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Role of the Imperial Court in Military Lawsuit and the
Influence of Emperor’'s Wish on the Judgements in
Late Sixteenth Century Japan

SHIBATA Shuhei

This paper discusses the relationship between the imperial court and the Ashikaga
Shogunate from 1568 to 1573 in Japan. During this five-year era, the last Ashikaga shogun,
Yoshiaki (1537-1597), was in power in Kyoto. In Japanese history, it was toward the end of
the Warring States Period (1467-1573).

Recent research into Ashikaga Yoshiaki has marked a rapid progress, denying an old
hypothesis that Yoshiaki was a powerless puppet of Oda Nobunaga (1534-1582), then the
most powerful military leader or samurai lord. Recent research has made it clear that
Yoshiaki and Nobunaga were cooperative with each other, and Yoshiaki maintained
shogunate authority, exercising judicial power. In this context, the relationship between the
imperial court and Ashikaga Shogunate remains to be discussed.

This paper intends to approach this relationship by clarifying the role of the imperial
court played in military lawsuits based on the author’s analysis of actual lawsuits recorded
in Yamashina Tokitsugu's (1507-1579) diary, Tokitsugu Kyoki. It also examines to what
extent the emperor’s wish influenced the judgements.

The role the imperial court played in military lawsuits was to dispatch imperial
messengers and deliver emperor’s documents written by court ladies to the military
authority upon requests of court nobles or Buddhist/Shinto priests who were suitors and to
request that a judgement should be in favor of the suitors. The military authority also took
it for granted that court nobles and priests had to obtain emperor’s documents written by
court ladies from the imperial court prior to the institution of a case. Because these requests
were delivered by court messengers, the requests were in the form of the “emperor’s
wishes.” An analysis of the Tokitsugu Kyoki suggests that the military authority also
started the institution process of a case after the military authority received the requests
from the imperial court. In this sense, emperor’'s documents written by court ladies and
delivered by court messengers contributed to expediting the lawsuits. Yet, the emperor’s
wishes did not restrict the judgements by the military authority. Indeed, there were cases
in which judgements were against the emperor's wishes. In other words, the emperor’s
wishes should be considered effective when the judgements were made.

Keywords: Medieval Japan, Warring States Period of Japan, Shogunate, relationship
between the Shogunate and Imperial Court
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