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The Utak: of Okinawa
— their beliefs, deities, and configurations ——

Abstract - Utak: worship represents the core of the indigenous religion of Okinawa. Although it
is unknown when this practice first began, there is no doubt that the beliefs occupy an important
place in the spirit of the Ryukyu/Okinawa people. The same could also be said for the Ryukyu
Dynasty court, with the importance of these beliefs revealed in the myths of the royal court and
in the Omoro-soshi, a compilation of ancient songs and poems. The Ryukyu koku yurai-ki (1713),
an official history of Ryukyu, records the existence of 929 wutak: throughout the Ryukyu Kingdom.

While the pattern of description varies between the Okinawa Islands, Miyako Islands, and



Yaeyama Islands, it documents the names of the utaki, their locations, sacred names, and the dei-
ties they enshrined. The genders of the enshrined deities are not recorded for the on (utaki) of
the Okinawa and Yaeyama Islands, but gender is specified in the Miyako Islands and many are
pairs of male and female deities. Another characteristic is the scarcity of descriptions of the
annual ceremonies of the wtak: and their worshipers. The names of the deities of the Yaeyama
utakr do not reflect their function; instead, their names are created from words glorifying the dei-
ties, and there are many whose meanings are not understood. Yet the deity names are clearly
based on the Omoro language and other elements, and a comparative study with the names of
deities from other regions is a topic for further study.

Utaki share a common configuration. In their simplest form, wtak:i are comprised of an zbe
(sanctuary) and a sacred forecourt and are structurally enhanced with the addition of a haiden
(front shrine). With respect to the Yaeyama wutak:, there is a progression from the ibe — area in
front of the ibe — onyah (haiden) — myah or meh (sacred forecourt) — torii (gate) correspond-
ing to a gradual transition and expansion in space from the sacred to the secular. Only women
priestesses can enter the ibe.

Since the modern era, various circumstances have led the ufak: to change in form. The trans-
formation began with government authorities ordering modifications such as the clearing of utak:
groves and a scaling down of utaki sites, and changes associated with the development of US mil-
itary bases after World War II. At present, ufak: face relocation and consolidation in many areas
through urban planning and economic activities, some of which have led to the near-destruction
of these sites. In this way, wtaki beliefs have undergone one of the most radical changes in their
long history and this transformation is closely connected to the present state of the Okinawan

people’s spirit.
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