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“Pacifying the Distant” and “Managing the Near™:
The Ming Court’s Handling of the Japanese

Diplomatic Mission in 1547

Liu, Xiaodong"

The coping strategy that the Ming government adopted on Sakugen Shiiryo
mission in 1547 was a significant and complicated result of the “Ningbo
Incident,” involving problems in politics and diplomacy, and in military and
internal affairs. As the Jiajing Emperor and his officials discussed the
management of the Japanese delegation, they were more concerned with
controlling illegal behavior, rather than insisting upon tribute delegations every
ten years. In other words, the Ten-year Tribute Policy was both flexible and
tense, indicating the seriousness with which the Jiajing court regarded its
relations with Japan in the wake of the Ningbo Incident. When Sakugen Shiiryo
and his mission arrived in China, the Ming court faced numerous problems,
including the smuggling trade, rampant Japanese piracy, and fierce internal
factional political struggles. For these reasons, Zhu Wan pursued a strategy of
concentrating on domestic affairs and dealing with foreign matters lightly,
“managing the near-at-hand, while pacifying the distant.” Working hard to
appease Sakugen Shiryo’s delegation, he wused the pretext of military
preparedness and protection of the delegation in deploying forces to wipe out the
Japanese pirates at the port of Shuangyugang. In the Jitian incident, he used a
strategy of combining intimidation and benevolence, enlisting the aid of Japan in
the Ming court’s effort to “rid the Middle Kingdom of its enemies,” which was

the goal of “managing the near-at-hand.” In his clashes with powerful clans in
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Fujian and Zhejiang, the policy of “managing the near-at-hand” and “pacifying
the distant” became intertwined in a complex fashion, as he used each side as a
weapon against the other. After his death, Zhu Wan was accused of being a
murderer, and also a failure in his handling of foreign affairs. Thus it is clear that
the handling of the Sakugen Shiiryd mission by the Ming court was not just a
simple diplomatic matter, but rather a reflection of the broader range of problems

that the Ming court faced at that time.
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