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The Entanglement of War and Political Factions
in the Northern Song:

The Chronicle of the Yongle Campaign

Fang Cheng-hua*

Abstract

Traditionally, Chinese historians consider the Yongle “[<%% campaign of 1082
to have been a heavy defeat for the Song armies with far-reaching consequences.
After suffering a huge number of losses, the Emperor Shenzong i decided to
abandon the offensive in Xixia ["IE/, resulting in the grief-stricken emperor’s
subsequent illness and death. However, examining surviving descriptions of
the Yongle campaign in records kept by Song officials reveals considerable
differences. This article begins by exploring the background and course of the
campaign, verifies the authenticity of traditional accounts, and argues that the
writings of certain senior government officials have deeply influenced later
generations’ impressions of this campaign. These officials, opposed to Shenzong’s
border expansion policy, intentionally exaggerated the Song armies’ losses in the
Yongle campaign and their after-affects. This was not merely intended to oppose
those officials advocating war, but more importantly to emphasize the fact that it
was due to this defeat that Shenzong abandoned his policy of offensives against

the Tangut, thus giving currency to the policy of a return to peace talks. More

* Fang Cheng-hua is an associate professor in the Department of History at National Taiwan

University.
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succinctly, political bias influenced how the Yongle campaign was recorded.
Due to the popularity of anti-bellicose opinion, Song army losses tend to be
emphasized and military gains downplayed in the war chronicles of the Northern

Song, an example of which is the record of the Yongle campaign.

Keywords: Yonglecheng “<%45, Song Shenzong A3, Xu Xi (%, Zhang
Shunmin 3<%, factionalism



