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SOCIAL AND HISTORICAL ASPECTS OF LANDSCAPE : FOCUSED UPON
RITUAL FACILITIES IN A OKINAWAN RURAL SETTLEMENT

Naoki OSHIRO

Recently, the studies which attempt to understand ‘place’ in the context surround-
ing it, rather than as superficial substance, through devoting attention to its relationality,
have been increasing. From this point of view, elements of landscape can be considered
as ‘place’ and be interpreted as social constructs. It is likely that historicity included
inevitably in it could be exposed.

Landscape of rural settlement in Okinawa, southernmost islands of Japan, has

L



thus far been interpreted as that constituting hierarchical arrangement focused upon wufaki
(sacred place often containing wood) in spatial terms (for example, Nakamatsu, 1968). The
significance represented by wufaki and its social relations, however, is subject to changes.
in historical sense.. This has been overlooked in the synchronic scheme of symbology in
the existing literature. Representation of social group is rather changeable ones than fixed
and stable ones. ) '

Keeping the above-mentioned points in mind, I examine in this paper ufaki and
other ritual facilities as social constructs and their changing collective representation in
the study area: Okuma, a settlement located in northern part of the Okinawa main island.

Historically, the relationship between ##aki and people in the village has not been
consistent. Until the middle medieval age, nigans (priestess) were in charge of ritual acti-
vities, but their influence area was limited to quite small. In the late 15th century, 7070
(priestess) system, whose previous influence was only local under the jurisdiction of ajis
(local lords) but was no doubt more extensive than that of nigan, was established
nationwide by Shuri-6hu (Government of the Ryukyu Kingdom). As the focus of ritual
system shifted from nmigan to noro, the territorial space represented by the associated
ritual facilities was being expanded, and the center of specific ritual subject shifted to
hinukan (sacred place with three stones) in the #070 system from wufaki. In the 17th
century, however, due to the change of Shari-6hua’s policy, the xnoro priest system
reduced to a shell under the increasing influence of Confucian courtesy, which was
regarded as important in the ruling class.

In the Meiji era after the collapse of Oh#, the norm of Confucian courtesy
penetrated into every class of rural society. Moreover, institutional reorganization of
utaki into Shintd shrine under the Shintdé ideology as a kdmin (Emperor’s subjects)
education was attempted. After all, however, such reorganization plan ended in failure.
In the meantime, there were several villages, where #070 was thought as superstitious.
and, alternatively, #faki was actively seen as Shinid shrine, resulting indifferent repre-
sentation of #faki between the young and the elderly.

In the period after the Second World War, such difference became even more
accute. It is partly because of the fact that the integration unit of the settlement society
under consideration changed from territorial group, which connected neighbor villagers
together, to blood relationship, especially the patrilineal descent.called monchi formation.
Therefore, while the territorial group centered around #taki was disorganized, different
form of society has now been established through another ritual facility or grave.

What we today find in landscape of Okinawan rural settlement is such set of
discord in social relations therein, mentioned earlier. The findings obtained here suggest
that researcer should discriminate cultural representation from social form and take notice

of their historicity and social moment in interpreting landscape.
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