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[Abstract]
Aristocratic and Military Rule in Medieval Japan

UWAYOKOTE Masataka
Kogakkan University

The view that the move away from rule by the nobility (aristocratic or civilian rule) to military
rule (i.e. a feudal system ruled by the warrior class) in the latter half of the 12th century marked
Japan’s transition from antiquity to the middle ages is today prevalent, even outside Japan. Indeed,
this view has been held in Japan since before the modern era, and was further reinforced in the
20th century through connection with theories of European feudalism. After WWIL, in connection
with socio-economic research on the manorial system and other historical aspects of the period,
theories regarding provincial lords came to the fore which ascribed the formation of a feudal
society to emergence of the warrior class, or provincial lords (provincial landowners), over aristocratic
control. The idea may be expressed a bit differently, but in terms of recognition of the facts, there
is no difference with the pre-war view. Accordingly, the historical view of this period has been

characterized by the growth of the warrior class and the establishment of the Kamakura bdakufi.

However, serious doubts about this view have cropped up as regards (1) the growth of the warrior
class and (2) theories of the medieval state. About this two points, I will take a look at here.
After that, I will examine (3) the nature of the Japanese middle ages at the background of these
arguments, and finally (4) cloister government (insei), through which the nobility continued to

rule, even in the age of military rule.

(1) The Growth of the Warrior Class

The common view today equates warriors and provincial lords, on the basis of the belief that the
provincial lords, which dealt with the management of provincial lands, either owning the property
as manorial lords-in-residence or having control over state-owned lands as government functionaries,
were the origin of the warrior class. This is known as the (a) 7yoshusei-ron, or, roughly, the lords
theory or theory of provincial origins. In contrast to this is a view which doubts the facile equa-
tion of warriors, whose origins are military, with the provincial lords, believing that the warriors
appeared in the capital as members of aristocracy, whose skills in the military arts allowed them
to serve the emperor (court). This view is known as the (b) shokuno-ron, or, roughly, the skills

theory or theory of courtly origins.

It cannot categorically be said of these two opposing theories that the latter has gained the upper
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hand. While the success of the theory of courtly origins in explaining certain problems with the
theory of provincial origins, it too is not free of problems. The basic standpoint of the theory of
provincial origins is to determine exactly what stratum of antique society, the estate stewards (a
typical example of the medieval lord) came from. The theory of courtly origins, on the other
hand, looks at how the warrior class arose from the earlier 7itsuryo or aristocratic systems. It is
natural that approaching the emergence of the warrior class by looking at antiquity or by looking
at the middle ages would result in a certain amount of disparity. The theory of courtly origins is
more effective when examining the origins of warriors in the upper classes, but is lacking when
looking at the hierarchy within the warrior class. The theory of courtly origins must turn its attention
away from the capital and look at the provincial aspects of the warriors, including how the warriors

became provincial lords.

(2) The Medieval State

Traditional historiography of this period emphasizes the opposition of the aristocracy and the warrior
class, ascribing the establishment of a feudal system in Japan to the emergence of the feudal
provincial lords over the aristocratic control of antiquity. However, according to (a) theories of the
division of power (kenmon-taisei-ron), the medieval state is divided into the nobility (charges
political power), the warrior class (charges military power and law enforcement), and the power
of temples (charges religion), which, rather than acting in opposition to each other, actually
cooperate, dividing authority among themselves and working in a complementary fashion to con-
trol the people and thereby creating the necessary stability for the state to exist. There are several
positions which emphasize the decentralized nature of authority in the medieval Japanese state in
contrast to the central model proposed by adherents of the theory outlined above, the main being
is (b) the theory of the eastern state (Togokukokka-ron), which views the Kamakura bakufu as not
merely the military wing of a centralized power, but rather as a state—a separate country —

which would make the Kamakura Era Japan not one country.

It is true that an examination of the Kamakura bakufu does reveal it to be more than simply one
division of power, with a state-like nature. At the same time, it nonetheless submitted itself to the
court and was recognized by the court as the protector of the country, viz. the authority to exercise
military power and law enforcement over Japanese nation. Again, it is not a question of one or

the other—independent state or not—as the problem requires a more comprehensive approach.

(3) Medieval Japan
The emergence of theories of the courtly origins of the warrior class and the division of power
which critique the traditional theories of the provincial origins of the warrior class is the result of

an increasingly accurate knowledge of ancient and medieval Japan. Theories on the formation of
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feudal societies developed along European models have become more and more difficult to defend
as empirical research develops and the resultant disparity with European models becomes more
obvious. In Germanic society there was no existing power for the new feudal system to oppose,
while in Japan there was, namely the extremely powerful 7itsuryo system, which not only did not
die out but metamorphosed into a system of aristocratic control and continued to wield a great
deal of power. Even if a new warrior class emerged, it had to deal constantly with the existing
authority and vie with it for predominance. It is for this reason that we see a particularly Japanese
phenomenon in the coexistence of aristocratic manorial lords (the owner of the manor) and warrior
lords (the administrative managers and estate stewards). Still, decentralized aspects were also present,
which is why theories on the provincial origins of the warrior class and of the Kamakura bakufu

as an independent state cannot be dismissed out of hand.

(4) Cloister Government

Cloister government was started in 1086 by Emperor Shirakawa after he abdicated the throne and
abolished in 1321 by Emperor Go-Daigo. Its functional existence as a form of rule lasted two
and a half centuries, yet it has not received the attention it merits. Cloister government is rule by
the regent (chiten-no-kimi). The regent is not only an abdicated emperor, but the head of the ruling
house (imperial household) and the lineal ascendant of the emperor. The coexistence of the
emperor, who was the formal head of government, and the regent, who was the actual holder of
power, allowed the ruling house to remain stable while engaging in—political strives. The court
did not lose its status as the ruler of the state even after the emergence of the Heike clan and
the establishment of the Kamakura bakufu —indeed, the bakufu owed its continued existence in
part to the courts acknowledgement of its existence and granting of power. During almost the
entirety of the Kamakura Period, the court was ruled through cloister government. Traditionally,
however, there has been a tendency to ignore or dismiss the imperial court (noble rule), turning
the history of Japan during the Kamakura Period into a history of the Kamakura bakufu, which -
was in essence nothing more than one part of a larger power structure, if not a provincial power
unto itself. It is therefore necessary to reassert the history of the Kamakura Period, restoring the

court, which was the seat of rule, to its central position.
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