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The Establishment of Ryukyuan Embassies: From the
Viewpoint of Historical Relations between the Shogunate,
Satsuma and Rytkya

by

KipO Hironari

This paper discusses the early-modern establishment of the status of
modern Rylkya by clarifying the process of the formation of Ryukyuan
embassies (Ryikyd shisetsu FEIRAEHT), which has not been previously
clarified. The Rytkyli Kingdom (Ko-Ryikyd, meaning old Ryikya), which
had existed as a state (kokka EZ) since the Middle Ages, came to an end
when it was defeated in the Shimazu clan invasion of Keicho 14 (1609) and
the new era of early-modern Rylkyd began. Although early-modern Rytkyt
continued to exist as a state, it had to build new relationships with the Edo
shogunate and the Satsuma domain. Ryukyuan embassies represent these
new relationships well. It has been argued that the word Ryukyuan
embassies refers to two kinds of missions: the Onshashi BLEM#E (sent by the
Ryilikyd kings on the succession of a new shogun) and the Gakeishi 78 BEf#
(sent by the shogunate on the enthronement of the RylkyG king from the
Sho family). Several studies concerning the meaning of these embassies for
the shogunate, the Satsuma domain and the King of Ryiikyi have been
made. Nevertheless, it has not been made clear when and how the Ryukyuan
embassies were established, which is one of the most fundamental issues.

In reconsidering the issue, it became clear that the Ryukyuan people who
arrived in Kyoto in Kanei 11 (1634) who have been regarded as the
beginning of Onshashi in the previous studies were not such a mission, In
fact, at the time of miyogawari (the succession of Tokugawa Iemitsu
following Hidetada) in Kanei 11, this party of Ryukyuan people (originally
sent to the Shimazu clan) was suddenly constituted as an embassy to the
shogunate by the Satsuma domain nominally as a miyogewari embassy.
Therefore, we cannot regard this particular party as the beginning of the
Ryukyuan embassies. In Kanei 11, the Shogun Iemitsu officially confirmed by
letter that Rylkyt was a feudatory vassal state of the Shimazu clan and the
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status of fuyo (dependency) was thus established.

About 10 years later in Kanei 21, an Edo-nobori (a mission to Edo) was
conducted by the Ryukyuans. This mission was dispatched for consecutive
events—the birth of Tokugawa Ietsuna and the enthronement of Shé Ken.
Furthermore, this embassy was led by the Shimazu clan from Kagoshima to
Edo as an embassy to the shogun in Edo from the beginning, not just
suddenly reconstituted for that purpose as the one in Kanei 11 had been.
Moreover, as symbolized by the fact that a letter provided by the King of
Rytkyd was delivered, this embassy was officially sent by the King of
Rytkyd. To sum up, the embassy of Kanei 21 satisfies the following three
conditions: (1) the continuity of events involved, (2) having been led by the
Shimazu clan and (3) having the official approval of the King of Rytkyf.
These facts suggest that Ryukyuan embassies were formally established at
this point.

The exchange of letters with the Roja (members of the shogun's council of
elders) by the Ryukyuan embassy of Kanei 21 confirmed Rytkyu as ikoku (a
foreign country), and it can also be said that the status of early-modern
Rytkyd as fuyo and tkoku had finally become formalized. In other words, the
status of early-modern Ryflikyd, which is well understood today, was
confirmed only after going through the two phases of Kanei 11 and Kanei 21.
The dual status confirmed at this point in time was exceedingly favorable to
the Satsuma domain as it ensured Rylkyl as fuyo of the Shimazu clan and
also an fkoku in the eyes of the shogunate. Therefore, we have to bear in
mind that the Satsuma domain deftly used the two statuses of fuyo and tkoku
for different strategies when they described Ryfikyd to third parties. In
other words, when we consider the establishment of early-modern Ryikyd,
we must see the essence of the matter through the fluidity constituted by
the dual statuses of fuyo and ikoku.
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