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Creating the Culture of Death: The Transformation of Tombs in Ryukyu/Okinawa
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This presentation discusses the cultural of
death from the perspective of folklore and
cultural anthropology using the case of the tomb
system in Okinawa. | explore how the “contact
zone” (Pratt1992) between Japan, the U.S.
military, and Ryukyu/Okinawa created a space in
which multilayered and asymmetrical
relationships of domination and subjugation
have continuously transformed the socio-
materiality of tombs.

The independent country of Ryukyu was invaded
by Japan in 1879. Japan placed Ryukyu Kingdom
under Japanese rule as Okinawa Prefecture. At
that time, Japanese society was modernizing
through a process of Westernization. However,
as Okinawa was incorporated into Japan, the
wearing of traditional Japanese clothing and
Japanese language education were
implemented as a process of “Japanization”.
Hair tying and tattooing, which had been
customary during the Ryukyu Kingdom, were
prohibited. The ritual of washing the bones of
the dead and placing them in the tomb was also
banned as unhygienic.

The large-scale tombs in Okinawa were also
considered an obstacle to modernization. These
traditional tombs were once praised as
"beautiful graves" by the folk artist Muneyoshi
Yanagi, who visited Okinawa with the Folklore
Craft Association in 1940. Yanagi unsuccessfully
argued for the preservation of Ryukyuan
language and tombs in opposition to the
prefectural government's policy of
modernization and integration into Japan. When
the Battle of Okinawa began, the tombs used as
bunkers and air-raid shelters, narrowly surviving
the damage of the war. After the war, the old
tombs were often destroyed or forced to move
due to urbanization and redevelopment.

Under the U.S. military regime, a new change
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occurred in the tombs. The material changed
from Ryukyu limestone to concrete. Concrete is
a new material that has been widely used as a
building material for housing in Okinawa and the
construction of U.S. military bases. In Okinawa,
there is a belief that "good" materials should be
used for tombs, which are the homes of the
dead. Compared to natural stone, concrete is a
modern material that is both easy to shape and
durable, thus being recognized as "good" by the
people. After Okinawa's reversion to Japan,
gravestone vendors from the Japanese mainland
entered the market, and the use of granite
pagoda-style tombs, which were popular in
Japan, increased alongside the emerging belief
that "what is Japanese is good”.

Death is an inevitable aspect of everyday life.
However, the culture of death is continuously
constructed around the changing socio-
materiality of tombs. While contemporary folk
culture and research often converges on
"narratives of decline and disappearance"
around Ryukuan/Okinawan culture, researchers
must also focus on the dynamics of renewal and
"generation of culture" in  post-colonial
situations.



