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Abstract
Owing in part to increasing pressure from Okinawans, the

governing authorities of Okinawa prefecture began at the dawn of the
twentieth century to shift from a policy of “preserving old customs”
(Kyuukan onzon) to one of assimilation (douka). By 1920, this policy of
assimilation was firmly in place, and Okinawa’s economy was doing
moderately well, owing to high sugar prices brought on by the First
World War. In 1921, however, the price of sugar collapsed, never
significantly to recover. This collapse was a disaster for Okinawa’s
economy, which was also burdened by the highest per capita tax rate
of any prefecture in Japan. One result was an increase 1n the high
level of poverty among ordinary Okinawans. Recent history, quasi-
colonial governance and taxation, and an excessive reliance on the
sugar industry are the major causes of this poverty, but they received
little or no attention from high-ranking prefectural officials or the
central government in Tokyo. Instead, these authorities, along with
many Okinawans, nearly always cited alleged cultural deficiencies or
backwardness as the main rason for low standards of living in Okinawa.
This paper examines the intersection of politics, economics, and
culture, in early twentieth-century Okinawa. In so doing it seeks to
shed light not only on Okinawan history but on the larger issue of

the politics of culture in modern world history.
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