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Rethinking Joseon’s Diplomatic Relations with

Ryukyu up to the 1530s

Shen Yu-Hui*

The Joseon dynasty was founded in 1392, the same year the Ryukyu Kingdom
dispatched envoys to return Joseon captives, an event that marked the beginning of
bilateral diplomatic exchanges between the two countries. These exchanges took
diverse forms, including direct envoy dispatches, interactions mediated by Japanese
intermediaries, and visits by Japanese men claiming to represent the Ryukyu king. In
the fifteenth century, Joseon’s shift away from its conciliatory policies toward Japan
prompted Japan’s unofficial efforts to maintain contact with Joseon. The varied nature
of Joseon-Ryukyu interactions makes it difficult to clearly identify Ryukyu’s official
envoys. Past studies have usually evaluated these envoys' legitimacy based on
reciprocal diplomacy and proposed periodizations of the diplomatic relationship.
However, the reciprocal diplomacy was established when both Joseon and Ryukyu
paid tribute to the Ming dynasty. Since the two countries were enfeoffed by the Ming
dynasty at different times, analyzing their exchanges solely through the lens of
reciprocal diplomacy overlooks the complexity of their relationship’s development.

Moreover, Joseon engaged in multilayered diplomacy with Japan, by
maintaining relations with both the shogunate and shugo daimyo in western Japan, and
by conferring official titles on Japanese individuals. The diplomatic strategy of
conferring titles on foreigners was also applied to Ryukyuans. Previous studies have
identified these individuals as Hakata merchants from Japan and have analyzed their
roles in the East Asia maritime network within the framework of the Japan-Joseon
relations. However, since Joseon officially recognized them as the Ryukyu king’s
envoys and granted them titles, these activities merit analysis within the broader

framework of Joseon-Ryukyu multilayered diplomacy, similar to how scholars have
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examined Japan-Joseon relations.

This study re-examines Joseon-Ryukyu diplomatic exchanges until the 1530s,
focusing on Joseon’s responses to Ryukyuan envoys in the context of evolving Japan-
Joseon relations and the Ming dynasty’s ties with Japan, Joseon, and Ryukyu. It also
seeks to clarify the nature of Joseon’s multilayered diplomacy toward Ryukyu and

proposes a revised periodization of their diplomatic history.

Keywords: Joseon dynasty, Ryukyu Kingdom, multilayered diplomacy



