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5. Nagoya Fulbright Association Lecture  (June20, 2015)
Kenneth R. Robinson
“ Japanese-K orean Relations before the Imjin War”

Research Fellow, Aichi University Institute of International Affairs

From the early fifteenth century the Choson Korea government organized trade
with Japanese €lites living in western provinces. However, Japanese, especially
Tsushima islanders, took advantage of these regulations and traded through impostor
identities as well as through living men. That is, Japanese in western provinces traded
with the Korean government into the 1590s through contacts who did not live.

In the sixteenth century, three violent incidents directly affected trade between
Tsushima islanders and Choson. These were the Japanese riots in 1510 in the three
Korean ports where Japanese traded, the Japanese pirate attacks in 1544, and Toyotomi
Hideyoshi’s invasion of Choson from 1592 to 1598. However, from the mid-fifteenth
century until the eve of the invasion, people in western Japan, especialy people in
Tsushima, frequently traded in Choson through impostor identities. The strategies for
using fake people varied, but they all aimed at conducting trade annualy with the
Korean government. For a Japanese contact whether living or impostor could not trade
in Choson without trade privileges issued by the Korean government.

The trade careers of numerous Japanese contacts continued into the early
sixteenth century, and even later. This was because some impostor identities had been
trading for so long that they should have already died. For most of the sixteenth century,
thisissue of interaction through impostor identities informed discussions among Korean
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officials and Tsushima. However, these trade relations were not directly related to the
invasion of Choson in the spring of 1592. Stated differently, Hideyoshi does not seem to
have been well informed about the actual relations between elites in western Japan and
the Korean government.

Similarly, the Choson court had become dependent upon people involved in
impostor trade for current information about Japan. Lacking direct communication with
Japanese governments, and lacking the interest or the urgency to send officials beyond
Tsushima to Hakata or Kyoto, Korean kings and their officials could not follow the
politics and warfare in Japan on their own terms. For such reasons, as well as the
audacity of Hideyoshi’s demands even when muted by Tsushima elites, King Sonjo and
his officials were unable to skillfully interpret signals from the Tsushima and Hakata
men representing Hideyoshi. The winter of 1590 was too late for the Choson court to
begin gathering information in Japan beyond Tsushima.
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