
A. R. Davis Memorial Lecture 

A Place for Okinawa: 

Changing Perceptions of Japan's Southern Islands 

Emeritus Professor Hugh Clarke 
Visiting Professor, Waseda University, Tokyo 

It is a great honour and privilege for me to be invited to give the A. R. 
Davis Memorial Lecture for 2008. Even now, over twenty-five years 
since he left us, I still have very fresh, fond memories of Bertie Davis 
and my early days in his Department of Oriental Studies at The 
University of Sydney. Of course, at the time I would not have dared to 
address him as Bertie-he was always Professor Davis to me. 

Last year I was privileged to be present at Professor Colin 
Mackerras's A. R. Davis Memorial Lectme on Muslim Minorities in 
China. My talk also takes up the theme of minorities, this time in the 
context of Japanese culture and society. The oral presentation centred 
on a set of slides illustrating aspects of Okinawan history and culture, 
but, for a range of technical reasons, I have chosen not to reproduce 
the illustrations in this written summary. Readers who were present at 
the slideshow will therefore discover that the focus and emphases of 
the present paper differ somewhat from the original. 

Having begun my talk designating Okinawans as a minority group, 
I should hasten to point out that many Japanese, including some of 
those born and bred in Okinawa, would object to the label 'minority'. 
They would argue that Okinawa falls firmly within Japanese culture 
and that the degree of divergence from the central norm lies within 
the range of variation found in other parts of Japan. Be that as it may, 
Okinawa, if only because of its particular historical development, is 
regarded as 'a special case' among the forty-seven Japanese 
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prefectures. Consequently, Okinawa, together with Hokkaido to the 
north, is given its own Development Agency within the Ministry of 
the Interior. In addition, Okinawan Studies is now regarded as a 
specialist sphere within academic circles in Japan and abroad. W aseda 
University recently introduced a two-semester course on Okinawa 
that regularly attracts around two hundred students from several 
faculties. There are at least three Okinawan Studies institutes and 
centres in Tokyo and ten or more in Okinawa itself. This year has also 
seen the birth of IAROS, the International Association for Ryukyuan 
and Okinawan Studies. 

Ethnic, or even cultural, diversity invariably creates problems in 
the formation of the nation state. Governments traditionally attempted 
to solve 'the minority problem' through extermination, assimilation or 
just neglect. More recently, however, perhaps in reaction to the 
homogenising effects of modernisation and globalisation, or simply 
through the realisation that so much of Japan's regional culture has 
been lost, more energy and resources are being channelled into the 
study, preservation and promotion of local traditions. In addition, with 
post-structural approaches to academic study shifting from the centre 
to the periphery and the focus moving from the norm to the 
exceptions, scholars have begun to show more interest in regional 
variation and ethnic diversity within Japan. This has brought on 
something of a boom in Ainu Studies on the one hand and Okinawan 
Studies on the other. 

Images of Okinawa 

Let me now explore your perceptions of Okinawa. I dare say, for most 
of you reading this, the name Okinawa evokes images of the battle of 
Okinawa that raged from 1 April to 23 June 1945. This was the 
'typhoon of steel' that claimed the lives of 72,000 Japanese soldiers, 
14,000 American soldiers and between 130,000 and 140,000 
Okinawan civilians, now all commemorated by their names engraved 
on walls of marble in a park overlooking the suicides cliffs of Mabuni 
Bay. While Japanese military leaders claimed to be making the island 
an 'unsinkable carrier' or the 'sea-wall of Japan', the Okinawans, 
considering the conflict with hindsight, are convinced that the military 
saw the prefecture as an expendable 'lizard's tail' or ' sacrificial stones 
in a game of go'. 
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Nowadays the former battlefields are frequently visited by groups 
of junior high-school students, who travel to Okinawa from all over 
Japan as part of their peace-studies education. As with school visits to 
Hiroshima, these excursions tend to promote a 'victim consciousness' 
among younger Japanese, whose understanding of the overall context 
of the Pacific War remains remarkably shallow. More poignant are 
the veterans' groups and relatives of those who perished in the battle, 
who continue today, sixty-four years after the event, to scour the hills, 
caves and valleys of Okinawa Island searching for remains of their 
kin and comrades. 

For the younger generation in the West, mention of Okinawa is 

more likely to conjure up images of the series of films depicting the 
karate kid and his sensei, Mr Miyagi, who never missed an 
opportunity to point out that he was Okinawan, not Japanese. It is true 
that karate ( originally m.cf. 'Chinese hand', now generally written 
@.cf. 'empty hand') was introduced from China into Okinawa, where 
it developed in the context of a general ban against the carrying of 
arms, and was later transmitted from there to Japan. It is also true that, 
under the American government administration of the islands from 
1945 to 1972, educational authorities tended to emphasise the 
differences between Okinawan and Japanese culture in order to 
promote a strong consciousness among the local people of a distinct 
Okinawan identity. This policy seems to have been fuelled by the vain 
hope that Okinawa might opt for independence under an American 
umbrella in favour of a return to Japan. 

Since Okinawa's return to Japanese jurisdiction in 1972, and 
particularly after the staging of the international marine exposition 
there in 1975, the image of Okinawa promoted within Japan has been 
that of a sub-tropical paradise with clear, aquamarine lagoons and 
coral reefs teaming with marine life, where one can enjoy a moment 
of tranquil bliss far removed from the stresses of modern urban life. 
This image of the tour brochures is uneasily juxtaposed in the minds 
of many Japanese with the knowledge that Okinawa is the focal point 
of the US military presence in Japan and images of the frequent 
television coverage of citizens' protest marches against this or that 
outrage perpetrated by American soldiers. 

The Okinawans themselves tend to see their prefecture as a 
dislocated outpost of Japanese culture struggling to preserve the 
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vestiges of a fading native tradition. Throughout its history Okinawa 
has been trying to find its place-first, as the Ryukyu kingdom in the 
context of Chinese tributary states in East Asia; then as an integral 
part of the 'home islands' of the Japanese empire; more recently as a 
contributor to the rich diversity of Japanese culture. Invariably, 

external forces beyond their control have determined the fate of the 
Okinawans. 

Location and Landform 

Okinawa Prefecture occupies the southern half of the Ryukyu 
Archipelago, the island chain strung out like beads on a string from 

Kyushu to Taiwan. Of the 161 islands over 100 m2 in area, 40 are 
inhabited. The islands fall largely into two major landforms: low
lying coral outcrops and raised hilly or mountainous islands. The 
mountainous type-areas like Iheya Island, northern Okinawa Island, 
the Kerama group, Ishigaki, Iriomote and Y onaguni-tend to be on 
the western side facing the East China Sea. Conversely, the low-lying 
areas-for example, the southern end of Okinawa Island, Miyako and 
Hateruma-are mostly to the east facing the Pacific Ocean. The island 
chain forms a ridge in very deep water, with the 6i000 m deep 
Ryukyu Trench to the east of the archipelago and the 2,000 m deep 
Okinawa Trough to the west. The Takara Straits north of the Amami 
Islands and the Kerama Gap south of the Kerama Islands divide the 
archipelago into three groups. The Daito Islands lie far to the east of 
the Ryukyu Trench and the disputed Senkaku Islands1 are located 
west of the Okinawa Trough beyond the Ryukyu Archipelago proper. 
In area, Okinawa prefecture ranks forty-fourth of the forty-seven 
Japanese prefectures. Covering an area of 2,275.28 km2

, Okinawa 
accounts for only 0.6% of the Japanese land surface but has a 
concentration of 75% of American bases in Japan. US military 
facilities cover 11 % of the land in the prefecture as a whole and 19% 
of the area of Okinawa Island. Okinawa's 1.3 million inhabitants 
account for just 4.5% of the Japanese population of 127 million. 

With its subtropical climate and coral seas, Okinawa boasts a large 
number of plant. and animal species not found elsewhere in Japan, 

1. Known as Diaoyutai in Chinese, the islands are claimed by both Taiwan 
and the People's Republic of China. 
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including some on the endangered list, like the Iriomote wild cat, the 
flightless Okinawa rail and the dugong. 

Okinawa or Ryukyu? 

Okinawa is the name of the modern Japanese prefecture and also that 
of the largest island in the archipelago. The discipline of Okinawan 
Studies, however, also embraces the Amami Islands to the north, 
which had been part of the Ryukyu Kingdom until the Satsuma 
invasion of 1609. They were formally separated from the kingdom, 
annexed and incorporated into the territory of Satsuma (present-day 
Kagoshima Prefecture) in 1609. The confusion between the name of 
the prefecture and that of the main island often leads to 
misunderstanding and tends to conceal the diversity of culture within 
the archipelago. Ryukyu is probably more appropriate as a descriptor. 
The American administration from 1945 to 1972 referred to the 
islands as the Ryukyus and reserved the term . Okinawa for the main 
island. This association with the period of American occupation is the 
source of the cunent aversion to the term Ryukyu among the general 
populace. U chinaa-the name of the prefecture in the pronunciation 
of the Shuri-Naha area of the main island-is widely used in Okinawa, 
and the locals refer to themselves as Uchinaanchu in contrast to all 
other Japanese, whom they call Yamatunchu. Historically, the islands 
have been variously Liu Chiu, Lequeo, Loo Choo or Lew Chew. In 
academic circles nowadays it is usual to include the Amami Islands in 
Okinawan Studies and to reserve Ryukyuan for discussion of the 
language or the pre-modern kingdom. 

Historical Overview 

The Ryukyu Archipelago has been inhabited for a very long time. 
Human remains unearthed in the Yamashita fissure, near Naha on the 
main island of Okinawa, have been carbon dated at approximately 
32,000 years B.P. and in 1970 five full skeletons, dating back around 
18,000 years, were found in Minatogawa near the southern tip of 
Okinawa Island. Other Pleistocene remains have been found in 
Okinawa Island and outlying islands as far afield as Miyako. The high 
lime content oflocal soils accounts for a greater number of prehistoric 
human remains found in Okinawa Prefecture. It is assumed that these 
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early inhabitants crossed over from the Asian continent via land 
bridges that existed up to ten thousand years ago. Of course, it is not 
possible to demonstrate whether there is any relationship between 
these original inhabitants and the present-day Okinawans. The 
archaeological record for the Amami Islands and Okinawa Island 
reveals links with the Jomon culture of Kyushu, but Miyako and the 
Yaeyama Islands seem to be more closely connected to the prehistoric 
cultures of Taiwan and the Pacific. 

Cultivation of land and the formation of larger societies began 
quite late-not until around the tenth century-but developed rapidly 
with the introduction of iron and pottery traded from Kyushu and the 

Asian mainland. As population increased, communities grew up 
around powerful leaders, called aji, and fortifications known as 
gusuku were erected to protect these societies from attack by the 
armies of rival aji. This period of feuding barons continued until the 
early twelfth century when the main island of Okinawa was divided, 
north to south, into the three kingdoms of Hokuzan, Chiizan and 
Nanzan. In 1264 the islands of Kume, Iheya and Kerama began 
paying tribute to Chiizan and in 1372 King Satto of Chiizan 
established tribute relations with Ming China. Nanzan and Hokuzan 
followed in 1380 and 1383 respectively. The first envoy from China 
(sakuhoshi) arrived in Ryukyu in 1404 and in 1429 Sho Hashi 
defeated Hokuzan and Nanzan to form the first unified government. 

In 1472 a permanent Ryukyuan diplomatic and trading mission was 
established in Fuzhou. In 14 77 King Shoshin came to the throne. He 
put down a rebellion in Y aeyama and annexed the islands of Amami 
to the north and Miyako and Y aeyama to the south, consolidating the 
territory of the Ryukyuan kingdom and embarking on the golden age 
of Ryukyuan trade with east and southeast Asia. 

Building on their tributary-state relationship with Ming China, the 
Ryukyuans began trading with southeast Asia from early in the 
fifteenth century-first with Siam and Palembang (in Sumatra), later 
with Java, Acheh, Patani (on the Malay Peninsula), Malacca, 
Cambodia, Annam (Vietnam) and Luzon. This prosperous entrepot 
trade also extended west to China and north to Japan and Korea. 

Tome Pires, a Portuguese apothecary resident in Malacca, makes 
mention of traders from Lequeos in his Suma Oriental of 1515. I can 
trace the beginnings of my own fascination with Okinawa back to 
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1962 when I read sections of th is book as a first-year student in 
Indonesian and Malayan Studies at The University of Sydney. Given 
that Francis Xavier did not reach Japan until 1554, it is not surprising 
that Pires confused the Ryukyuans and the Japanese. It is also true 
that many of the goods traded by the Ryukyuans originated in Japan 

or China. 

The Lequeos are called Guores-they are known by either of these names. 
Lequios is the chief one. The king is a heathen and all the people, too. He 
is a tributary vassal of the king of the Chinese. His island is large and has 
many people; they have small ships of their own type; they have three or 
four junks which are continuously buying in China, and they have no more. 
They trade in China and in Malacca, and some times in company with the 
Chinese, sometimes on their own. In China they trade in the port of F oqem 
which is in the land of China near Canton-a day and a night's sail away. 
The Malays say to the people of Malacca that there is no difference 
between Portuguese and Llequojos, except that the Portuguese buy women, 
which the Lequjos do not. 

The Lequjos have only wheat in their country, and rice and wines after 
their fashion, meat, and fish in great abundance. They are great draftsmen 
and armourers. They make gilt coffers, very rich and well-made fans, 
swords, many arms of all kinds after their fashion. Just as we in our 
kingdoms speak of Milan, so do the Chinese and all the other races speak 
of the Lequjos. They are very truthful men. They do not buy slaves, nor 
would they sell one of their own men for the whole world. And they would 
die over this.2 

Making regular voyages to China to present tribute and rece1vmg 
investiture missions from China, the Ryukyuans developed a 
distinctive hybrid culture and identity as courteous, honest and 

reliable traders. In addition to the Japanese and Chinese goods they 
carried with them as they travelled south on the winter trade winds to 
Malacca, Ryukyuan junks were also laden with cargoes of local 
produce, including horses, leather, pearl shell and sulphur. Ryukyuan 
trade with southeast Asia began to taper off gradually from the 

beginning of the sixteenth century when the Portuguese came to 
dominate trade in the area. Only trade with Siam continued on a more 
or less regular basis until the end of the sixteenth century, by which 

2. Armando Cortesao (ed. & trans.), The Suma Oriental of Tome Pires and 
The Book of Francisco Rodrigues [facsimile of 1944 edition] (Columbia, 
MO: South Asia Books, 1990), pp. 128-30. 
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time the Dutch had replaced the Portuguese as the dominant force in 
far eastern trade. 3 

The himazu clan of Satsuma invaded the Ryukyus in 1609, put 
the Amami Islands under its direct rule and assigned governors to 
le\ taxes and tribute from the kingdom. From this time the Ryukyu 

urt was under the control of the Shimazu clan and was obliged to 
pay tribute to both Satsuma and China. In 1637 a head tax was 
introduced in Miyako and Yaeyama requiring payment in kind-rice 
for males, woven fabric for females-for every resident over fifteen 
years of age. This cruel discrimination against the people of Miyako 
and Yaeyama was not lifted until the head tax was abolished in 1903. 

Under Satsuma control, from 1634 to 1850, the Ryukyuan court 
was compelled to send a total of eighteen official delegations to pay 
respect at the shogun's palace in Edo. The purpose of these visits was 
either to report on the crowning of a new Ryukyuan king or to pay 
respects to a newly appointed shogun. A large retinue-usually well 
over one hundred people-including dancers and musicians, together 
with nobles and their servants, all decked out in formal Chinese-style 
dress, travelled by sea and land to reach the shogun's capital. The 
round journey, including a one-month sojourn in Edo, generally took 
around three hundred days. All the way along the route; and in Edo 
itself, the Ryukyuans were seen as exotic, backward and odd. This 
was precisely the political effect Satsuma wished to achieve in order 
to create the perception that the shogunate held sway over foreign 
lands. 

In 1816 the British royal naval vessels Alceste and Lyra anchored 
in Naha harbour and spent forty days in the kingdom. Captain Basil 
Hall, the commander of the Lyra, published his account in 1818 in 
Voyage of Discovery to the West Coast of Corea and the Great Loo
Choo Island. Later, with increased activity in the Far East by the 
European powers after the Opium War of 1840-42, the main island of 
Okinawa also began to receive visits from British, French and Dutch 
ships. In 1844 after a visit by a French naval man-o '-war, a 
missionary, T. A. Forcade, and a theology student were left behind to 
convert the natives. They were placed under strict surveillance
Satsuma had extended the bakufu ban on Christianity to Ryukyu from 

3. Miyagi Eisho and Takamiya Hiroe (eds), Okinawa rekishi chizu (Tokyo: 
Kashiwa shobo, 1983), p. 49. 
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as early as 1636, the year before the Shimabara Christian rebellion
and had little opportunity to proselytise. By the time a French ship 
returned to pick them up two years later, they had, however, produced 
a six-thousand word Ryukyuan-French Dictionary. In 1846, the year 
the Frenchmen left, the Hungarian missionary and medical doctor 
Bernard Bettelheim was put ashore from a British navy ship to take 
up residence in Naha. There he carried on his missionary work in 
defiance of the Tokugawa bakufu's strict prohibitions on the teaching 
of Christianity. In the eight years Bettelheim spent in N aha with his 
English wife and their child before they were all finally expelled in 
1854-he left for Shanghai aboard one of commander Perry's 
warships-he had translated the four books of the Gospels into 
Ryukyuan and compiled a grammar of the local language. 

Commodore Matthew Perry dropped anchor in Naha in May 1853 
on his way to Edo to issue his ultimatum for the opening of Japanese 
ports to foreign shipping. Apparently, the Okinawan visit was to 
reconnoitre for his fallback option of occupying the island if his 
demands for the opening of Japan were rejected.4 When he returned 
the following year, on his return journey after successfully concluding 
the Kanagawa Treaty of Friendship with the Japanese, there was no 
longer any need to consider occupying the Ryukyu kingdom and 
Perry was content to sign the US-Lew Chew compact (Treaty of 
Friendship) which guaranteed American ships the right to take on 
water and fuel and to purchase supplies in Ryukyuan ports and be 
offered assistance to shipwrecked vessels and crews. Similar treaties 
were signed with France in 1855 and Holland in 1859. Satsuma had 
little choice but to accede to these agreements between the Ryukyuan 
court and foreign powers, because any concerted objection would 
have brought to light the circumstances of Satsuma's illegal 
a1111exation of the kingdom in 1609. Besides, Satsuma, having become 
aware of the limitations of trade · with China alone, was keen to 
become involved in international trade on a wider scale, a course that 
was facilitated by these treaties of friendship. On the other hand, the 
treaties added legitimacy to Ryukyuan claims of independence and 
were hence a source of concern for Japan, which feared the 
consequences of foreign influence at its southern doorstep. This was 

4. Miyagi Eisho, Ryukyu no rekishi (Tokyo: Yoshikawa kobunkan, 1977), 
p 208. 
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not the first time, nor was it to be the last, that the small island nation 
became a buffer between Japan and the wider world. 

In 1871 the Meiji government placed the Ryukyu kingdom under 
the control of Kagoshima after fifty-four shipwrecked sailors from 
Miyako were killed by Taiwanese aborigines. In the following year 
the Meiji government declared the kingdom a domain (han 1-1) of 
Japan. Finally in 1879, a decade after the Meiji restoration, under 
threat from troops of the Meiji army, King Sho Tai surrendered Shuri 
castle to the Japanese and Okinawa Prefecture was established. At this 
point many Okinawans fled to exile in China. 

The Meiji government appointed governors from outside the 

prefecture to rule Okinawa and barred Okinawans from senior 
positions in the administration and in education. Under the 
assimilation policy of the imperialist education system, the central 
government placed Okinawa in a semi-colonial position and 
deliberately set about the systematic destruction of Okinawan culture 
by prohibiting the use of Okinawan dialects in schools. 

As a development strategy for the prefecture much of the 
agricultural land had been transferred to sugar production, with the 
result that when the sugar price fell after World War I, farmers were 
left without enough surplus to survive and many were driven off the 
land to seek work in Osaka or Tokyo or to emigrate. Indeed, 
emigration from Okinawa began as early 1899 when twenty-seven 
Okinawans left for Hawai ' i. Over the next thirty-seven years Okinawa 
Prefecture provided the largest number of Japanese emigrants to 
Hawai'i, Peru, Brazil and the Philippines. 

Literature and Identity 

In 1967 Oshiro Tatsuhiro became the first Okinawan to win the 
prestigious Akutagawa prize for literature, his novella Cocktail Party 
presciently dealing with an American soldier's rape of an Okinawan 
girl. Subsequently, two other Okinawan writers, Matayoshi Eiki and 
Medoruma Shun, won the prize in successive years, in 1996 and 1997 
respectively. 

Exploring contemporary Okinawan themes of the war and the 
American occupation and incorporating local dialect into their 
standard Japanese, Okinawan authors continue to display rare vitality 
at a time when many writers elsewhere in Japan have moved away 
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from serious fiction to concentrate on the more popular genres of 
111anga (comics) and anime (animated film). 

Just as the war and the American occupation have been the over
orching themes of Okinawan literature since 1945, pre-war Okinawan 
literature in Japanese dealt mainly with the prejudice, discrimination 
and disadvantage Okinawans suffered at the hands of their fellow 
Japanese countrymen. 

The poet Yamanoguchi Baku lived most of his life in Tokyo but 
never abandoned the themes and rhythms of his native Okinawa. He 
wrote of poverty and hardship and of his mundane semi-itinerant 
existence with self-deprecatory humour. 

The success of Okinawan writers on the national literary scene has 
not only contributed to the confidence and pride of Okinawans, but 
has raised awareness and esteem of Okinawa among Japanese in 
general. 

Literature in classical Ryukyuan was written well into the twentieth 
century, particularly in the short poetic form known as ryuka, written 
in thirty syllables arranged in three lines of eight syllables with a final 
line in six syllables, contrasting with the thirty-one syllables of 
traditional Japanese waka with its 5, 7, 5, 7, 7 syllabic metre. 
Classical ,yuka, sung to sanshin accompaniment, also provide the 
context for traditional Ryukyuan dance (Ryukyu buyo or ryubu), 

which continues to draw enthusiastic audiences and large numbers of 
students. Folk culture, particularly local religious ritual and festival 
performances, has also made Okinawans conscious that they are 
different from other Japanese and nurtured a discrete Okinawan 
identity. 

Language 

While Japanese and Ryukyuan are clearly closely related languages, 
there is a clear line of demarcation between Japanese and Ryukyuan 
running between the Tokara Islands of southern Kyushu and the 
Amami Islands. No speakers of any Japanese dialect can naturally 
understand any Ryukyuan dialect. Even within the Ryukyu 
archipelago, the dialects of Amami, Okinawa, Miyako, Y aeyama and 
Yonaguni are not mutually intelligible. Given this lack of mutual 
intelligibility and the length of time, generally estimated at around 
1,300 years, since Japanese and Ryukyuan split off from their 
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common ancestor, it would seem logical to conclude that Japanese 
and Ryukyuan are separate but cognate languages. In Japan, however, 
the accepted consensus (teisetsu) is that the rich and varied forms of 
speech found in Okinawa Prefecture and the Amami Islands are all 
simply dialects of Japanese. I can only conclude that the Japanese 
position has been more influenced by the nationalist rhetoric of 
assimilation than by sound linguistic principles. 

Characteristics of Okinawan Culture 

A long period of isolation from the mainstream Japanese population, 
the sub-tropical environment, and a long history of close contacts with 
China have given rise to a distinctive hybrid culture in Okinawa. 
Nevertheless, the numerous similarities between Japanese and 
Okinawan culture and linguistic evidence leave us in no doubt that the 
two peoples are closely related. The precise nature of this relationship 
became the focus of the debate between the folklorist Y anagita Kunio 
and the literary scholar Orikuchi Shinobu and fuelled the controversy 
over whether the origins of the Japanese should be sought to the north 
or to the south. Y anagita held that the Ryukyuans represent an old 
layer of the Japanese population that had moved into the Japanese 
islands via the Ryukyu Archipelago from an ancestral homeland in 
southern China. Conversely, Orikuchi claimed that the Okinawans 
had made their way into the islands from Kyushu to the north. The 
Okinawan scholar Ifa Fuyii came to the same conclusion as Orikuchi, 
thereby recognising the close kinship of Okinawans and Japanese and 
adding his endorsement to the assin1ilationist strategy of the central 
government. 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of native Okinawan culture is 
the prominent role women play in the local religion. It is generally 
believed in Okinawa that men owe their good health and prosperity to 
the protection of the superior spiritual power of their sisters. This 
belief in a 'sister deity' (onarigami) became the basis of the state 
religion of the Ryukyu cowt. The king was responsible for 
government, while his sister or other close female relative was 
appointed to the post of kikoe ohogimi (revered high priestess) to 
guarantee the spiritual wellbeing of the king and his kingdom. 
Beneath kikoe ohogimi was an institutionalised network of lesser 
regional priestesses (noro) who conducted rituals to protect the areas 
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under their control. Although no longer under official patronage, noro, 
or tsukasa as they are known i.n Miyako and Yaeyama, continue to 
play an important role in the ritual life of Okinawan villages even 
today. In addition to these official priestesses employed by the royal 
court, there were, and still are, charismatic female shamans known as 
yuta who exploit their claimed ability to communicate with the gods 
and the souls of the departed to make a living as fo 1k psychiatrists. 

The official religion, centred on a bureaucracy of priestesses, had a 
vertical worldview-heaven, man and earth-which saw the king as 
the earthly representative of the sun-god. This system of belief was 
augmented by ancestor worship and a range of moral precepts 
introduced with Buddhism, which entered from Japan around the 
twelfth century. 

In addition, there are remnants of an older folk religion based on a 
horizontal worldview that emphasised the importance of nirai-kanai, 
a paradise across the sea to the east. This was believed to be the home 
of the gods and the final resting place of departed ancestors. The sun
god, it was believed, rose from a cave beneath the sea to the east and 
returned there at night through a tunnel the entrance to which lay 
under the sea to the west. Gods (i.e. ancestors) from nirai-kanai are 
said to make regular (usually annual) visits to the villages of the 
living to bring good health, prosperity and abundant harvests to their 
descendants. In the southern Ryukyu islands (Miyako and Yaeyama) 
these visiting deities often take on corporal form and appear, masked 
and clad in leaves and vines, before the villagers at the mid-summer 
festival accompanying the annual prayers for abundant harvests. 
Unlike the many rituals performed by women, it is often the men who 
orchestrate the festivals connected with visiting deities. In some 
villages at least, they even form secret societies to carry out this task. 
One such community is to be found on the island of Kohama in 
Yaeyama, where the visits of deities from nirai-kanai coincide with 
initiation rites for youths entering the cult. 

Food and Drink 

Another area of difference between Okinawa and the rest of Japan, 
and a contributing factor in the formation of Okinawan identity, is 
food culture. Despite Okinawa's situation as an island prefecture in 
coral seas rich in marine life, Okinawan cuisine uses more meat, in 
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the form of pork or goat, than fish. Pork in particular is an 
indispensable component of the elaborate offerings of food and drink 
made before ancestral graves during festivals or Buddhist memorial 
services. The whole animal is consumed, from the ears to the trotters 
and all parts between, including most of the internal organs. The 
Okinawan preference for pork can probably be attributed to Chinese 
influence. Southern China or perhaps southeast Asia is also the likely 
source of another Okinawan perennial favourite food, the bitter melon 
(gooyaa). This vegetable is often combined with bean curd and pork 
into what has become the Okinawan signature dish for the rest of 
Japan-gooyaa champuruu. Interestingly, and yet another indication 

of hybridity in Okinawan culture, champuruu is a loanword from 
Malay meaning 'to mix ' . 

Another staple of the Okinawan diet is the sweet potato. This plant 
believed to be of south or central American origin is said to have been 
introduced into the Ryukyu kingdom from southern China in the year 
1605. Yanagita Kunio studied the distribution of the various words for 
the sweet potato to demonstrate that the sweet potato had entered 
Japan from the south via the Ryukyu Archipelago, in the same way, 
he claimed, as the original ancestors of the Japanese people had done. 
In Okinawa the sweet potato is known as simply imu· or mmu. In 
Kagoshima it is called ryiikyiiimo or karaimo (Chinese potato), while 
in the rest of Japan it is called satsumaimo (Satsuma, i.e. Kagoshima, 
potato). The sweet potato became the staple diet of Okinawan 
peasants during the period of Satsuma control as any rice they 
managed to produce from the poorly watered paddies was levied as 

tribute. 
The Okinawans also consume more than their fair share of seaweed. 

They eat the local laver (sunui) collected from the rocks or washed up 

on beaches, but they also eat great quantities of kelp. Kelp (konbu) , 
which does not grow in the warm waters of the Ryukyu Archipelago, 
is imported from Hokkaido. During the era of the Ryukyu kingdom, 
kelp from Hokkaido was one of the principal items merchants from 
Sakai exchanged for goods brought by traders from Naha, the 
principal port of Okianawa Island. 

Although the · distinctive flavours of Okinawan cuisine are now 

becoming quite well known in big cities throughout Japan, there is a 
much greater following for the ubiquitous Okinawan alcoholic 
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beverage awamori. Simply known as saki (sake) in Okinawa, 
awamori is a distilled high-alcohol (ranging from 23 to 60 or more 
percent proof) brandy made from long-grain rice imported from 
Thailand and a black rice-malt yeast using techniques that originally 
came from Annan (Vietnam). 

Music and Performing Arts 

Originally, probably all performing arts in Okinawa were associated 
with religious ritual. Even today, during festivals, folk performances 
of singing, dancing, theatre and martial arts are staged in the clearing 
in front of the sacred grove (utakl} for the entertainment of gods and 

villages alike. Under the Ryukyu kings a secular tradition of drama 
and dance developed as entertainment for visiting envoys from China. 
This evolved into a sophisticated theatrical form known as kumiodori, 
which combined elements of the Okinawan folk tradition with plots 
and techniques borrowed from the Japanese No theatre. Nowadays 
kumiodori has declined in popularity, but a new form of athletic 
community dance competition, known as eisaa, that evolved from 
religious festival performances has become extremely popular on the 
main island of Okinawa. Along with dragon-boat racing (haaree), 
eisaa competitions provide Okinawan youth with strenuous physical 
exercise while nurturing community solidarity. 

The sanshin, a three-stringed banjo with a Burmese python head, 
played with a buffalo horn plectrum, was introduced from southern 
China in the fourteenth century. It provided the musical accompani
ment for the courtly entertainments of Ryukyu dance, kumiodori and 
ryuka poems and by the sixteenth century had spread to the secular 
folk songs of the common people. Before long the instrument was 
disseminated throughout Japan as the shamisen, with a cat-skin head 
and a longer neck and played with a much larger wooden plectrum. 

The rhythms of the Ryukyuan scale ( a pentatonic scale, missing D 
and A) have found a new place in mainstream J-rock and J-pop 
culture, with the result that numerous singers and musicians from 
Okinawa and the Amami Islands have been feted as celebrities in 
Tokyo and Osaka. This success of Okinawan performers together 
with the exploits of Okinawan sporting personalities like the golfer 
Miyazato Ai have been a source of pride for Okinawans in general 
and have led to a greater acceptance of Okinawa by the rest of Japan. 
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There is a very strong tendency for Japanese to characterise 
successful Okinawans as 'us', while continuing to consider the 
prefecture as a whole as 'other'. 

Arts and Crafts 

It was Yanagi Muneyoshi, founder of the Japanese folk art (mingei) 
movement, who first brought Okinawa's distinctive arts and crafts to 
the attention of the Japanese public. On a visit to the prefecture in 
1940 with a group of mingei supporters and members of the tourist 
industry, Yanagi praised traditional Okinawan crafts, particularly 
pottery and textiles, but drew the wrath of local authorities when he 
criticised the excesses of the 'standard language promotion 
movement' and denigration of local dialects. 

Weaving techniques and stencil dying had been introduced from 
southeast Asia during the golden age of Ryukyuan trade in the 
fifteenth century. Working with simple back-strap looms, women 
wove high-quality tribute cloth (joji1) in silk, flax and plantain fibre. 
Patterns varied from one island to the next and married women 
traditionally had weaving designs tattooed on the backs of their hands. 
Fabric created through the stencil-dying technique known as bingata 
was worn exclusively by the aristocracy or used in dramatic 
performances. Pottery employing a Korean-style potter's wheel and 
up-draught noborigama (rising kiln) was produced primarily in the 
Tsuboya district ofNaha. Here, in addition to bowls, flasks and other 
household utensils, potters continue to produce iconic Okinawan roof 
tiles and the ubiquitous talisman lions, shiisaa, that have stood guard 
on the roofs of Okinawan houses since the days of the Ryukyuan 
kingdom. High-quality lacquer ware is also produced in Okinawa. 
Indeed, during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Ryukyuan 
lacquer was a major trade commodity that generated a great deal of 
wealth for the kingdom's Satsuma masters. Nowadays, textiles, 
pottery, lacquer and the more recently introduced Okinawan glass 
provide up-market souvenirs for the tourist industry. 

Sources of Okinawan Identity 

Although Okinawan culture differs considerably from the Japanese 
norm, narratives developed gradually over a long period have worked 
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to heighten the sense of difference between Okinawa and the rest of 
Japan. The prime instigator in the rediscovery, interpretation and 
dissemination of the Ryukyuan tradition was lfa Fuyii, whom I 
introduced earlier. Ifa drew his fellow Okinawans' attention to the 
historical record. This consisted of a dozen or so books in Chinese, 
written to authenticate the rule of the royal house in Shuri, augmented 
by diaries of in1perial Chinese envoys to the Ryukyuan court and 
accounts of shipwrecked Korean and Chinese seamen. Also very 
influential in the creation of images of Okinawa was the work of Arai 
Hakuseki (1657-1725), advisor to the sixth and seventh shoguns, 
Ienobu and Ietsugu. Hakuseki was the first to suggest, on the grounds 
of linguistic evidence, that the peoples of Japan and the Ryukyus were 
related. In his Nantoshi (An account of the southern islands), 
published in 1719, he was the first to use the Chinese characters #i'f.111 
('rope in the offmg') used today to transliterate the traditional place 
name Okinawa, which had hitherto been written phonetically in 
hiragana. He also perpetuated the myth that the Ryukyuan royal 
family was descended from the fugitive Japanese general Minamoto 
no Tametomo, thereby underlining his claim that the Japanese and 
Ryukyuans were the same people and indirectly legitimating Japanese 
dominion over the kingdom. 

For the most part, these sources are of comparatively recent origin, 
dating from after the Satsuma occupation of 1609. Consequently, the 

stereotypical images of Okinawa-red-tiled roofs, turtle-backed 
tombs, the sweet potato, sugarcane, bingata stencil dying, kumiodori, 
ryuka5 and Ryukyuan dance-all date from the period of colonisation 
under Satsuma. 

For the earlier period we have to rely on a small number of 
inscriptions dating from the fifteenth century and the most important 
work of traditional Ryukyuan literature, the Omoro Soshi. The Omoro 
Soshi is a collection of prayers and ritual songs written in Old 
Ryukyuan. The text, written in hiragana with a small number of 
Chinese characters, consists of 1,554 songs arranged into twenty-two 
volumes, compiled in three stages from 1531 to 1623. The inter-

5. The tem1 ryiika J'j!E!W( (Ryukyuan songs), coined in analogy with waka 
f o!W( (Japanese songs), was probably first used after the Satsuma invasion of 
1609 but other local songs, shimauta §b UJ:J., following sinlilar metric patterns 
and with sanshin accompaniment were sU11g from a much earlier period. 
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pretation of this text, dubbed incomprehensible by the philologist 
Basil Hall Chamberlain (a grandson of the Captain Hall we met 
earlier), has been the principal impetus for the birth of Okinawan 
Studies. From Ifa Fuyii to Hokama Shuzen, a long line of Okinawan 
scholars has worked assiduously on the explication of the Omoro 
Soshi to a point where a credible modem Japanese translation of the 
complete work has finally been published.6 This task, the greatest 
achievement in Okinawan Studies to date, could probably never have 
been achieved without the dedicated involvement of native-speaking 
Okinawan scholars. Although its remote subject matter and archaic 
language make the Omoro Soshi inaccessible to the vast majority of 
Okinawans today, the fact that the Ryukyu kingdom produced a major 
work of literature and spawned a rich tradition of divine songs 
(kamiuta) that continues to this day is a source of immense pride to 
Okinawans and an important factor in the creation of Okinawan 
identity. 

Conclusion 

Japanese attitudes to Okinawa have changed from the curious interest 
in the exotic apparent from the eighteenth century, particularly after 
the publication of Arai Hakuseki' s Nantoshi, through mistrust and 
suspicion over assumed Ryukyuan loyalty to China in the early Meiji 
period, to discrimination and contempt in the pre-war period and 
finally to a position of acceptance as a contributor to the diversity of 
Japanese culture. Okinawa has benefited from Japan's more outward
looking policy of internationalisation introduced in the early 1980s. 
One consequence of trying to understand diversity in the outside 
world is a greater appreciation of, and indeed a desire for, diversity 
within one's own country. For their part, young Okinawans today are 
becoming more conscious of the need to preserve what is left of their 
distinctive culture before it is completely overwhelmed by the 
postmodern urban culture of Tokyo. We can only hope that they can 
succeed where their parents have failed. 

6. Hokama Shuzen (trans. & ed.), Omorososhi, 2 vols (Tokyo: Iwanami 
bunko, 2000), Yellow 141-2. 




