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The Ryūkyū Kingdom Festival (Ryūkyū ōchō
matsuri), organized and sponsored by the Shuri
Promotion Association (Shuri shinkōkai), is a
fixture on Okinawa Prefecture’s cultural and
tourist calendar.

2008 Shuri Castle Festival poster

This one-day festival is one part of the larger
Shuri Castle Festival (Shurijō sai); together,
they celebrate the grandeur of the Ryūkyū
Kingdom and its court traditions as a pure
cultural past for the prefecture.1 Of pivotal
importance to these events is Shuri Castle
itself. Not merely the stage on which festivities
unfold, Shuri Castle – with its vermillion
architecture epitomized by its main hall
(seiden) and Shurei Gate (Shurei mon), and its
high, imposing ishigaki stone walls – is cast as
the very heart of Ryūkyūan culture. While this
representation of the castle celebrates local
culture, it is difficult to ignore the role it plays
in Japan’s continuing colonization of Okinawa.
By suggesting that Ryūkyūan culture not only
exists, but flourishes within the framework of
the Japanese nation state, this representation
plays an important part in a narrative that
obfuscates the rupture of Japanese colonization
of the Ryūkyū Kingdom and naturalizes
Okinawa’s inclusion into the modern Japanese
nation state.2

Nowhere is the assimilative nature of cultural
valuation more stark than in the Japanese
state’s 1925 designation of Shuri Castle’s main
hall as a “national treasure” (kokuhō) of Japan.
This designation is often lauded in the postwar
as a sign of the Japanese state’s early
recognition of the value of Ryūkyūan culture,
but it also deftly transformed a marker of a
prior independence into a marker of inclusion.
The official text explaining the designation
reads:

This is the main hall of the former
Shuri Castle, and it is the Ryūkyū’s
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most important and largest piece
of architecture … The current
building was built in the 14th year
of Kyōhō (1730) and underwent
substantial repairs in the 3rd year
of Kōka (1837). It has a very large,
multilayered hip-and-gabled roof, a
step canopy (kōhai) in the front
[and demonstrates] unique
Ryūkyūan form and techniques.
Even though its large pillars and
the decorative feature (fun) of the
bargeboard (karahafū) resemble
Chinese style (kan shiki), the frog-
leg strut (kaerumata) and dragon
carvings below the step canopy’s
bargeboard carries the trace (obi)
of the style of our Momoyama
period [and is] extremely novel
artisanship.3

Assimilation is performed in several ways here.
First, Shuri Castle’s history is told in terms of
Japanese reign names, mapping the castle’s
history onto a regime of Japanese temporality
even though the Ryūkyū Kingdom at this time
was, for all intents and purposes, an
independent political entity. Second, while the
designation recognizes the uniqueness of
Ryūkyūan form and techniques and even
acknowledges its resonance with continental
styles, the text – in the final analysis – folds
these features into a narrative of Japanese
architectural history. By discovering in these
Ryūkyūan/continental features the “trace” of
“our Momoyama” style, the designation
skillfully sublimates any Ryūkyūan uniqueness
into a larger, encompassing, and original
Japanese cultural universe, diffusing the
critical potential in these markers of difference.

There was, however, another way in which this
designation appropriated and assimilated Shuri
Castle into the Japanese national imaginary. In
order for Shuri Castle’s main hall to be
designated a national treasure in 1925, it was

converted into the worshipper’s hall of
Okinawa Shrine. This completed the layout for
Okinawa Shrine, and Shuri Castle spent the
period 1925 to 1945 as “Okinawa Shrine,” a
functioning node in the ideological universe of
State Shinto, put into the service of the
emperor-centered Japanese nation state. This
transformation occurred in part because
Japanese heritage preservation laws until 1932
stipulated that only Shinto shrine and Buddhist
temple buildings could be designated “specially
protected buildings” to receive state protection
and funding as “national treasures.” The
problem is that the argument that the castle’s
conversion was necessary for its preservation
was privileged, both at the time as well as in
our present, such that Shuri Castle’s tenure as
a Shinto shrine is overlooked and its
significance downplayed. This article traces
Shuri Castle’s other history, to tell the story of
its transformation into Okinawa Shrine in order
to reveal the nakedness of the violence of
Japanese colonialism as it is embedded in Shuri
Castle.

The Silence around Okinawa Shrine

People have generally expressed surprise when
I’ve posed the question, “Did you know that
Shuri Castle used to be Okinawa Shrine?” This
is not entirely surprising considering that
histories of the castle – including the castle’s
“official history” as it is told at the Shurijō
Castle Park – do not reference its past as
Okinawa Shrine. What is curious, however, is
that the castle’s history as Okinawa Shrine is
not exactly the object of a concerted campaign
of silencing and obfuscation, with references to
it readily available in the historical record. For
instance, in prewar official inventories of
national treasures compiled by the Home
Ministry (Naimushō) which list all designated
buildings and objects, Shuri Castle’s main hall
is listed as “the worshipper’s hall of Okinawa
Shrine” (Okinawa jinja haiden).4 In a relatively
recent compilation by the Agency for Cultural
Affairs (Bunkachō) of national treasures lost to
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war and disaster in the prewar period, the
entry for Shuri Castle’s main hall, razed to the
ground as a result of American bombardment,
was similarly listed as the worshipper’s hall.5

Thus as far as one version of the Japanese
state’s official record is concerned, “Shuri
Castle” does not actually exist in the period
between 1925 and 1945, replaced instead by
“Okinawa Shrine.”

Two different treatments of a photograph in a
recent volume about Okinawa demonstrate
what is at stake. The photograph in question
dates from the 1920s and shows Yamazaki
Masatada, a medical professor from Kyushu in
front of Okinawa Shrine’s main sanctuary
(honden).

Yamazaki Masatada in front of Okinawa
Shrine's main sanctuary. From Nonomura

Takeo, Natsukashiki Okinawa

In a comment on the photograph, Nonomura
Takao writes:

Considering the situation at the
time, there was no other method of
rescue except for the main hall to
take on the name of Okinawa
Shrine’s worshipper’s hall, thereby
receiving financial aid from the
state in the form of a repair
budget. This was a turnaround for
a building that was destined to be
demolished, and there was the

great repair in the early Shōwa
period. This ingenious plan
(myōan) was thought up by Itō
Chūta, and was seen to
extraordinary success by Sakatani
Ryōnoshin. [The castle] was saved
as Okinawa Shrine. As the
worshipper’s hall attached to the
main sanctuary, Shuri Castle’s
main hall sidestepped the big wave
of the time.6

While all this is certainly true, this treatment
deftly sublimates Shuri Castle’s becoming
Okinawa Shrine into the larger aim of
preserving the main hall and effectively
dismisses the transformation of the castle into
the shrine as a significant event in its own
right. By privileging a narrative of
preservation, the meaning of the Shuri Castle’s
transformation into Okinawa Shrine is strait-
jacketed into an argument in which the end
(preservation) justifies the means.

The second treatment of this photo is in an
essay discussing the role of old photographs in
the restoration of Ryūkyūan architecture.7

While the author acknowledges that the
photograph is one of the few which exist of the
shrine, he notes that the photograph’s value
lies in what it tells us of the area around the
main sanctuary. He is interested in the
information the photograph provides, but
ignores the existence of the shrine itself. The
castle’s tenure as a Shinto shrine is present,
even acknowledged when it surfaces, and yet
those who come into contact with it seem able
to ignore its existence and its implications.
What was the reality of Okinawa Shrine, and
what were the conditions of its emergence?

Shuri Castle in the early Meiji period

Until the early 15th century, the Ryūkyū
Kingdom was divided into three competing
power blocks, Hokuzan, Chūzan, and Nanzan.
In 1429, Shō Hashi completed the unification of
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the kingdom and established Chuzan’s
hegemony over the other centers. The seat of
his power was Shuri Castle, which remained
the kingdom’s political and sacerdotal center
until 1879. Even before unification, the Ryūkyū
Kingdom was already part of the Sinocentric
world order as the lords of Hokuzan, Chūzan,
and Nanzan sought political legitimacy and
trading rights from the Ming emperor. Upon
achieving unification, Shō Hashi received the
Chinese court’s investiture as the “King of
Ryūkyū” and the kingdom’s submission to the
Chinese empire (while maintaining political
autonomy) became a dominant factor in
Ryūkyūan life. The tribute relation was not only
political, but was also economically profitable
and transformed kingdom into a prosperous
linchpin in an “intra-Asia trade system” (Ajia
ikinai kōei ken).8 The kingdom subscribed to
Chinese influence in other ways too as Chinese
Confucianism became the dominant framework
that governed political, social and ethical life.9

In 1609, Tokugawa Japan’s southernmost fief,
Satsuma, invaded the Ryūkyū Kingdom as it
sought to appropriate the profits from the
kingdom’s lucrative tribute trade. Satsuma
could not impose its rule explicitly because it
had to allow the kingdom to maintain an
appearance of independence in order for that
trade with China to continue. This resulted in
the period of “dual tribute” – where the Ryūkyū
Kingdom paid tribute to both China and Japan –
which effectively reduced the kingdom to
poverty.10 Despite its “non-explicit”
overlordship, Satsuma’s invasion marked the
beginning of Japan’s gradual colonization of the
Ryūkyū Kingdom which culminated the Meiji
state’s formal annexation in the 1870s. The
Meiji state began this process in 1872 by
unilaterally converting the kingdom into
“Ryūkyū domain” (Ryūkyū han) and making
Shō Tai (the last Ryūkyū king) into the “domain
king” (han ō). In 1879, in what was termed the
Ryūkyū Dispensation (Ryūkyū shobun), Meiji
Japan annexed the Ryūkyū Kingdom, turning it
into Japan’s southernmost prefecture, Okinawa.

The imposition of Japanese colonial rule meant
the absorption of the kingdom into Japan’s
administrative structure, a process which
entailed the neutralization of the Ryūkyūan
king as a symbol of independence and
autonomy. When the Meiji state formally
annexed the kingdom in 1879, it evicted Shō
Tai from Shuri Castle and installed him as a
member of the Japanese aristocracy in Tokyo.
The seat of his power was not exempt from
similarly radical change. Immediately after the
annexation, the castle was converted into
barracks for the Kumamoto Garrison
(Kumamoto chindai bunkentai heiei), to become
what Uemura Hideaki has called
“Ryūkyū/Okinawa’s first foreign military base”
in 1876.11 It suffered much damage in this
conversion as it was a process of displacement
which broke existing meanings and replaced
them with new significations in both the
physical and symbolic registers. Maps of Shuri
Castle from the 1880s demonstrate the
symbolic violence of this displacement in stark
terms. The visual force in an 1893 map of the
garrison, for instance, lies in its demonstration
of the garrison’s complete takeover and
redefinition of the site where even the
buildings that were not in use were labeled
“empty” (aki) or left shaded in the stripes as
the building under use.12

Map of the Garrison. From Okinawa hontō
torishirabe sho (1893)

This conversion of the castle’s space to new
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uses coincided with its destruction as a palace.
During his visit in 1882, the traveler F.H.H.
Guillemard noted that he thought that the main
hall was “a holy of holies” but upon entering,

[a] more dismal sight could hardly
have been imagined. We wandered
through room after room, through
corridors, reception halls, women’s
apartments, through the servant’s
quarters, through a perfect
labyrinth of buildings, which were
in such a state of indescribable
dilapidation. The place could not
have been inhabited for years.
Every article of ornament had been
removed; the paintings on the
frieze – a favorite decoration with
the Japanese and the Liu-kiuans
have been torn down, or were
invisible from dust and age … In all
directions the woodwork had been
torn away for firewood, and an
occasional ray of light from above
showed that the roof was in no
better condition than the rest of
the building. From these damp and
dismal memorials of past Liu-kiuan
greatness it was a relief to emerge
on an open terrace on the summit
of one of the great walls …13

For Guillemard, the castle, along with any
greatness of civilization it marked, was a thing
of the past. His observation that “the place
could not have been inhabited for years”
establishes the scale of the dilapidation, but
also removes Shuri Castle even further from
the present. The castle’s physical decline was
tactile proof that the castle, and by extension,
the Ryūkyū Kingdom itself, belonged to a
different time, out of sync with the present of
Meiji Japan. The castle became a double wound
on the Okinawan landscape: its dilapidated
presence reminded Okinawans that the Ryūkyū
Kingdom was now a thing of the past, and that

the eclipse of past greatness constituted the
reality of the present.14

Shuri Castle’s physical decline created the
conditions that broke the monopoly of
meanings as a royal palace and opened it to
redefinition, demonstrated in the calls for the
palace site to be returned to the prefecture and
converted into a site for popular pleasure. With
the garrison’s departure in 1896, Okinawans
called for the return of the castle to local
civilian use. In 1899, Shuri ward petitioned the
central government that notions of social
progress called for the development leisure
facilities in Shuri Ward for local use and to
attract visitors from other prefectures, but
Okinawa Prefecture had not achieved this.15

The solution, they proposed, lay with the castle
site, arguing that it would be regrettable if the
castle site – “the beauty of the Ryūkyū Kingdom
for several hundreds of years” – was lost due to
the current policy of abandonment.16 The
petition asked the government to give the
castle site and its buildings to Shuri ward
without cost. Tokyo denied this request. Shuri
ward tried again a year later, but this time
requested the sale of the buildings which the
Home Ministry approved but only allowed the
use of the land for a thirty-year period.17 In
1909, Shuri ward petitioned the central
government for the sale of the land and
succeeded.18 In this way, ownership of Shuri
Castle and its land was returned to the
prefecture thirty years after Shō Tai’s eviction.
Unfortunately the prefecture’s poor finances
prevented any plans from coming to fruition.
The castle’s main hall was so dilapidated that
substantial and expensive restoration work
would have been necessary simply to guarantee
its structural integrity. Before the prefecture
could raise the money, plans were already
being made for the castle’s site to be used as
the precincts of Okinawa Shrine.

Okinawa Shrine

Okinawa Prefecture first proposed the
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establishment of a prefectural shrine in April
1910 to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary
of the Meiji emperor’s ascension.19 The
proposed shrine would install Minamoto no
Tametomo, Shunten, and Shō Tai as its resident
deities, selected because they were important
historical figures (san dai ijin) for Okinawa
Prefecture who “made clear” (meiryō naru)
Okinawa’s close relationship with mainland
Japan.20 However, the idea was abandoned
because of the death of the Meiji emperor in
1912. The motion to establish a prefectural
shrine resurfaced in 1914 and 1915, but was
denied on both occasions. The 1914 proposal,
which suggested establishing the prefectural
shrine within the grounds of Naminoue Shrine,
was rejected as “impossible,” while the 1915
proposal was rejected because the deities the
prefecture proposed – Amamiko and Shinireku,
both of which were mythical figures in
Ryūkyūan folk beliefs – were not recognized as
part of the Shinto pantheon. The Home
Ministry approved the establishment of
“Okinawa Shrine” in March 31, 1923 for
reasons that remain unclear and Shuri Castle
was chosen as the site because it had been the
historical center of Okinawa’s politics and was
intimately connected with the prefecture’s
“cultural enlightenment.”21

It is also possible that the Shuri Castle site was
selected for financial reasons. The 1915
proposal budgeted 10,000 yen for developing a
3,443 tsubo site (approximately 2.8 acres) in
Mawashi-cho, out of which 4,250 yen was
slated for roads and other infrastructural
costs.22 The proposed site was close to Shuri
Castle, and maps from the period indicate a
densely populated area interspersed with
relatively large, aristocratic estates. That half
the budget was set aside for infrastructure and
other costs suggests that the site was quite
costly to develop.23 By contrast, the Shuri
Castle site was largely available, even though
part of it was being used by the Shuri First
Primary School and Shuri Girls’ Craft School.
Construction began in September 1923, and

the shrine’s main sanctuary was constructed
behind the castle’s main hall. Given its poor
condition, the decision was made to demolish
the castle’s main hall so that a new
worshipper’s hall could be built on its site in
order to complete the spatial layout of Okinawa
Shrine.

It is at this moment on the brink of physical
erasure that Shuri Castle’s fortunes turned,
almost entirely by chance. Kamakura Yoshitarō,
a teacher who had spent some time in Okinawa,
was visiting with friends in Tokyo one day in
early 1924 when he noticed a newspaper
article reporting the main hall’s demolition.24

Kamakura recounts that he rushed immediately
to see Itō Chūta, the eminent architect with
whom he was acquainted.25 Itō had never seen
the castle itself, but knew that it was an
important building.26 Itō in turn called on the
Home Ministry and succeeded in halting the
demolition.27 Concerned with securing both
permanent protection for the main hall as well
as official funding for its repair, Itō set out with
Kamakura in the summer of 1924 on a month-
long study trip to Okinawa.

In his account of his role in saving the main
hall, Itō makes special mention of the main
hall’s dilapidated condition.28 He notes that
Okinawan authorities were keen to repair the
building, even though the impoverished
prefecture could not afford such a project.
Unable to bear the loss of this “enormous
building with deep pedigree,” efforts to raise
funds for the building’s repairs continued even
as the castle’s inner courtyard was slated to be
given over to the new Okinawa Shrine. Itō’s
account stoked the drama of the moment:

… it was a large sum of money, and
there was no way to acquire it.
With flowing tears, there was the
realization that there was nothing
else that could be done except to
abandon (migoroshi suru) the main
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hall.29

From a photograph of the main hall, Itō said
that he knew that it was a “representative
masterpiece of Ryūkyūan architecture,” and
after succeeding in halting the demolition and
saving it from the “brink of death” (kyūshi ni
isshō), Itō took it upon himself to see what he
could do to further preserve the main hall. He
writes,

I had to think of a concrete plan of how to save
this almost dead (hinshi) patient. Before doing
anything, there was the urgent task (kyūmu) of
diagnosing the patient’s condition. One aspect
of my research in Ryūkyū was this important
mission.30

Itō’s assessment of his position was twofold:
“Aside from welcoming me as a researcher of
Ryūkyū, many Okinawan officials and civilians
also welcomed me as the doctor (ishi) of Shuri
Castle’s main hall.”31 Itō’s account conveys the
urgency of his mission in which saving the
castle took top priority, but his claim that he
was welcomed by Okinawa officials and
civilians adds an important dimension by
implying the approval and support for his plans
of Okinawans.

At the end of his study, Itō proposed that Shuri
Castle’s main hall be used as the worshipper’s
hall of Okinawa Shrine, thereby qualifying it for
permanent state protection under the 1897 Old
Shrines and Temples Preservation Act. The
local newspaper carried an article with the
headline: “Shuri Castle’s Preservation, The
main hall becoming the worshipper’s hall of
Okinawa Shrine through the Shrine and Temple
Preservation Law after receiving recognition as
a prefectural shrine and receiving the Home
Ministry’s support is a good plan in Professor
Itō’s opinion.”32 The article noted that this was
the best way for the main hall to receive the
repairs it badly needed, and thanks to
“Professor Itō’s efforts (rō),” Okinawa’s famous
site would now be preserved. A photograph of

the repaired main hall testifies to the castle’s
new doubled reality: two plaques hang at the
entrance to the hall, mark it as both a “national
treasure” and “worshipper’s hall”.

 

Detail, Showing "kokuhō" plaque on left,
and "haiden" plaque on right.

The significance of Okinawa Shrine

As Itō’s commentary and the treatments of the
photograph  with  Yamazaki  that  I  began  this
essay  with  demonstrate,  there  is  a  strong
desire to apprehend the moment of the castle’s
main  hall’s  designation  in  terms  of  its
preservation while ignoring its incorporation as
part  of  Okinawa Shrine.  Through the use  of
medical tropes and the drama of the situation,
Itō  successfully  conveys  that  he  was  most
concerned  with  the  preservation  the  castle’s
buildings. My intention is not to challenge this;
Itō certainly had a deep and abiding love for
buildings  and spent  his  career  committed to
their  preservation.  However,  to  neglect  the
transformation  of  the  main  hall  into  the
shrine’s  worshipper’s  hall  surely  misses  the
point at best. At worst, it marks the success of
erasure in which the ideological machinations
that enable Shuri Castle’s transformation into
Okinawa  Shrine  are  misrecognized  as
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unimportant  and regarded as  irrelevant.33  To
focus only  on the preservation aspect  of  the
1925 designation echoes the constitutive logic
in colonial power that seeks to obfuscate the
arbitrariness and violence of its rule. Here, the
violence  of  transforming  Shuri  Castle  into
Okinawa  Shrine  achieves  the  perfect  cover
behind the lofty goals of heritage preservation.

How then  to  read  the  moment  of  the  1925
designation,  against  the hegemonic desire  to
render it a triumph for heritage preservation,
in order to recover Okinawa Shrine as a site of
violence? The context of prewar State Shinto
provides  an  important  starting  point.  By
becoming a Shinto shrine, Shuri Castle’s space
was absorbed into the ideological universe of
State Shinto and disciplined by its particular
logic.  Following  the  Council  of  State’s
(Dajōkan)  declaration  of  “the  unity  of
government and rites” (saisei icchi) on March
13, 1869, the Meiji state promulgated a decree
stating that  Shinto  shrines  “constitute[d]  the
rites of the state” (jinja wa kokka no sōshi nari)
on  May  14,  1871.34  These  measures  defined
Shinto as the national religion and established
Shinto  shrines  as  privileged  spaces  in  the
political life of the Japanese nation state. The
role that the Grand Shrine of Ise played in the
prewar  era  exemplifies  the  effect  of  this
configuration: worshipping at the specific site
of Ise Shrine was a mode of conduct for loyal
Japanese  imperial  subjects  to  contribute  to
maintaining the health of the national polity.35

One of  the most  prolific  theoreticians of  the
role  of  shrines  in  State  Shinto  and  their
relationship to Japanese national identity was
none other than Itō Chūta, the “savior” of Shuri
Castle’s  main  hall.  Beginning  with  his
involvement in the construction of Heian Shrine
in  Kyoto  to  commemorate  the  1100th
anniversary of transferring the capital to Kyoto,
Itō designed and built a significant number of
imperial  Japan’s  most  important  Shintō
shrines.36  Professionally,  Itō  was  the  Home
Ministry’s  special  consultant  for  constructing

Shintō shrines from 1898, leading Maruyama
Shigeru to observe that Itō’s official position in
the  bureaucracy  was  a  way  in  which
architecture was placed in the service of the
nation  state.37  Itō  developed  his  ideas  about
Shintō shrines and their role in State Shinto in
many articles, regarding shrines as the physical
representations  of  the  link  between  the
imperial house and the Japanese nation state.
He  argued  that  while  Shinto  bore  some
similarities  with  Chinese  Taoism  or  Central
Asian religions,  Shinto shrines were uniquely
“Japanese” because they were for the worship
of the Japanese imperial house and its imperial
ancestors.38  Shinto  shrines  were,  in  other
words, spaces that referenced the emperor and
by  extension,  the  imperial  Japanese  nation
state.

Far  from  being  simply  a  staging  ground  of
Shinto,  shrine  buildings  could  channel
individual emotion and feeling to focus on the
worship of the imperial house.39 Itō considered
“ideal” (risō) shrine architecture to fulfill two
different  aims.40  The  first,  material  aim  was
functional: buildings and structures had to be
easy  to  use  in  a  practical  sense.  More
importantly however, was shrine architecture’s
second, spiritual dimension, which referred to
their ability to manifest the spirit that repaid
one’s ancestors for their  gratitude,  to return
people’s hearts to the past, and to return to the
fundamentals of the country.41 Itō’s ideas about
the  relationship  of  architecture  and  national
identity,  as  well  as  his  position  on  Shinto
shrines as a specific site of Japanese national
identity  means  that  he  was  not  a  politically
neutral actor when it came to Shinto shrines.
Itō’s  actions  brought  the  central  cultural
symbol  of  the  Ryūkyū  Kingdom  into  State
Shinto.  This  must  in  turn,  at  the very  least,
raise  questions  about  Itō’s  intentions  in
proposing the transformation of Shuri Castle’s
main  hall,  and  destabilize  the  comfortable
narrative of salvation and preservation that Itō
and others have cast the process as.
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The Home Ministry  regulated  Shinto  shrines
strictly: not only who could establish a shrine
and when, but also the very shape and content
of shrine precincts. These regulations applied
to  the  top-ranking  national  and  government
shrines as well as the prefectural and village
shrines at the bottom of the shrine hierarchy.42

The Home Ministry listed seven structures that
a  shrine  would  have  to  include:  the  main
sanctuary  (honden),  its  surrounding  fence,  a
torii, a worshipper’s hall (haiden), hall for food
offerings  (shinsenjo),  temizuya,  and  shrine
offices.43 These specifications constitute a set of
rules by the Japanese state to govern the space
of Shinto shrines. Each of the seven structures
served a specific function and shrines without
them  were  not  recognized  as  shrines.44  The
radical alteration to Shuri Castle’s space that
resulted  from  its  use  as  Okinawa  Shrine  is
illustrated in a map titled “Old Shuri Castle”
(Kyū Shurijō) which shows the castle’s original
buildings  overlaid  with  the  new  shrine’s
buildings, including the seven structures that
the Home Ministry deemed necessary.

Map of Okinawa Shrine precints, showing
new and old buildings. Kyū Shurijō

Seen  this  way,  it  becomes  clear  that  Shuri
Castle’s  transformation  into  a  Shinto  shrine
was not simply about the transformation of its
physical space, but rather the transposition of
the castle into a spatial economy centered on
the Japanese nation state.

This  new  configuration  of  space  imposed  a
particular  regime  of  bodily  practices  that
regulated the conduct of those who entered it.

The main hall as Okinawa Shrine's
worshipper's hall. From Shashinshu Okinawa

A torii at the northwest corner of the courtyard
demarcated the shrine’s precincts, a line in the
sand  that  marked  the  beginning  of  sacred
space.  In  the  courtyard,  there  was  a  small
structure  on  the  left,  stone  lanterns  at  the
bottom of  the  stairs,  an  offering  box  at  the
entrance to the hall, and a braided rope above
it. The small structure is the temizuya, where
one  washed  one’s  hands  before  approaching
the worshipper’s hall. Going up the stairs, one
stopped in front of the offering box and threw
in a coin. One then performed the proper ritual
combination of claps and bows to approach the
gods deified in the main sanctuary. The braided
rope  above  the  offering  box  marked  off  the
space it encloses as sacred, the hall  and the
area behind off limits to the profane masses.

Okinawa  Shrine  enshrined  five  deities:
Minamoto no Tametomo, Shunten, Shō En, Shō
Kei,  and Shō Tai.  As Torigoe has noted,  the
deification of Minamoto no Tametomo and his
son Shunten emphasized Okinawa’s ethnic and
blood  proximity  to  mainland  Japan  and   the
legend  of  Tametomo  and  Shunten  is  worth
recounting  briefly  here.45  After  the  Hōgen
Rebellion, Tametomo – a direct descendent of
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the 56th emperor Seiwa – supposedly fled from
the victorious Heike and escaped to the Ryūkyū
Islands. There he fathered a son, Shunten,  
with the daughter of a local chief who rose to
power  as  the  island’s  first  king  the  12th
century.  Scholars  like  Hagashionna  Kanjun
have  shown  that  the  Tametomo  story  (and
Shunten’s  reign,  for  that  matter)  have  no
documentary evidence, but note that they have
a  long  history  of  circulation  as  legends.46

Scholars  agree  that  the  first  mention  of  the
legend  is  in  the  Buddhist  monk  Taichū’s
Ryūkyū shintō ki (1605), but was established as
part  of  the  official  record  of  the  Ryūkyū
Kingdom by Shō Shōken in his Chusan seikan
(1650) and in turn popularized in Japan by Arai
Hakuseki  in  his  Nantō  shi.47  The  political
potential  of  this  narrative  –  that  casts  the
Ryūkyū  royal  family  and  the  institution  of
Ryūkyūan  kingship  as  descendents  of  the
Japanese  imperial  family  –  for  assimilating
Okinawa  is  obvious  and  it  was  reproduced
frequently  in  novels,  school  textbooks,  and
studies  of  Okinawa  history  in  the  prewar
period.48

What Torigoe does not discuss, however, is that
the deification of the three Ryūkyūan kings was
a  similarly  powerful,  politically  inclusionary
move on Japan’s part. Shō En (r. 1470-1476)
founded the second Shō dynasty; under his rule
the Ryūkyū Kingdom shifted from government
by the individual monarch to an institutionally
based rule which contributed to its longevity.49

Shō  Kei  (r.  1713-1751)  oversaw  a  cultural
golden age in which the kingdom’s best-known
Confucian intellectual Sai On flourished.50 Shō
Tai’s reign saw the Ryūkyū Kingdom enter into
formal Japanese control, cast in the prewar as
opening  the  way  for  the  modernization  of
Okinawa.  Taken  together  these  five  deities
speak to the appropriation of both the Ryūkyū
Kingdom’s  legendary  past  (Minamoto  and
Shunten) and its recorded history represented
by the other three: Shō En founded the Second
Shō Dynasty in which Shō Kei’s reign marked
its high point, with Shō Tai marking its end.

The deification of these five figures folds the
beginning  and  the  end  of  the  Ryūkyū
Kingdom’s  history  into  the  frame  of  State
Shinto, and by extension, into the frame of the
Japanese nation state and national imaginary.

How important or effective was the Okinawa
Shrine?  Did  it  register  in  the  minds  of
Okinawan people as a site of State Shinto and
what might this have meant to them? On the
one hand, a 1936 report by Shuri city noted
that  “the  number  of  worshippers  increased
every year, such that the sense of respect [for
the  national  polity]  has  now  gradually
deepened.”51 On the other hand, Torigoe notes
that worshippers were rarely seen at Okinawa
Shrine,  and  he  sees  this  as  evidence  of  the
forced  nature  of  the  Okinawa  Shrine’s
establishment  and  its  disjuncture  with  what
Okinawan popular religion.52 Okinawa Shrine’s
relative unpopularity seems to be borne out by
records  in  the  Okinawaken  jinja  meisai  cho,
which  lists  the  details  of  twelve  shrines  in
Okinawa  prefecture,  including  each  shrine’s
history, acreage, number of buildings, and the
number of  registered worshippers.53  Okinawa
Shrine’s 4,914 ujiko households do not appear
to be an insignificant number, especially when
compared to Sueyoshi Shrine’s mere 160 ujiko
households.54  However,  Okinawa  Shrine’s
numbers  pale  in  comparison  to  Yomochi
Shrine’s 126,430 sūkeisha households.55 Given
these numbers, it is likely that Okinawa Shrine
was hardly the most popular and most-visited
of  shrines,  demonstrating  the  distance  that
Okinawan people felt  from State Shinto as a
whole.

However,  to  assess  Okinawa  Shrine’s
importance only  in  terms of  the  numbers  of
worshippers misses out on an important way in
which spaces  operate,  and neglects  how the
particular space of the Shinto shrine functions.
In particular, it misses how some spaces affect
their  environment  simply  by  virtue  of  their
presence,  regardless  of  how  resident
populations feel about them. Overseas Shinto
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shrines (kaigai  jinja),  established in Japanese
colonies (colonized Korea, Taiwan) as well as in
locales  with  significant  Japanese  populations
(Honolulu)  illustrate  this  point.  Overseas
shrines were originally established for Japanese
nationals in foreign lands as sites to connect
ideologically and spiritually with the Japanese
mainland, but many scholars have shown how
overseas  shrines  also  served  as  physical
reminders  of  Japanese  state  power  in  the
colonies for local populations.56 In addition to
practices  like  compulsory  visitations,  which
forced upon local populations a consciousness
of  the presence and function of  the shrines,
these  shrines,  often  in  geographically
prominent  sites  (as  in  the  case  of  Chosen
Shrine,  Taiwan Shrine,  and Okinawa Shrine)
were hard to ignore as sites on the landscape.
A  colonized  population’s  participation  at
shrines allows us to comment on the role these
shrines played in people’s lives, but it is also
important to pay attention to other reactions
that local populations had to the space. These
include non-participation at the shrines (except
under  duress)  or  their  outright  rejection  of
State Shinto, both of which do not necessarily
render  the  shrines  as  unimportant  or
ineffective  spaces.

Hildi  Kang’s  collection of  oral  histories  from
Korea  under  Japanese  colonial  rule  includes
accounts by people who talk about how they
rejected State Shintō, but were forced to visit
the  shr ines  anyway.  One  of  the  most
provocative  vignettes  however  is  a  short
account  by  a  housewife  who  recalled:  “The
Pusan Shrine stood on top of the hill near the
pier.  We  climbed  up  there  many  times,  on
holidays, but only for picnics. A beautiful view.”
Even though this individual did not visit Pusan
shrine  to  worship,  she  was  clearly  aware  of
how  the  space  had  been  marked.57  Pusan
Shrine existed as a place of  worship even if
people choose not to enter it or to use for other
purposes, a space that local populations were
forced  to  take  into  account,  whether  in
confrontational  ways  or  otherwise.  In  this

sense,  a  lack  of  visitors  or  worshippers  to
Okinawa Shrine because of resistance to State
Shinto  or  from  indif ference  does  not
necessarily  render  the  space  ineffective.
Okinawans’ failure to embrace the castle site as
“Okinawa Shrine,” while signifying their lack of
interest  in participating in State Shinto,  also
reflects the success of that project in alienating
the castle as a site of meaning for Okinawan
people.

Conclusion

Let me return to the photograph of the shrine’s
main sanctuary with which I began this essay
and  the  question  that  it  raised:  what  might
account for this condition which allows for one
aspect of the photograph to be noticed and not
the  other?  In  other  words,  what  determines
how  historical  materials  and  its  “facts”  are
used? One possible explanation is that this is
another effect of the Battle of Okinawa, which
resulted in the death of between a quarter and
a third of Okinawa’s population and the total
destruction of its capital, Naha and much of the
built  environment  of  southern  and  central
Okinawa. In addition to the loss of life, many of
the  materials  that  constitute  a  historical
archive were lost. The result has been a paucity
of materials about Okinawa’s history, and this
exerts a certain pressure on materials that do
exist.  While  the  prefectural  and  village
governments, tertiary institutions, and libraries
in Okinawa are involved in an ongoing effort to
collect and inventory what remains, the paucity
of materials is a stark reality.58 In this context,
the  value  of  existing  materials  increases
because they are (possibly) some of the only
surviving  traces  of  an  “original”  Okinawa.
Alongside attempts to preserve what remains,
there  is  a  significant  preoccupation  with
recovering the Okinawan past that was lost as a
result of the war. This desire to recapture what
was  lost  affects  the  treatment  of  historical
materials from the prewar period, and creates
a  tension  that  the  project  to  rebuild  Shuri
Castle illustrates.
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Calls for the castle’s rebuilding, which began in
earnest in the 1970s, cast the rebuilding as the
recovery  of  an  important  piece  of  Ryūkyūan
cultural heritage as well as the repayment of a
debt  the  mainland  owed  Okinawa  for  its
sacrifices  in  WWII.5 9  Advocates  for  the
rebuilding  appropriated  then-prime  minister
Sato  Eisaku’s  proclamation  that  “Japan’s
postwar will not be over until Okinawa reverts
to the mainland” and turned it into the slogan
“Okinawa’s postwar will not be over until Shuri
Castle  is  rebuilt.”  This  clever  adaptation
intended  to  demonstrate  how  important  the
rebuilding was to Okinawans by inserting Shuri
Castle into a larger discussion about Okinawa’s
relationship with mainland Japan and making
the castle a symbol of that process. The push
for  the  rebuilding  gained official  sanction  in
1982  in  the  Second  Okinawa  Development
Plan. In 1984, Okinawa Prefecture released the
Shuri  Castle  Park  Basic  Plan  (Shurijō  kōen
kihon  keikaku)  and  a  committee  under  the
a u s p i c e s  o f  t h e  N a t i o n a l  O k i n a w a
Commemorative  Park  Office  took  charge  of
Shuri Castle’s rebuilding.60

The committee’s first and most important task
was the rebuilding of  the castle’s  main hall.
According to one of the architects involved in
the rebuilding,  the committee had very little
sense of what Shuri Castle looked like.61  The
committee  spent  much  of  their  first  year
gathering  materials  –  including  Kamakura
Yoshitarō’s photographs and notes, and Tanabe
Yasushi’s 1937 monograph Ryūkyū Kenchiku –
and  analyzing  them in  order  to  produce  an
accurate model of the main hall. A significant
body of materials were the project reports from
the castle’s/Okinawa Shrine’s 1932 restoration.
Labeled  “Worshipper’s  Hall  Okinawa Shrine”
[figs. 7 and 8], these were extensive plans of
the main/worshipper’s hall structural detail. As
a  way  to  express  their  intentions  for  the
project,  the  committee  coined  the  following
motto: “To regenerate the main hall that had
been rebuilt in 1712 and designated a national
treasure in 1925.”62

Project reports from 1932 restoration of
main hall/worshipper's hall. Labeled

"National Treasure Architecture Okinawa
Shrine Worshipper's Hall" from Kokuhō jūyō

bunkazai kenchikubutsu zushū

Project reports from 1932 restoration of
main hall/worshipper's hall. Labeled

"National Treasure Architecture Okinawa
Shrine Worshipper's Hall" from Kokuhō jūyō

bunkazai kenchikubutsu zushū

 

This motto illustrates something of how present
demands  and  desires  to  recover  a  lost  past
impacts  the  treatment  of  historical  materials
related to that past, for what would it mean to
take  this  motto  seriously?  The  committee
intended the motto to signal their commitment
to an authentic reconstruction of Shuri Castle –
that is,  the castle as it  existed since its  last
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rebuilding in 1712 after a fire, the same one
recognized by the Japanese state as culturally
valuable in 1925.63 However, the motto actually
exceeds these intentions because it gestures at
much more than the castle itself by invoking
Japan’s  colonial  encounter  with  the  Ryūkyū
Kingdom.  The  period  from 1712  to  1925  in
Ryūkyū-Japan  relations  is  dominated  by  the
story of Japanese colonialism and the Ryūkyū
Kingdom’s loss of autonomy, first through the
system of dual tribute and then through formal
Japanese annexation that culminated in 1879.
The nature of this relationship left its trace on
Shuri Castle too: because the Ryūkyū Kingdom
did  not  have  enough  materials  due  to  its
increased impoverishment, the 1712 rebuilding
could  proceed  only  after  Satsuma  fief
presented the kingdom with over 19,000 logs of
wood. Many of materials the committee used
from the  Meiji  period  and  after  –  especially
Kamakura’s  photographs  [figs.  9  and  10]  –
show not a glorious architectural structure but
are rather visual proof of the castle’s decay and
destruction. The materials from the restoration
of  “Okinawa  Shrine’s  Worshipper’s  Hall,”
labeled  as  such,  have  the  potential  to  raise
difficult questions about the transformation of
the castle’s space into a Shinto shrine and the
political  aims  this  served.  One  need  only
scratch the surface for the materials to tell a
story of Japanese colonialism and its damage to
Shuri Castle. What is so interesting about this
motto is that if we were to take it seriously –
that is, to engage with it in all its implications
as  a  principle  to  produce  knowledge  about
Shuri Castle – is that it invites attention to the
violence  and  arbitrariness  of  Japanese
colonialism,  the  very  things  that  need to  be
managed if the narrative of Okinawa’s inclusion
into the Japanese nation state is to be cast as a
natural, seamless, and beneficial one.

Kamakura Yoshitarō's photograph of Shuri
Castle's main hall. From Kamakura Yoshitarō,

Okinawa Bunka no iho

Kamakura Yoshitarō's photograph of Shuri
Castle courtyard in front of main hall. From

Kamakura Yoshitarō, Okinawa Bunka no iho

And  yet,  despite  the  motto’s  potential  to
destabilize,  the  realities  of  the  conditions  of
Shuri Castle’s existence in the period between
1712 and 1925 slip from the committee’s view
as they made choices about what to recognize
in the materials and what to ignore. Dominated
by the desire to regenerate the castle,  Shuri
Castle’s  multiple  histories  entered  into  a
calculation  where  not  all  elements  of  the
historical document are accorded equal value.
Instead they are subject to a certain “political
arithmetic”  based  on  the  demands  of  the
present. The treatments of the photograph of
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Yamazaki and the shrine’s main sanctuary are
examples of this: the photograph is valorized
not for what it says about the shrine, but for
the  information  that  it  provides  of  the  area
around it. This is, of course, a reasonable use of
the photo, but in the process we see how Shuri
Castle’s other history – which has the potential
to destabilize comfortable narratives about the
castle’s  cultural  value  and  raise  questions
about how the castle was used in schemes to
naturalize Japanese colonialism – is quietly lost
in the demands of the present.
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