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Ambiguous Boundaries:
Redefining Royal Authority
in the Kingdom of Ryukyu

GREGORY SMITS

Pennsylvania State University

HE women conducting the enthronement ceremony for King

Sho Sen’i MER in 1477 doomed his reign, at least according
to the Mirror of Chizan (Chizan setkan #1111t-§), an official history of
Ryukyu completed in 1650:

In all previous cases, the high priestess and lesser priestesses left Uchihara and
stood facing east in front of Kimihokori. This time, however, contrary to the norm,
they stood facing west. Then, starting with the ruler above and spreading down-
ward, all present wondered what was happening: spirits chilled, they clasped their
hands, and their mouths turned dry. . . . Sho Sen’i . . . regarded himself as lack-
ing in virtue. He said that having brought disrepute to the throne had brought
down on him the wrath of heaven. After having reigned for six months, he
abdicated.'

Most historians of Ryukyu agree that Ogyaka, mother of Sho
Sen’i’s successor Sho Shin #E (r. 1477-1526), orchestrated a move-
ment within the court to oust Sen’i.” It is noteworthy that the conclu-
sion of this succession struggle manifested itself in the actions of the

I would like to thank Robert Sandow and an anonymous HJAS reader for their helpful
comments on a previous draft of this article. Takara Kurayoshi provided invaluable as-
sistance in obtaining the ogoe photographs, and I am also grateful to Kamakura Hideo, Higa
Akiko, and the staff of Toa Photonics for their assistance in this process.

! Tha Fuyd R %8R, Higashionna Kanjun HEMMEIE, Yokoyama Shigeru B5[LIF, eds.,
Ryukyi shiryo sosho BBk RI#EE, vol. 5 (Hobunshokan, 1940, 1988), p. 56.

? See, for example, Takara Kurayoshi /& BB, Ryikyi no jidai: Ginaru rekishiz o motomete

BEER OB © K\ BIES % R T, revised edition (Naha: Hirugisha, 1989), p. 187.
89



90 GREGORY SMITS

court’s female religious officials. This seventeenth-century account
of events that occurred nearly two centuries earlier, however,
should not necessarily be taken at face value. It reflects, among
other things, Sho Shin’s successful creation of the ‘‘tradition’’ of
royal authority deriving from teda (XF or H), the sun-as-deity. In
this ideological creation, official priestesses played a major role in
court politics through their positions at the nexus of divine and
secular power. During the seventeenth century, the Ryukyuan
court began to rely on Chinese-derived models of kingship, which
relegated female officials to increasingly marginal roles. Neverthe-
less, priestesses continued to occupy official positions within Ryu-
kyu’s government until the kingdom’s end in 1879.

Historians and other scholars during this century have often tried
to explain the precise nature of the relationship between the Ryu-
kyuan king and the high priestess (kikoe-ogimi B8 K%H), or, more
generally, between male government officials and their female coun-
terparts. In this essay, I examine both changes and continuities in
the religious, ideological, and ceremonial basis of royal authority in
Ryukyu. Always an eclectic mix of foreign and domestic elements,
the ideological basis of the Ryukyuan monarchy changed as kings
and their allies sought to re-define and clarify the royal institution in
response to challenges posed by internal and external forces. With
respect to official priestesses, for example, early in the sixteenth cen-
tury they functioned as empowering agents, whose power was on a
par with that of the king and his male officials. By the eighteenth cen-
tury, however, the priestesses had become technical specialists,
clearly subordinate to the king and his male officials.

Before proceeding with the analysis, I should briefly discuss the
geopolitical status of Ryukyu. Sho Hashi i #& unified the island of
Okinawa under his rule in the early fifteenth century. Prior to that
time, political power in Okinawa and the other Ryukyu islands was
in the hands of local warlords known as aji or anji % &].’ Throughout
the fifteenth century, a succession of Okinawan kings gradually con-

* According to official histories compiled in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
Okinawa had been a united country since around 1187, but had been divided into principali-
ties during the reign of the morally dissolute King Tamagusuku 3% (r. 1314-1337). In these
narratives, therefore, Sho Hashi re-united Okinawa under one king. Modern historians of
Ryukyu, however, commonly regard unification under Shé Hashi as the first such event.
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quered the other Ryukyu islands, forging a kingdom that extended
from the Amami-Oshima islands in the north through the Miyako
island group to the southwest of Okinawa. These kings also strength-
ened their power vis-a-vis the gj7, creating a centralized bureaucra-
cy in the process. The late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries
was a time of material abundance for Ryukyu, whose court, offi-
cials, and leading merchants prospered as middlemen in an exten-
sive trade network that stretched from India to Korea. China and
Japan were particularly important for the small island kingdom,
which regularly sent diplomatic envoys to both places, as well as to
other countries. The logic of modern nationalism has asserted that if
today’s Ryukyuans are Japanese, they must always have been so.
Some modern Japanese historians have combined this axiom with
the widely held notion of Japan as a ‘‘single ethnic group and
homogeneous culture’’ (tan’itsu minzoku, tan’ttsu bunka B—RHE#E—3L
{t) to claim that the ancient Ryukyu kingdom was part of Japan.
Nakamatsu Yahiide, for example, has argued that the early in-
habitants of Ryukyu were culturally related to the Japanese of the
mainland. From this premise, he postulates an awareness of politi-
cal subordination to Japan’s court and bakufu on the part of early
Okinawans.* Although Ryukyu’s status vis-a-vis Japan is debatable
from 1609 to 1879, the kingdom prior to that time was an indepen-
dent country by any definition.

In 1609, the domain of Satsuma invaded Ryukyu with the ap-
proval of the Tokugawa bakufu. Owing in large part to the rise of
the Qing dynasty and the opportunities and dangers it presented to
the various political entities of Japan, Ryukyu retained a substan-
tial measure of autonomy from the mid-seventeenth century until
the 1870s. Satsuma and the bakufu exerted political hegemony over
the kingdom indirectly, working through Ryukyu’s royal govern-
ment. Ryukyu maintained formal relations with China from the
fourteenth century onward, and Japanese domination had the effect
of increasing the degree of Chinese cultural influence on Ryukyu.

¢ Takara Kurayoshi summarizes the main arguments of those claiming pre-1609 Ryukyu
as part of Japan and provides specific examples, including extensive reference to the argu-
ments of Nakamatsu. He rightly criticizes this view as ‘‘ahistorical culturalism’’ (hirekishiteki-
na “‘bunka’’ ron JEMES B 75 [ AL 3f). See Ryikyi dkoku no kozo BiER T E O (Yoshikawa
kobunkan, 1987), pp. 236-50. For Nakamatsu’s views, see especially pp. 245-46.
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The reason, simply stated, was that neither Satsuma nor the bakufu
valued Ryukyu for its own sake, but for its connections with China.
The complex question of early modern Ryukyu’s political and cul-
tural status remains contested and controversial, and a detailed ex-
amination of this matter lies beyond the scope of the present study.
The main point for our purposes is that the status of early modern
Ryukyu was ambiguous not only for modern historians but also for
Ryukyuans of the time.’ This ambiguity produced ideological strug-
gles within the kingdom, some of which I examine here. Finally,
with respect to terminology, I follow common practice in the
Japanese-language literature, calling pre-1609 Ryukyu ‘‘Old-Ryu-
kyu’’ (Ko-Ryuakyi w#FiEK) and the post-1609 kingdom ‘‘early
modern’’ (kinse: iitt) Ryukyu.

INTERPRETING THE OMORO SOSHI

The most important source for reconstructing the relationship be-
tween religious thought and practice and political power in Old-
Ryukyu is the Omoro soshi 3% »X 5 L, a collection of poem-songs
sometimes likened to Japan’s Man’yoshu 73S, The Omoro soshi
(hereafter shortened to Omoro) consists of 22 volumes, the first of
which was compiled in 1531, the second in 1613, and most or all of
the others in 1623 (the exact compilation date of four volumes is un-
clear). The first volume is of particular importance because it con-
tains nearly all of the major terms, concepts, and themes of the text
as a whole, with later volumes tending to reiterate the material
found in the first. The Omoro we have today, however, is not the
original sixteenth- and seventeenth-century text, but one recon-
structed from fragments in the personal archives of various scholars
in 1710 after a palace fire had destroyed all complete copies of the
text the previous year.°

> On the question of early modern Ryukyuan identity, see Gregory Smits, Visions of Ryu-
kyu: Identity and Ideology in Early-modern Thought and Politics (Honolulu: University of Hawaii
Press, 1999).

¢ Sakima Toshikatsu EEEEE, Omoro no shiss 3% 5 | D B8 (Yonabaru-ché: Ryakyd
bunka rekishi kenkyiijo, 1991), pp. 12-13; and Ikemiya Masaharu #iE IE{&, ‘O to dken no
shithen: Omoro soshi ni miru”” £ & EHEDO LTk A X 5 LI R %, Shin Ryikyishi, ko-
Ryukyi hen FTHRERS, B BEERSR (Naha: Rytkya shinpssha, 1991), pp. 187, 191-92.
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The temporal gap between the compilation of the extant text and
the subject matter of most of the poem-songs, which ranges from the
late thirteenth through the early sixteenth centuries, is one reason
for the difficulty in using the Omoro as an historical source. Another
is the often obscure language of the poem-songs. Sakima Toshikatsu
points out that even at the time of the compilation of the first
volume in the early sixteenth century, the poem-songs and their lan-
guage were no longer a living tradition in Okinawa.” The text con-
tains a plethora of ancient terms that its compilers transcribed into
Japanese spelling using mainly kana plus a small number of Chinese
characters. These compilers, however, seem not to have known
Japanese very well, and even the word omoro itself is the result of er-
roneous application of conversion rules to the Okinawan term
umui.® In addition to grappling with linguistic and orthographic obsta-
cles, interpreting the Omoro requires a knowledge of the broader
historical context at the times of its compilation. For example, Saki-
ma points out that its first volume was compiled during a time of
great anxiety about the danger from wako &5 pirate raids, which
took place several times during the sixteenth century. Its frequently
recurring themes of protection of the state and a longing for the bet-
ter days of the past reflect a desire to escape from this danger.’

Like the Man ’yoshi or the Kojiki, the Omoro contains material pur-
porting to have originated centuries before the text was compiled.
The political circumstances at the time of its compilation, however,
did much to shape the final product. The topic of Buddhism is a
good example. In discussing the limits of the Omoro as an historical
source, Ikemiya points out that it contains no mention of Bud-
dhism, which played a major role in the cultural and political life of
the court in Old-Ryukyu."” In making this point, Ikemiya follows
common practice among scholars of Ryukyu to situate the Omoro
outside the realm of Buddhism. Sakima has criticized this practice
at length and makes a convincing case that Shingon Buddhism

" Sakima, Omoro no shiss, p. 13.

8 Mitsugu Sakihara, 4 Brief History of Early Okinawa Based on the Omoro (Honpo shoseki,
1987), pp. 3-5.

® Sakima, Omoro no shisa, pp. 13-14, 76. The waks were also a menace to the coast of China
at this time.

1 Tkemiya, ““O to oken,”” p. 194.



