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Forgetting the repeated grace of your lord and father is a lapse in loyalty 
and filial piety
—Imagawa Precepts (early fifteenth century)

By the fourteenth century, the house (ie) had emerged throughout Japan as the 
fundamental unit of kinship among warrior elites; in its mature form it would 
endure, without major structural evolution, until the abolition of the warrior class 
in the late nineteenth century. Rather than surveying the entire arc of the warrior 
house’s existence, I focus here on the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, when the 
survival of individual houses was threatened most acutely by ongoing country-
wide strife and when daily concern with violence inspired a raft of documents on 
the values that might hold members together. Over nearly 150 years, in law codes 
and collections of moral precepts but also in private missives and political nego-
tiations, warriors again and again reflect upon family relations, both in idealized 
abstractions and the contingent cases of their own houses.

In the following pages, I explore these documents and the ways they frame a 
preoccupation with what I call the contours of familial obligation. I expose, in 
particular, how a native vocabulary of service is overlaid with a Chinese vocabu-
lary of loyalty and filial piety, the demands of which served to bind increasingly 
distant and potentially estranged relatives as well as increasingly long serving non-
kin affiliates (housemen). Crucial to this integration, I argue, is the dominance 
of the language of loyalty (theoretically directed at nonkin) over the language of 
piety (directed at kin) and the recurrent fusion of kin and nonkin under the rubric 
of loyalty. The blurring of distinctions enhanced the cohesiveness of a group in 
which membership was potentially elective by taking advantage of the essential 
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homology, in the ethical framework borrowed from the continent, between the 
lord-subject and father-son relations.

THE C ORPOR ATE HOUSE’S  AFFILIATES

As an institution, the warrior house was several things at once, but its core func-
tion was managing property rights and the access of members to offices. To a 
one-time observer, a house would look like a stem family composed of three 
generations: a house head and his wife, the couple’s (sometimes adopted) son 
and successor, and the head’s parents. Yet to those within it, invested in the 
perpetuation of ancestral status and wealth, the house was always conceived in 
terms of its history, as a lineage stretching back in time to its founder. Over the 
generations, membership expanded and contracted and grew ambiguous along 
the edges.

A house encompassed both dependent kin and variously affiliated nonkin. 
Noninheriting relatives—primarily the current head’s unmarried daughters and 
nonsucceeding sons, and secondarily his siblings, aunts and uncles, and their off-
spring—sometimes remained part of the house and often played significant roles 
despite their exclusion from the main line of succession. But brothers’ sons were 
cousins; cousins’ sons were second cousins; and so on. How distant must a relative 
become before he was no longer viewed as a member of the house? When needed, 
the proliferation of dependent kin was controlled by allowing noninheriting males 
to found their own separate houses. These were patrimonially independent but 
closely allied to the founders’ natal houses (at least before time loosened the ties of 
kinship). More distant relations often remained, in fact if not in theory, members 
of the house. These included the descendants of nonsucceeding sons of previous 
heads as well as the maternal relatives of current or past heads, many of whom left 
their natal houses and threw in their lot with in-laws.

The marginalization of daughters and nonsucceeding sons marked the house 
as much as the (loose) inclusion of more distant kin, underscoring how the insti-
tution took shape in response to twin warrior concerns: on the one hand, with 
the fragmentation of wealth and prestige over time; on the other hand, with the 
maximization of military resources (and personnel) in times of turmoil. Sons and 
daughters, who in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries had been entitled to a share 
of their parents’ assets, saw their claims sacrificed to the imperative of house sur-
vival, as the development of the role of designated successor (not necessarily the 
firstborn) led to the eclipse of partible inheritance.1 Indeed, the designated son’s 
monopoly on resources completed not only the house’s patriarchal transformation 
but also, in a sense, its reification as an institution. As it emerged by the fourteenth 
century, the house transcended contingent configurations by linking the family 
name with a body of “ancestral” holdings that, handed down from generation to 
generation, signified its identity and continuity.2
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The house had not always been the prevalent model of familial organiza-
tion. Before the appearance of warriors as political actors in the twelfth century, 
extended kinship groups known as uji (sometimes translated as “clans”) had domi-
nated the political scene at the imperial court in Kyoto. Members of uji practiced 
uxorilocal marriage and selected as heads those members who held the highest 
ranks and offices at court, thus relying neither on primogeniture nor on lineal 
succession. Warriors did not, for the most part, start out as members of the tightly 
knit Kyoto aristocracy, nor were they as invested in the shared system of honors 
and rewards that defined it. As their involvement in political struggles grew, they 
did begin to compete for the prestige (and in some cases the authority) conferred 
by courtly titles. But this competition did not take place within the extended kin-
ship group of the clan, as it did for courtiers, or give shape to its succession crises. 
Rather, much like land and followers, ranks and offices became assets to be trans-
mitted lineally, from generation to generation. Because eligibility for public office 
was a resource assigned through the framework of the house, membership became 
the primary determinant of a man’s standing in local society. The house, then, did 
more than structure kinship; in an increasingly fragmented and unsettled society, 
it also organized political life. Indeed, in its fullest definition, the house should be 
understood as functioning as a corporate rather than simply a kinship group.

This corporate group included nonkin as constituent, necessary members. Men 
(and, indirectly, women) who shared neither a surname nor an ancestor with the 
house head or his successor played vital roles in managing a house’s assets and 
fighting its battles. More even than distant relatives, these nonkin affiliates expose 
the porousness of the boundary between the familial and the political. The sub-
ordinate affiliation of these nonkin followers was voluntary, subject to negotia-
tion and renegotiation as circumstances and opportunities dictated. Yet, at their 
most successful, these ties of patronage and service could be long lasting, spanning 
multiple generations. Unlike the ties that bound kin, which weakened inexorably 
over time, the bonds of service between lords (heads of a house) and housemen 
were believed to grow stronger with every new generation. And while such beliefs 
often clashed with realities, long track records of unflagging and distinguished 
support did allow nonkin to rise to positions of leadership within a house. Some 
secured for themselves and their descendants titles such as elder or majordomo 
that gave them an important say in matters of policy and succession. Men like 
Asakura Takakage (1428–81) and Nagao Tamekage (1489?–1543) are now notorious 
for betraying their lords and taking their places, but both began their careers (and 
had the chance to mount their rebellions) because of the influence they wielded 
within the houses they served.

So, what was a houseman? The term is an ambiguous one that translates 
equally ambiguous Japanese terms (such as kashin or kerai), which denote any-
one in the service of a house. And, in practice, housemen refers to a great range 
of subordinates. Some were petty warriors who resided near or with the house 
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they served and enjoyed very little autonomy. Others had greater landed wealth 
and followings of their own and might oscillate, as political and military circum-
stances dictated, between unequal alliances and fully fledged submission. The 
more autonomous among them could and would negotiate the terms of their ser-
vice, though appointment to offices within the house’s administrative apparatus 
was as sure a sign as any that bonds were long lasting and commitment to the 
house was strong.

Still, being or not being part of a house could be a matter of perspective. Turn-
ing neighboring warriors into housemen (Japanese scholars refer to the process 
as vassalization) was a long-term proposition and even the greatest families often 
struggled to forge reliable ties with would-be followers.3 Beginning in the latter 
half of the fourteenth century, those who held offices in the central regime’s pro-
vincial administration, such as military governors, appointed trustworthy fol-
lowers as deputies, using official posts to bolster private alliances. Governors also 
exploited their powers of requisition to commandeer revenues (and, eventually, 
actual plots of land) from local estates, which they then distributed among their 
worthier followers. These acts carried the validation of public authority. At the 
same time, such rewards exposed the authority of the state as contiguous to, and 
barely more awesome than, that of the house. They bought the services of local 
warrior houses but highlighted the negotiable character of allegiance. In the end, 
for many great houses that held official appointments in the provinces, the failure 
to make local warriors into fully fledged housemen—the failure to transform a 
jurisdiction into a house—would spell doom.

In practice, the very distinction between what was state sanctioned and pub-
lic and what was house based and private seems to have been largely rhetori-
cal. The conflation, in the service of the house, of public resources with private 
ends was not occasional or accidental; the ambiguous boundaries between these 
spheres were essential to the house’s function as the center of warrior networks 
of sociability and power. Indeed, as a model for relations based on service, the 
corporate house was so versatile that it operated in much the same fashion at all 
levels of warrior society. Despite differences of scale, houses that controlled entire 
provinces and thousands of warriors negotiated relations with kin and nonkin 
affiliates in ways perfectly intelligible to houses with few holdings and mere doz-
ens of members. However rickety in times of crisis, the pyramidal structure of 
houses, which made the heads of lesser houses into the housemen of more power-
ful houses (the “great names,” or daimyo, of the age), coincided with the country’s 
political hierarchy: the house of the shogun, who rested his authority to rule on a 
mandate from the imperial court, stood at the pinnacle of warrior society as the 
“Buke,” the Warrior House.

The corporate character of the house, then, was at once its critical attribute and 
its critical operational challenge. Given the centrality of the house to warrior soci-
ety, its elastic and composite character, and the ambiguity of resulting relations, 
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it is no surprise that the ie became the object of pervasive rhetorical scrutiny in 
times of civil unrest.

THE CALCULUS OF SERVICE AND REWARD

By the fifteenth century, we find countless missives, composed on the eve of cam-
paigns or in the wake of battles, dotted with references to loyalty and loyal service. 
Most often authored by great lords in times of need, these letters reflected neither 
academic philosophy nor ruminative indulgences; they combine congratulations 
for service rendered with exhortations to future deeds. And they tend, throughout, 
toward formulaic turns of phrase. In 1473, for example, the shogunal deputy Hoso-
kawa Katsumoto urged a local warrior to “serve loyally” in exchange for confirma-
tion of rights to various parcels of land.4 Ashikaga Shigeuji, a relative and rival of 
the shogun, praised two of his partisans, sixteen years apart (in 1451 and 1471), in 
nearly identical language: their loyalty was “[truly] incomparable, the height of 
service.”5 In 1506, Shigeuji’s son and heir lauded a follower’s “unique loyalty.”6 Local 
lords were no less grandiose in their effusions: Utsunomiya Shigetsuna praised a 
follower’s “incomparable loyalty” in 1495, adding that “he rejoiced at [the man’s] 
repeated [demonstrations of] loyalty.”7

Two observations arise from this handful of examples. First, service was the 
fundamental currency of political and military transaction. It governed all acts of 
political affiliation and partisanship. The actions of a houseman fighting on behalf 
of his lord’s house and those of a local warrior answering the muster of a shogunal 
official deserved the same sort of praise because they were not conceptually (or 
morally) distinct. And regardless of actual sentiment, both were carried out for 
reward and then cloaked in the guise of personal fidelity.

Second, these documents are not only formulaic but hyperbolic. Lavish effu-
sions were evidently as expected as familiar turns of phrase and were possibly more 
necessary. The effusions compel us to recognize that the ties binding nonretainers 
to a house, however crucial to advancement, were both theoretically and practi-
cally voluntary.8 The very real possibility that service might not be performed in 
moments of need, or that rewards might not be forthcoming afterward, is implicit 
in the trove of synonyms that developed to describe lords’ and followers’ respec-
tive obligations and to extol their proper fulfillment. Indeed, the rote formulas 
privileged in this sort of document may well have served to reassure parties that 
the terms of the contract would be fulfilled without deviating from stipulations. 
All meaningful action was service, and all service was negotiated.

Yet the mechanics of the transactions were not laid bare. A subordinate’s search 
for the most advantageous deal stood in perpetual tension with a lord’s need for 
reliable supporters. Hence, the marketplace logic of negotiable service had to be 
downplayed in lords’ pronouncements: service was always and emphatically loyal 
service. The most striking assertion of this association is in a letter to a follower 



28        Familial Obligation

written in 1489 by Uesugi Sadamasa: “Loyalty is service.”9 In offering what amounts 
to a definition of loyalty, Sadamasa’s statement alerts us to the way in which such 
an ideal suffuses the rich and ubiquitous vocabulary of service. If, indeed, loyalty 
is service, we must consider service as both a form of social and political affilia-
tion and an expression of morally virtuous conduct. References to service become 
references to loyalty.

The tension between loyalty and contract, willfully suppressed in brief letters of 
congratulation, is evident in more extensive documents where rote but flamboyant 
praise gives way to greater nuance. In Hobby Horse Notes (Chikubashō), a collec-
tion of precepts composed in 1383 by shogunal deputy Shiba Yoshimasa, a criticism 
is leveled at fellow warriors: “As for serving one’s lord, everyone believes he must 
receive favor before offering loyalty and service.”10 Yoshimasa, one of the most 
powerful figures of his day, wrote at a time of relatively strong central authority 
when the balance of power between lords and followers tipped decidedly toward 
the former. Yet even he was forced to recognize how seldom so-called loyalty and 
service were offered without up-front payment. The burden of initiative, he seems 
to tell us, was on would-be recipients of service.

A mid-sixteenth-century author accustomed to decades of civil war and vola-
tile alliances was less critical, if no less explicit, about the negotiated character 
of loyalty and service. In the Recorded Sayings of Asakura Sōteki, a collection of 
reflections on rulership and political strategy, the phrase “serving loyally” recurs 
over and over as if all service must be a matter of loyalty. Yet the contractual nature 
of the ties that bound lords and followers is also explicit: “Since [various petty 
warriors] have been granted [fiefs] so widely, all feel grateful and serve loyally, 
and consequently until now our province has long been ever more prosperous.”11 
Here, Sōteki echoes Yoshimasa in suggesting that rewards for service were, in fact, 
advance payments. Perhaps because Sōteki was not the head of the Asakura house 
but an advisor to its leadership, he is also attentive to the daimyo’s obligations to 
his followers: “In particular, it goes without saying for those who have served for 
a long time, but even for those who have newly joined our side, that after a life 
of loyal service if they have young children, you must act considerately and treat 
them with the greatest care, so that they grow up [and prosper].”12 In this formula-
tion, the moral power of “loyal service” constrains lords and followers alike.

In declaring that “loyalty is service,” Uesugi Sadamasa seems to have been 
intent on giving a practical dimension to a crucial virtue. Yet if loyalty was in 
need of definition, service itself did not seem to require much explanation at all, 
at least if we judge from extant statements. In the Recorded Sayings of Asakura 
Sōteki we find references to simply “being personally in attendance” and “being 
of great use.”13 In other fifteenth- and sixteenth-century texts, warriors write of 
“being in attendance” or of “serving their lord.”14 Somewhat less opaquely, they 
boast of many years of “military service,” using a term (gun’yaku) that equates ser-
vice with an actual levy of sorts.15 To be sure, both in articles of law and in moral 
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injunctions the Japanese expressions are more varied than the English transla-
tions. My monotonous use of the rubric of service may lend to the actions in ques-
tion greater semantic homogeneity (and conceptual consistency) than they had; it 
likely also makes them out to be more abstract than they were conceived. In their 
variety, the original utterances suggest an understanding of service that was not 
driven by a formal and unitary set of rules but, rather, assembled through custom 
out of an array of discrete actions and interactions. Even in normative statements 
like Sadamasa’s, service and loyalty were loose categories of conduct that emerged 
organically and dialectically from the process of warrior society formation.

And here lies the key: what was invoked most urgently was not the ideal (“loy-
alty”) but the actual conduct and duty that embodied it (“loyal service”). And as 
something one did, serving loyally could be quantified and verified and—when 
successful warlords began to regulate their authority in writing—legislated. In 
practice, loyal service meant providing troops when requested. Records of mobi-
lizations from the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, relatively scarce and 
laconic, do not lend themselves to quantitative assessments of the quid pro quo 
that enabled ongoing relationships. We must deduce patterns from the rare refer-
ences to individual negotiations during campaigns (such as one that took place 
in the early 1470s between the Iwamatsu and the Uesugi).16 But by the mid-six-
teenth century, daimyo did begin systematizing their demands, exacting set troop 
mobilizations from subordinates on the basis of the value of the lands granted to 
them.17 Another measure of loyal service, particularly when warriors with little 
leverage answered the summons of provincial authorities, was distinction on the 
battlefield, which authorized claims to rewards. In 1473 Shogun Ashikaga Yoshi-
masa sent nearly identical letters of commendation to various lords fighting in 
his army: “Several among your vassals either perished or suffered wounds; this is 
most splendid. . . . I am most moved by your loyal success.”18 Killing enemies or 
sustaining casualties represented convenient metrics for performance. That both 
inflicting and sustaining damage could be considered as measures of merit points 
yet again to the moral dimension of service. Loyalty measured effort and sacrifice.

The legal codes issued by daimyo, which appear rather suddenly from the 1520s, 
offer no systematic reassessment of the compacts between houses and their affili-
ates, but they do help us gauge the concrete ramifications of the vague invocation 
of “loyal service.”19 Article 10 in the 1553 supplement to the Imagawa house code, 
for instance, is entirely devoted to how the manifestations of the daimyo’s favor 
(the lands bestowed as rewards for meritorious conduct) may be handed down 
to descendants.20 Because service generated rewards that were then bequeathed 
to sons and grandsons, the transferred lands were visible and quantifiable bonds. 
They created expectations of continuing relationships between lineages. In this 
regard, a daimyo’s “favor” tethered his house to his followers’ houses as surely as 
it cast the relationship in unmistakably hierarchical terms. But those terms were 
also conditional. The choice of euphemism matters: implicit in the choice of the 
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word favor (rather than the more explicit land) is the sense that continued tenure 
depended on continued goodwill.

Another sixteenth-century code, issued by the Chōsogabe house in 1596, is 
more explicit in casting service and favor as foundations for bonds expected to 
last generations—relationships between houses rather than individuals. Article 84 
states: “In the matter of succession to a loyal family: When the heir’s service has 
been lacking and a punishment is in order, if his failings have been light the pen-
alty should not attach to the family name; if they have been serious, the penalty 
must attach to the family name.”21 Here, the authority of the lord’s house extends 
not only to individual nonkin affiliates but considers followers’ entire households 
as nested within the lordly house and regulates their succession—that most crucial 
and perilous of processes—in accordance with service rendered. Not individu-
als but families were the performers of loyal service; serious lapses by individual 
members were met with penalties that affected an entire family’s name.

The ostentatious appeals to morality, then, served to ennoble a relationship that 
was contractual; they established a protocol of sorts that made more palatable the 
conditional nature of both service and favor to lords and followers alike. The moral 
nature of the compact, in turn, allowed lords to remind followers, and those fol-
lowers’ descendants, of their ongoing obligations by offering them the opportunity 
to renew the original virtuous commitment. But such reminders signal the effort 
through which lords cultivated other houses’ ongoing affiliation and submission—
an inherently unstable relationship made all the more unstable by the dangers and 
opportunities of civil war. If loyalty could be used to cloak the contractual nature 
of such relationships, further articulation of the concept was necessary to ensure 
their stability.

LOYALT Y AND PIET Y IN THE MAKING OF THE 
VIRTUOUS HOUSE

One crucial way of stabilizing relations between houses and their supporters was 
to recast provisional, negotiated alliances as exchanges of virtue—to obscure, in 
effect, the quasi-egalitarian and contingent dimensions of contractual agreements 
by representing them as moral agreements in accord with unchanging ideals of 
conduct. Daimyo did not have to search far for a useful moral vocabulary. The 
Confucian moral order, with its emphasis on archetypical social relations, each 
governed by appropriate behavior, had been known in Japan for centuries. Most 
apposite among the virtues advocated by Confucianism was loyalty, which was 
not simply the obedience a follower owed to his master (since a good subject 
was expected, for example, to remonstrate with a master who strayed) but an 
ideal of moral conduct that could elevate “loyal service” to a form of exemplary 
human fulfillment (not least because the words for “loyalty” and “loyal service” 
were cognates).
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Would-be moralizers in Japan used the Chinese template in a variety of ways, 
often simultaneously. They drew on the connotations of the continental virtue 
when they claimed, implicitly or explicitly, that loyalty and service were one and 
the same. They also leaned on Chinese textual authority to lend force to their own 
maxims (a practice used as early as the seventh century in Prince Shōtoku’s “Sev-
enteen-Article Constitution”). Thus, for example, each of the injunctions in the 
code of Takeda Nobushige (1525–61) backs up advice with quotes from canoni-
cal or semicanonical continental texts: “Never forget loyal vassals. Three Strategies 
says, ‘If good and evil are treated as the same, skilled vassals will be at a loss.’ ”22 
Only a few decades later, Tokugawa Ieyasu would use a similar combination of 
pragmatic instructions and (sometimes ill-fitting) continental references in his 
1615 code for daimyo, the “Laws Governing the Military Houses” (Buke shohatto).

Yet examples like Nobushige’s, I would submit, illuminate a more crucial valence 
of the borrowing process: references to Confucian loyalty immerse statements 
about a follower’s obligations to a house in a broader discourse about a society’s 
foundational relationships. Invoking one relationship, with the behavior appropri-
ate to it, meant invoking the Confucian system as a whole. Extolling the loyal sub-
ject, for instance, inevitably implied embracing other, “parallel” paragons of virtue, 
such as the pious son. Uesugi Sadamasa (quoted above) uses textual authorities to 
criticize his son and heir for his lack of virtue: “Even if he should read the Analects 
and the Classic of Filial Piety, we would see he has no filial piety and righteous-
ness at all.”23 A mid-sixteenth-century chronicle comments on the conduct of a 
Japanese warlord by quoting the Analects: “In that other country [China] it is said 
that if, in mourning a parent, one does not stray from one’s father’s path for three 
years, then one is filial.”24

Indeed, the influence of continental texts is meaningful less in the direct bor-
rowing of vocabulary or the citing of authorities than in the underscoring of asso-
ciations between different categories of conduct. Stepping beyond filial piety’s 
nominally familial ambit, Sadamasa’s letter invokes the same virtue as a political 
necessity—for a son to become an heir and thus the next head of a house. The slip-
page between virtues of a son and those of a subject was not unique to Japan. In 
China, piety and loyalty had long been understood as essentially homologous: the 
ideal of lord-vassal relations, which called for loyalty to one’s master and benev-
olence toward one’s follower, was viewed as the public extension of the private 
ideal of father-son relations, and vice versa. But it was the father-son relationship, 
demanding piety of the son just as the lord-vassal relationship demanded loyalty 
of the vassal, that was held to be foundational in writing about social relations. 
The Classic of Filial Piety, a quasi-canonical treatise thought to have been compiled 
around the turn of the fourth century bce and widely circulated in Japan, states: 
“[Piety] commences with the service of parents; it proceeds to the service of the 
ruler; it is completed by the establishment of the character.”25 Elaborating further 
on the relationship between piety and other virtues, the text claims: “As they serve 
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their fathers, so they serve their mothers, and love them equally. As they serve 
their fathers, so they serve their rulers, and reverence them equally. Hence love is 
what is chiefly rendered to the mother, and reverence is what is chiefly rendered to 
the ruler, while both of these things are given to the father.”26

In Japan, the homology of loyalty and filial piety figured early on in warrior dis-
course; it was well established by the time it appeared in the famous chapter of the 
fourteenth-century epic The Tale of the Heike, in which the virtuous son of a way-
ward political leader reprimands his father as a loyal subject would. Ubiquitous 
mention of loyalty and filial piety in medieval Japanese texts attests to the wide 
currency of continental ideas. But was the normative character of precepts about 
families analytically alive, malleable, or was it no more than an inert touchstone? 
In other words, were filial piety and loyalty (and other such ideals) drawn upon 
self-consciously and with specific goals in mind, or had they long since become lit-
tle more than a set of ingrained moral reflexes, to be used not as starting points for 
speculation but as reliable support for the reiteration of urgently felt (if not freshly 
interrogated) needs? In China, the concepts of zhong and xiao acquired somewhat 
stable connotations of loyalty and filial piety in the second half of the first millen-
nium bce.27 In Japan, numerous commentaries on the Classic of Filial Piety were 
authored or copied between the late fifteenth and the late sixteenth centuries, yet 
judging from the similarity between statements found in the Classic of Filial Piety 
and in daimyo’s writings, medieval Japanese had not come very far in developing 
the originals’ premises.28 No doubt, cultural and linguistic translation contributed 
to simplification, though it is difficult to avoid the sense that statements such as 
those collected in the Classic of Filial Piety drew whatever power they had from 
their simplicity and seeming self-evidence. Repeated over and over, formulaically, 
they had become axiomatic.

Still, even formulas could be used as more than rhetorical flourishes. If daimyo 
did not create the homology, they nonetheless made aggressive use of it: in the ser-
vice of their houses’ prosperity, they conflated the loyalty demanded of nonkin fol-
lowers and the filial piety expected of offspring. They did so most consequentially 
in the law codes they started issuing in the sixteenth century. These codes typically 
combined laws governing the daimyo’s house and housemen (which drew at least 
in part from the long tradition of writing moral injunctions for heirs and follow-
ers) with laws governing the domain (which derived from the regulations issued in 
previous centuries by centrally appointed military governors).29 Self-consciously 
or not, the moral authority claimed by injunctions was borrowed in the definition 
of mandatory (rather than purely desirable) behaviors and punishable (rather than 
simply reprehensible) offenses. Such borrowing suggests that the link between loy-
alty and filial piety mattered beyond the confines of rhetoric. In their laws, daimyo 
underscored the link in two ways: through the textual proximity of those who 
must be loyal and those who must be filial, and—less often but more significant—
through shared rules for the two groups.
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The legal space shared by kin and nonkin in law after law is striking.30 In a joint 
oath sworn by Shimazu Tomohisa and four others in 1480, “those who have ties” to 
“this honorable house” are listed with “longtime friends” in more than one article: 
“Whether it is someone with ties to this honored house, or someone who has long 
been its friend, turning one’s back on the governor’s directives should come to 
cause disturbances throughout the country.” The oath also invokes “someone in 
the family who is at odds with Takehisa, whether he is a father or a son or a brother 
or a close friend.”31 A similar grouping is found in the Imagawa house code: “One 
must not go so far as to report on the good and bad of a generous lord, of a teacher 
or superior, of a father and mother.”32 In the comprehensive code of laws issued by 
the Takeda house of Kai in 1547, an article addresses together the private oaths of 
“relatives, retainers, and others,” claiming that what keeps kin and nonkin follow-
ers loyal is serving side by side, not oaths.33

Some codes go further, with regulations imposed at once on kin and nonkin. In 
the rules that Kuroda Josui laid down upon taking possession of Bizen province in 
1587, not only are kin and nonkin subject to the same strictures, but the language 
of vassal duty is applied to kin: “Those who turn their backs upon the head of the 
house or upon their parents shall be punished.”34 Although it may be an over-
statement to claim that “turning one’s back” specifically describes those who are 
disloyal (rather than those who are unfilial), there is no doubt that kin, here, are 
equated with nonkin as objects of legislation and penalty. Nor were the Takeda and 
Kuroda rules novel. In an oath recorded by Kikkawa Mototsune and eight other 
local warriors in 1512, the conduct and punishment of kin and nonkin are indis-
tinguishable: “When kin or retainers or others in our warrior band flee, whether 
because they despise their lord or because they have received a punishment, there 
must be no leniency.”35 Examples abound.36

More than the occasional grouping together of kin and nonkin, this confla-
tion suggests that, as categories of membership in the house, the same rules 
applied to relatives and vassals. To be sure, outside the immediate household of 
the daimyo even relatives were often tied to the main house as retainers. Yet this 
association often went so far as to include sons. The link between filial piety and 
loyalty operated even in legal definitions and, indeed, these codes share the pre-
sumption that kin and nonkin were liable to behave (and misbehave) similarly. 
The shogunal deputy Hosokawa Masamoto may have put it most clearly in 1501, 
when he decreed: “In the case of a family without assets/titles, if someone must 
be put to death, as in other matters, do not speak of the distinctions between 
lieutenants, relatives, retainers, followers, even if there are some sorts of grada-
tions; first [the situation] must be relayed [to the authorities] by means of a mes-
senger and a verdict must be issued [on the basis] of the Great Law.”37 Another 
document, a 1526 oath by a far less eminent warrior (one Nakajō Fujisuke), is 
similarly opposed to making distinctions between kin and nonkin before the 
law: “Whether for a lieutenant or a relative, if things come to a judgment, we 
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must not go as far as to back them, but entrust [the matter] to a directive from 
the provincial [governor’s] office.”38

That a “feudal” vocabulary of service and favor-benefice developed indig-
enously means that the overlay of the vocabulary of Chinese virtue was not only 
unnecessary but also a leap. It was made, with intention, to reconfigure the trans-
actional nature of relations as moral. No doubt, the Chinese-Confucian template 
did not exhaust ways of expressing the idea of loyal service; the late sixteenth and 
early seventeenth centuries were a time of almost unprecedented searching for 
new, more advantageous articulations of the fundamental exchange at the heart 
of the ties that bound daimyo (and then hegemons) to their followers. The sim-
ple availability of Confucian morality, then, does not alone explain its centrality 
to discourse on “the family” in Japan. Although Confucian ideas provide a full 
range of familial relations, the authors of many of our texts did not feel the need 
to systematically address each of them. Rather, these hoary continental ideals of 
lord-vassal and father-son relations were harped upon over and over because—
together—they did an excellent job of capturing the structure of the ie and its most 
vital preoccupations. The parallel between loyalty and filial piety serves well in a 
context in which relations with kin and nonkin could advantageously be treated 
as homologous.

Making the house head into both a father and a lord, the daimyo codes regular-
ized the conduct of inheriting and noninheriting offspring by subjecting them to 
laws. They also elevated the investment of nonkin by intimating (truthfully or not) 
that they would be held in the same emotional regard as kin. At the same time, 
daimyo took advantage of the widespread familiarity and systematic character of 
Confucian moral norms to suggest that the ideals of conduct for offspring and 
affiliates could be applied to both more or less interchangeably. The resonances 
between filialness and loyalty amplified the normative power of each. In many 
respects, an undifferentiated house membership is an objective running through 
the entire body of daimyo legislation. If achieved, though, it could create as many 
practical problems for a house as it resolved.

THE B OUNDARIES WITHIN AND BET WEEN HOUSES

My survey of texts that intimate, if not continuity, at least contiguity between a 
house’s blood-kin core and its variously affiliated followers, raises two interrelated 
considerations. The first is that the categories of kin and nonkin are broad sim-
plifications. There are sons and parents, but also relatives and those “of the same 
name”; there are retainers and housemen and followers, as well as those who have 
been clients and lieutenants. And not all codes or oaths juxtapose the same group 
of kin with the same group of nonkin. Pairing relatives and followers or, say, sons 
and retainers, no doubt blurred different lines. Treating the various laws cited 
above as expressive of similar premises runs the risk of overshadowing the specific 
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relations and the specific points each text was intent on making. Yet the admittedly 
imprecise equation of a broad variety of kin with an even broader variety of non-
kin allows us to establish what we might think of as the conceptual and rhetorical 
contours, the outer limits, of the house as the organizational hub of warriors’ social 
and political life.

The second consideration derives from the first. That the two broad groups are 
itemized in articles of law and oaths is undeniable evidence that the two groups 
were indeed distinct, and that the distinction was worth underlining even in docu-
ments mandating one rule for all. The rhetoric of analogy served to underscore 
the members’ shared investment in the house in the face of ever-present evidence 
that hierarchical distinctions were also differences of belonging (and, more dan-
gerously, of investment). Yet the rhetoric was not only rhetoric, and the repeated 
grouping of kin and nonkin forces us to think more subtly about the problem of 
a house’s internal hierarchies and differences; the line dividing kin and nonkin, 
while ever visible (and often problematic), was far from straight (or sharp). For 
example, Mōri Motonari, who otherwise was wont to exploit the flexible bound-
aries of kinship to his advantage, wrote to his son about how he must not trust 
housemen but only relatives by blood and marriage.39 At first glance, Motonari’s 
comment seems to run against the grain of prevailing statements of equal or at 
least comparable membership for kin and nonkin, intimating that such statements 
did not always translate into equal treatment or trust. But it is worth drawing 
attention to his unusual classificatory scheme: in-laws are kin, a characterization 
that in ignoring the contingent and arbitrary character of kinship by marriage yet 
again complicates clear-cut distinctions between kin and nonkin, turning a binary 
into a gradient in which different factors could determine one’s position.

Systemically, the line setting apart kin and nonkin within the hierarchy of the 
house was tangled by marriage ties between lords and followers. But the vagaries 
of individual personalities and skills also conspired to complicate clear-cut distinc-
tions. Nonkin chief retainers often wielded more influence than distant cousins who 
happened to share a surname with their lords. We see this in countless succession 
crises, when factions emerged to support vying pretenders; when marriage alli-
ances and ties of patronage became essential to success; and when senior housemen 
played outsized roles in the eventual selection, forging compromises that averted 
dangerous rifts among the house’s affiliates. A notable example is that of Ise Sōzui 
(1456–1519, better known as Hōjō Sōun), an important retainer of the Imagawa 
house whose sister became the wife of its head, Yoshitada. When Yoshitada died on 
the battlefield, it was Sōzui—both Yoshitada’s houseman and brother-in-law—who 
protected the infant heir against a rival claimant and brokered his succession. In the 
end, Sōzui emerged triumphant as the uncle of the new lord.40

Historical examples of the complex relations and multilayered roles played by 
house members are easy enough to come by. Far rarer are documents that plumb 
such relations with anything more than pious generalities or legal prescriptions. 
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One such document, a memorandum for a young bride-to-be, was produced by 
a member of the Hōjō house of Odawara, a warrior known to us as Gen’an. A 
younger son of the same Sōzui mentioned above, he was born around 1505 and 
believed to have lived into the 1580s. (Gen’an was, thus, a witness to both the early 
expansion of the Hōjō under his father and to their rise to regional hegemony 
under his brother, nephew, and great-nephew. He may have lived long enough to 
see the house’s demise in 1590.)41

Gen’an was one of the more senior members of the Hōjō by 1562, when, it is 
believed, he composed his Memorandum (known as Hōjō Sōtetsu oboegaki) for 
a daughter of the third Hōjō head, Ujiyasu.42 The young woman, whom the text 
addresses without naming, was about to become the wife of the heir to the Kira, 
an old and prestigious but by then powerless house. Such marriage alliances were 
central to the expansion of Hōjō power, preparing and consolidating battlefield suc-
cesses. The house head’s daughters could expect to be married off to the heads of 
other houses;43 his noninheriting sons might be adopted by other houses as prospec-
tive heirs.44 In this case, the young Hōjō woman was reinforcing an existing alliance, 
for the father of her groom-to-be was married to one of Ujiyasu’s many sisters.45

The Memorandum is an unusual document in that it is addressed to a young 
woman rather than a son or an heir. (One scholar has argued that the bride was 
actually Gen’an’s daughter, adopted by Ujiyasu to marry her off.)46 The Memoran-
dum is also unusually revelatory, for its instructions on interactions with retainers, 
with hereditary vassals, with elders, and with the lord’s attendants remind us that 
the language seen elsewhere uniting kin and nonkin overlays a recognition that 
fine shades of status existed in the face of a rhetoric of unity. Reaching for different 
ways of signifying difference, the Memorandum ends up privileging status relative 
to house affiliation.

The text’s twenty-four articles—some concise, some extensive—are not meant 
to cover all of the young woman’s future duties or even most of them. Gen’an says 
nothing about a wife’s role in managing the household or raising the next gen-
eration of Kira. Instead, he focuses on the etiquette of the lady’s interactions with 
members of her natal and marital houses as well as with lords and retainers of 
different status.47 Typical of his concerns is the proper reception of elders from 
hereditary vassal houses (article 9); of elders from the future husband’s natal house 
(article 10); of Kira house elders (article 11); and of close attendants of the Kira lord 
(article 12).48 In forging a marriage alliance with the Kira, a house with a reputa-
tion for expertise in matters of ceremony, the Hōjō leadership no doubt wished to 
draw on their in-laws’ knowledge. At the same time, it is hard to escape the sense 
that such expertise put pressure on Gen’an to prove himself (and the bride-to-be) 
ceremonially competent.

Gen’an’s Memorandum was intended as a primer for a bride, not a treatise on 
alliances and politics. Still, set against the backdrop of other sources, it reveals a 
tendency to refashion the sharp boundaries between houses into vague distinctions 
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within a house. In the Hōjō-dominated Kantō region, the renewal of the alliance 
with the Kira reaffirmed a distinctly unequal partnership, one that exalted the Kira 
even as it threatened to extinguish the independence of the house. But not entirely: 
the Kira are absent from a 1559 register of all Hōjō kin and vassals,49 which indi-
cates that the Hōjō had not established formal lord-follower relations with them 
and had not integrated them into their new military recruitment mechanism. No 
loyal service was expected from the Kira.

We do know that other alliances the Hōjō forged through marriage were meant 
to blur, if not erase, the boundaries between themselves and other houses, and, in 
this case too, Gen’an seems to presume considerable integration between in-laws.50 
Several articles deal with the proper way of maintaining contacts with Gen’an’s 
son Ujinobu and a nephew.51 Ujinobu would soon take over from Gen’an as the 
castellan in nearby Kozukue, and Gen’an repeatedly mentions him and other war-
riors associated with that stronghold.52 The young bride-to-be, the Memorandum 
implies, could expect to have plenty of dealings with Ujinobu in the future. For 
example, article 20 advises: “As for sending greetings to Ujinobu, in spring you 
must do so often. You should inquire with [your mother-in-law].”53 The bride 
would remain in close contact with her Hōjō relatives, while seeking—and obtain-
ing, it is assumed—permission and guidance from members of her new family.

If marriage alliances symbolically united two houses, the Memorandum con-
strues the union as literal: to Gen’an and other Hōjō, the Kira were now family. 
We see this when Gen’an instructs his great-niece on the differences and similari-
ties to be observed in treating members of her birth family and in-laws. Article 
1, on how to address the Kira lord, also dwells on how to address the Hōjō lords. 
The same title is used for both; a place-name is all that clarifies which lordship is 
which.54 Article 4, almost banal in offering instruction on the proper etiquette for 
interactions with Lord Kira before and after the wedding (use a go-between before 
the wedding but not afterward), reflects the shortening distance between the two 
houses if not their transformation into a single house.55

To be sure, in a primer on etiquette, distinctions remain all important. Yet the 
operative variable throughout is not kinship or membership in one house or the 
other. In sorting out the young bride’s future interactions, Gen’an reveals to us one 
way past the ever-present tension between the ideal of inclusiveness and the real-
ity of differences: what must organize interactions between house members was 
not the degree of kinship but rather each member’s status. In article 16, Gen’an 
explains that the treatment of messengers should reflect the differences of status 
between the men who sent them: “[Reception of] a messenger conveying greetings 
from any among your relatives, such as Lord Ujiteru or Ujinobu, and of a messen-
ger from [Lord Kira] should be slightly different. You should consult with [your 
mother-in-law] and make preparations.”56 How they should differ is not specified; 
messengers from relatives were presumably to be treated with a little less ceremony 
than a messenger sent by Lord Kira. Yet significant here is that junior kin like 
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Ujinobu and Ujiteru are set side by side with the head of the Kira house, separated 
primarily (and only slightly) by degrees of deference. Indeed, status rather than 
kinship is the determining factor, as shown in article 15: “You will be receiving 
greetings from the two [Hōjō] lords of Odawara [Ujiyasu and his heir, Ujimasa]. 
You must convey them [to Lord Kira], giving their messenger the reception you 
would an elder. Even if the messenger is [only] a close attendant, if he is a mes-
senger from the lords, the reception must be the same. This is because the Lord [of 
Odawara] is currently [Kantō] Deputy. As for his messenger, failure to make every 
effort will not do.”57

That both the Hōjō and the Kira were to be counted as family is no doubt a 
function of the Memorandum’s first order of business: to help a young woman 
move from one house to another and negotiate relations with both. But repeated 
discussion of nonkin housemen complicates matters. Whose housemen? we must 
ask in such a situation. Were they Kira housemen or Hōjō housemen or neither—
retainers attached to the bride-to-be? If status-based treatment of members of 
the Kira and Hōjō overshadows individual house loyalties (thereby affirming a 
new, higher loyalty to the hegemonic power, the Hōjō), the ambiguity surround-
ing the roles and affiliations of nonkin housemen underscores the difficulty of 
maintaining the view of houses as coherent and exclusive organizations. For these 
“housemen without a house,” no less than for their social betters, the status they 
derived by proximity to the bride mattered more than affiliation with one or the 
other side of the marriage alliance. Men who had once been Hōjō affiliates were 
now expected to render service to the new bride; she, in turn, should treat those 
Hōjō followers who called on her as the new lady of the Kira house as if they were 
elder retainers, following their counsel on how to navigate relationships in her new 
household. (articles 18 and 19).58

These recommendations make clear that the ambiguous position was not wom-
en’s alone. Three of the warriors mentioned in articles 18 and 19—Shimizu, Kasa-
hara, and Takahashi—were members of the Izu band (one of the units of the Hōjō 
military machine used to mobilize supporters), which was under Gen’an’s com-
mand. Kasahara, in particular, is listed first among its members in the 1559 register 
of Hōjō vassals. That Gen’an should single out him and Shimizu and mark them 
for special deference is not surprising.59 But Takahashi Gōzaemon’s circumstances 
may have been different. An old Hōjō vassal (and a grandson of Sōzui on his 
mother’s side), he was well versed in matters of etiquette and continued to serve 
the bride as she settled down in the Kira house. According to historian Tabata 
Yasuko, brides who left their natal families were typically accompanied by retain-
ers of their own. As a result, high-level marriages had a direct impact on lower-
level warrior families, for whom negotiating new, complex loyalties became a form 
of service toward the bride’s father.60 Takahashi and a fourth warrior, Mizushi (the 
latter repeatedly cited as a messenger), seem to have served the bride-to-be in such 
a capacity, and recurring references to them underscore the text’s expectation of 
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assiduous interaction between the bride-to-be and members of her natal family.
The precepts’ attention to the fine and not-so-fine shades of status and function 

helps make sense of the internal organization of a house. The text’s mixing of Kira 
and Hōjō even while fastidiously minding status differences within both is sug-
gestive of where the real distinctions were meant to be. Any ie was by necessity a 
composite of many kinship groups, and one’s position within it, the Memorandum 
says, depended on one’s role in the organization and one’s status. Status was often 
determined by office and title in the country at large, metrics that may appear to 
transcend the confines of the house, but Gen’an shows us that its value (as well as 
its attainment) was of primary importance within the house. If his Memorandum 
highlights distinctions between different sorts of members and followers, it also 
shares with other texts we have encountered a basic understanding of the house’s 
composition: the ie was not about family—or perhaps, depending on our how we 
feel about “family,” family wasn’t solely about kin. Truly, if self-referentially, the ie 
was about the organization. The demands on men like Takahashi and Mizushi—
on a permanent tour of duty in the retinue of a woman forever caught between two 
lineages—suggest the degree to which “loyal service” came to be rendered less and 
less as part of a contractual relationship and more and more as part of a commit-
ment to an expansive (and expanding) conception of the house. In the name of the 
conflation between kin and nonkin, the investment expected of kin had come to 
be expected of housemen as well.

IN C ONCLUSION

In the Tokugawa period, the demands of loyalty became more absolute. In the 
didactic texts authored by righteous warriors, as in the commercial publications 
meant less somberly for a wider public, the emphasis on duty and self-sacrifice 
became paramount, all but obscuring the contractual nature of service. This may 
have been due, in part and increasingly as the decades went by, to the nostalgia of 
warriors alienated from their calling by their new condition as underemployed 
urban administrators. Inactivity no doubt made for a certain idealization of the 
warring past, while peace lowered the stakes of loyalty and disloyalty considerably.

But nostalgia’s link to the transformation of loyalty is not causal. Rather, both 
were manifested as by-products of the development and dissemination, in the late 
sixteenth century, of ideas of public authority and assertions of the Toyotomi and 
Tokugawa regimes’ exclusive right to judicial authority and the violence concomi-
tant with its enforcement. The stripping by daimyo of their followers’ right to self-
redress, which was heightened at the end of the civil war by the removal of war-
riors from the countryside, also undermined much of the conceptual justification 
for negotiating loyalty and service. Little rhetorical space was left for any devotion 
short of absolute. One need only think of Yamamoto Tsunetomo’s Hagakure, a text 
strident in its advocacy of the Nabeshima house’s excellence and lapidary (and 
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hyperbolic) in its declaration that the meaning of the Way of the Warrior was to be 
found in death—the ultimate, and definitive, act of loyal service.61

At the same time, the subjugation of daimyo to the shogunal regime in Edo cre-
ated new problems: the house, for over a century the sole object of loyalty, now had 
to be understood as subsumed under a higher source of authority, for all daimyo 
houses were now themselves vassals of the Tokugawa house. Warlords were fitted 
into the Japan-wide framework of Tokugawa rule, so, even at the highest level, 
their houses could not stand alone as self-referential foci of service and attach-
ment. In light of the realities of early modern rule, Yamamoto’s scornful dismissal 
of other houses’ martial traditions, as inferior and ultimately unnecessary to any 
Nabeshima warrior, rings hollow. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Yamamoto does not 
take a critical look at the real struggle behind the creation of the imperative of 
loyalty, for the uncompromising ideal he embraces and extols was the product of 
policies enacted by daimyo upon their followers. These policies were driven by, 
and beneficial to, the house as a politically autonomous unit and were rendered 
both widespread and less urgent by the new peace.

Although in pacifying the country the Tokugawa hegemons opted not to 
push for complete centralization, thus stepping back from the absolutist ideals 
of authority self-aggrandizingly promoted by daimyo during the civil war, paci-
fication brought about a sort of upward transposition of claims to authority. The 
sphere of the public—and thus the legitimate—came to be preeminently associ-
ated with the rulers in Edo, leaving daimyo under suspicion of “private-ness.”62 The 
newly problematic character of marriage alliances illustrates the limits imposed on 
warrior houses’ claim to paramount positions. In the first of many versions of the 
“Laws Governing the Military Houses,” the shogunate was blunt: “Marriage must 
not be contracted in private” (article 8).63 The encroachment on the familial (ie) 
sphere that was at the heart of the regime’s monopolization of public and legiti-
mate action helps us make sense of the paradoxical character of calls for absolute 
loyalty to one particular daimyo house—as seen in Yamamoto Tsunetomo’s eigh-
teenth-century rumination on the way of the warrior, Hagakure, but also, more 
flamboyantly, in the celebrated plays about the forty-seven rōnin’s vendetta. Based 
on real events, the plays dramatized one of the central dilemmas of the age: the 
tension between, on the one hand, the shogunate’s need to suppress feuding and 
uphold its monopoly on violence and, on the other, warriors’ urge to display their 
prowess and rectitude through acts of absolute, even self-destructive abnegation.64

Yet the relocation to the dubious sphere of the private of nonsanctioned inter-
actions between daimyo houses does not overshadow the fundamental continu-
ities in the assumptions of both rulers and ruled. The new ideas of public, supra-
familial authority that undergirded both the Tokugawa’s awesome accumulation 
of power and the daimyo’s erosion of their followers’ autonomy did not do away 
with the house as an institution. Marriages remained political affairs. Gen’an’s les-
son remained valid and potentially threatening. As his primer reminds us, if the 
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warrior house was indeed a corporate group, a new marriage could be as good 
an occasion as any other to renegotiate its membership. If alliances were political 
affairs, so too were the contours of family.
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