley and Swope was collected from sec-
ondary works or dubious “primary” sources -- sources that were written 
long after the war and that were tailored for various purposes.36 The dan-
ger of relying on such sources is twofold. First, either consciously or un-
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consciously, those who pick up “facts” from these materials tend to 
choose them for their fit with their arguments while ignoring or conceal-
ing data that may be more troubling to their theses. Second, faulty data 
and analyses based on such sources tend to gain a foothold in the litera-
ture and to be endlessly recycled. In many cases, bits of so-called “empir-
ical” data were first located in secondary works and then traced back in 
primary sources for the purpose of quotation. 

Unfortunately, research on the Imjin War has been gravely contaminat-
ed by a flood of false data, and this has spawned a myriad of erroneous 
arguments and guesswork, all of which are continuously recycled. Today, 
the biggest challenge for research on the Imjin War concerns how to pro-
tect one’s work from being contaminated by this recycled data. Of course, 
by far the best strategy is to stay away from secondary works and dubious 
primary sources. Once hooked by the siren song of false data, which 
seems to offer an easy way of gaining information, it is not easy to extri-
cate oneself. 

It should be noted that the reliable primary sources for the Imjin War 
were produced and are located in Korea, Japan, and China, and they in-
clude memorials and reports on all kinds of matters forwarded by field 
generals and officials to their superiors and central governments. Korea’s 
King Sŏnjo once lamented that, if the number of Japanese soldiers that, in 
their reports, his generals and officials claimed to have killed were com-
bined, the entire Japanese army would be no more.37 Not only memorials 
and reports from battlefields but also various other documents were sub-
ject to exaggeration, groundless arguments, false claims, and outright 
fabrication. In particular, Japanese documents should be closely checked 
due to the time lag (caused by communication difficulties) between when 
they left the battlefields of Korea and when they arrived at army head-
quarters in Japan. Japanese field generals often exploited this time lag to 
protect themselves. 

Given that primary sources on the Imjin War are plentiful and that they 
come in three different languages (consider Korean idu), the task of 
gleaning empirical data from them requires a great deal of time, energy, 
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and linguistic skill. Among these sources, the most essential are the Sŏnjo 
sillok (Korea), the Hideyoshi documents (Japan), and the Shenzhong shilu 
(China). Without a thorough examination of these basic sources, research 
on the Imjin War cannot be anything but partial and amateurish. 

Once one has established a firm empirical base, one can proceed to ana-
lyze the Imjin War from various angles. Scholars in the field have already 
produced a large number of books, articles, and multimedia works, mostly 
in Korean, Japanese, and Chinese. Familiarizing oneself with these 
achievements is also crucial. In order to provide an in-depth contextual 
analysis of the war, it is also important to fully grasp the dynamics of 
politics, economics, and culture in Chosŏn Korea, Japan, and Ming China. 
And, in order to adequately assess the geography, battle sites, fortresses, 
transport routes, and local towns and villages that, in one manner or an-
other, have preserved the legacies of the war, it is necessary to conduct 
fieldwork. Failing to do this will result in unacceptable errors or wild 
guesses (both of which are frequently encountered in Hawley’s and 
Swope’s respective books). Once, and only once, one has conducted all 
these basic tasks will it be time to turn one’s attention to writing a coher-
ent analysis of the Imjin War. 
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<Abstract> 

 
 

Works in English on the Imjin War  

and the Challenge of Research 

 
 

Nam-lin Hur 
 
 

The Imjin War has been a popular topic of research in Korea, Japan and China. 
To date, hundreds of books and thousands of journal articles and book chapters 
have been written on this international conflict. In contrast, the overall number of 
works in English remains miniscule. In this article, Hur introduces a list of major 
English-language books and articles on the Imjin War and proceeds to offer criti-
cal comments on the most representative works to date -- Samuel Hawley’s The 
Imjin War: Japan’s Sixteenth-Century Invasion of Korea and Attempt to Conquer 
China and Kenneth Swope’s A Dragon’s Head and a Serpent’s Tail: Ming China 
and the First Great East Asian War, 1592-1598. In order to further illustrate a 
range of limits and problems found in these two books, Hur takes up some key 
issues pertaining to truce negotiations in the Imjin War and reviews how these are 
treated by Hawley and Swope, respectively. Hur points out that the two books 
contain countless factual errors and a flood of false data, all stemming from the 
quality of the sources upon which they relied. As a result, their analyses are fatally 
flawed or skewed. Given that primary sources on the Imjin War are plentiful and 
that they come in different languages, Hur suggests that it would be a challenge to 
establish a firm base of empirical data, but that, without accomplishing this fun-
damental task, it would be impossible to produce a high-quality analysis of the 
Imjin War. 

 
Key words: monograph, limits and problems, truce negotiation, primary source, 
cross-referencing 
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<국문초록> 

 
 

임진왜란에 관한 영어권 저작물의 수준과 

향후 연구의 과제 
 
 

허남린 (University of British Columbia 교수) 
 
 
임진왜란은 한국, 일본, 중국에서 인기가 있는 연구주제이다. 지금까지 임진왜란

에 관해 수 백권의 저서와 수 천편의 논문이 출판되었다. 이에 비해, 영어권의 저술

은 아주 미미한 수준에 머무르고 있다. 본 논문에서는 먼저 영어로 저술된 임진왜란

에 관한 대표적인 출판물을 간단히 소개한 후, 이 중에서 가장 심도 있는 연구저서로 
평가되는 Samuel Hawley의 저서인 The Imjin War: Japan’s Sixteenth-Century 
Invasion of Korea and Attempt to Conquer China와 Kenneth Swope의 저서인 A 
Dragon’s Head and a Serpent’s Tail: Ming China and the First Great East Asian 
War, 1592-1598에 대해 전체적인 비평을 가한다. 나아가, 이 두 저서의 한계와 문제

점을 보다 선명히 하기 위해, 두 저서의 저자인 Samuel Hawley와  Kenneth Swope
가 각자 임진왜란 시기의 강화교섭에 대해 어떠한 분석을 가하고 있는지 몇 가지 중
요한 이슈들을 중심으로 검토한다. 검토의 결과 발견되는 것은 이 두 저서에는 임진

왜란에 대한 기술에 있어 셀 수 없을 정도로 많은 실증되지 않는 사실, 왜곡되거나 
후에 만들어진 소설 같은 이야기가 많이 포함되어 있다. 이러한 엉터리 같은 사실의 
기술은 모두 그들이 의존하고 있는 자료의 빈약한 품질에 기인한다. 그 결과, Samu-
el Hawley와 Kenneth Swope의 임진왜란에 대한 분석은 심각할 정도로 틀리거나 
왜곡되어 있다. 임진왜란에 대한 사료는 아주 풍부하며, 나라에 따라 다른 언어들로 
채록되어 있기 때문에 이들을 전부 읽고 분석하여 확고한 기초 데이타를 구축하는 
작업은 쉽지 않은 과제이다. 그러나 이러한 가장 근본적인 과제를 달성하지 않고 임
진왜란에 대한 수준 높은 분석을 기대한다는 것은 불가능하다. 

 
주제어:  연구저서, 한계와 문제점, 강화교섭, 1차 사료, 교차검증 
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