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The Shrines in Okinawa: Their Histories and Unique Multi-Faceted Characteristics

Abstract : The aims of this paper are to provide an overview of the history of the Shinto shrines
in Ryukyu/Okinawa, and to discuss their unique multi-faceted characteristics.

The history of shrines in Okinawa has been influenced by that of Japan-Ryukyu/Okinawa politi-
cal relationships. However, it does not mean that Ryukyu/Okinawa’s indigenous religious beliefs
have been passively assimilated to the religious traditions of Japan. Okinawa has been indeed
influenced by the Japanese culture, including its government policies. But, within Japan's sphere
of influence, the Okinawans have developed their own unique shrine culture. Okinawa has bene-
fited from reinterpreted and modified the Japanese government's preferential measures.

Though the first shrine in Okinawa was probably founded in the late 14th century, well before

then its people had developed religious beliefs which were very similar to Shintoism of Japan.
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Then the Ryukyu's Eight Shrines, the official shrines of the Ryukyu Dynasty, clearly blend
together their own religious traditions and the Japanese Shinto, while keeping its uniqueness.
Furthermore, during the periods of increasing pressure to “become Japanese” such as during the
Meiji reforms, the Japan's modern wars since the Sino-Japanese war, and the reversion to Japan
in 1972, Okinawa’s indigenous religion found a way to formally merge into the system of the
mainstream Shintoism of Japan, and allowed the Okinawan to develop a unique Shinto shrine cul-
ture in Okinawa.

The author is currently an active Shinto priest who has served at the Gokoku Shrine in Oki-
nawa for 22 years. This paper draws on his personal experience as a Shinto priest, based on
interviews with relevant parties, as well as discoveries made through fieldwork research. The
author also attempted to elucidate the history of religion in Ryukyu/Okinawa, by including non-
written materials such as photographs, old maps, architecture, and descriptions of traditional cus-

toms.
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