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From Diplomatic Pacification to Territorial
Expansion: Foreign Policy in the Middle Period of
Northern Song

Cheng-Hua Fang

Department of History, National Taiwan University

Modern historians have paid much attention to the fact that the Song
court reached peaceful agreements with their two primary rival
regimes—the Khitan and the Tangut. They generally argue that the main
factor producing this result was the anti-military inclination of Song civil
officials. This historical explanation coincides with a traditional concept
that the Song dynasty was a monarchy that fostered the civil side of
government over the military. After Emperor Shenzong inherited the
throne in 1067, however, the situation significantly changed. Adopting
aggressive policies, Shenzong launched a series of expeditions to the
western and southern frontiers. Although the death of Shenzong
temporarily stopped military actions, Emperor Zhezong renewed war
against the Tangut after he effectively controlled the court, and his
successor Emperor Huizong continued this aggressive policy. Military
expeditions inspired huge debates in the court, and became an important
factor influencing political developments. This article focuses on the
factors causing the Song leaders to adopt aggressive policies through
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analyzing the writings of literati. Although living in relatively peaceful
conditions, some literati in the early Renzong period were alarmed over the
potential crisis in the frontiers. Later, the Tangut war (1038-1044) further
caused civil elites to engage in military learning and army command. To
solve the military threat, certain leading bureaucrats, such as Fan
Zhongyan and Han Qi, sought to recapture the previous territories of the
Han and Tang dynasties, which later justified the expansion policy. In the
Renzong and Yingzong periods, some officials continued to submit
proposals to conquer the Tangut and Vietnam, but these failed to be
approved by the court. The ascent of Emperor Shenzong in 1067 eventually
provided the support which bellicose officials needed, and started a series
of military actions. Thus, the interest of civil officials in military expansion
was a crucial factor producing the change of foreign policy in the late
Northern Song

Keywords: territorial expansion, Song Shenzong, bellicosity, foreign
policy, Fan Zhongyan, Han Qi



