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Diplomatic Authority in Medieval Japan

Go, Eun-mi

In the Kamakura period, it is assumed the shogunate held the de facto decision-making
authority over diplomacy, while formal diplomatic authority ostensibly remained in the
hands of the Japanese emperor. On the other hand, in the Muromachi period, there was
a qualitative difference in the way in which foreign relations were established in
comparison to the Kamakura period, given that the shogun, as the head of the military
government, was referred to as the "king of Japan". This change occurred against the
backdrop of the centralization of power in which even some powers held by the emperor
were absorbed by the shogun.

However, this paper contends that, although Japan's diplomatic direction in the
Muromachi period fundamentally succeeded that of the Kamakura era, there were
differences that arose in the process of responding to changes in China's style of foreign
relations. Thus, this paper places emphasis on the fact that the difference between two
periods was caused due to circumstances in the region surrounding Japan, rather than
changes in the internal power structure of Japan.

In the latter era, however, the previous practice of reporting diplomatic issues to the
Japanese imperial court was no longer identified, as the shogun came to the front of
diplomacy and took on roles such as meeting diplomatic envoys from other countries
and conveying official diplomatic responses. This implies that Japan’s diplomatic agenda
was completely handled within the jurisdiction of the shogunate, thus leading to the loss

of the Japanese imperial court’s nominal function of deliberating on diplomatic issues.

Key Words : Kamakura period, Muromachi period, Court, Shogunate, Diplomatic
authority
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