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Attributes of the Three Empress Offices of Ancient Japan as Seen
in the Ritsuryo Regulations

SAKURADA Marie

The Imperial House of Japan has three “empress” titles, collectively known as the
sango. Kogo (translated as Empress), Kotaigo (Empress Dowager), and Taikotaigo (Grand

Empress Dowager), are the titles given to the Emperor’s legitimate wife, biological mother,

and grandmother, respectively.

Japan’s distinctive H7 status was predicated on the fact that the social order headed

by the Emperor extended to female members of the Imperial Family. Accordingly, to have
an empress title, which was superior to the H: title, one would first have to be a Naishinno
(Imperial Princess). One could only be the kotaigo or taikotaigo if one had first been the kogo;
this rule was to prevent a situation in which a naishinno would be subject to someone of a

lower status to her.

The Ritsuryo Code bestowed no sovereign authority to any of the three empress of-

fices, as it deprived all but the Emperor of any sovereign authority. However, the contents
of the three empress titles were not stipulated in the Ritsuryo Code and their office tran-
scended the Code, as did the office of Emperor. When the Code was drawn up based on the
Tang Dynasty model in 701 AD, it failed to incorporate the pre-existing system of imperial

empresses. The Japanese Ritsuryo Code incorporated the native office of empress by mak-

ing it transcend the system.
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