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Historical Change of the View on the Dead Spirits in Okinawa:
A Criticism of Static Social Anthropology
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Historical Change of the View on the Dead Spirits in Okinawa: A Criticism
of Static Social Anthropology

SHI0TSUKI Ryoko

The author of this paper considers that it is important to discuss evil origins not from the usual
standpoint of static social anthropology, but from a dynamic standpoint. From that standpoint,
the historical change of the view on evil origins in Okinawa is studied here. It becomes clear
that evil origins to which yutas (shamans) call gradually have changed and converged from live
or dead spirits to ancestor spirits. One of these reasons relates with the establishment of modern
“individual (oneself)”. That is to say, origins of evils are being gradually focused upon self-
relating internal factors rather than unrelated external factors such as live or dead spirits. It re-
sembles the way in which “an extra-new religion” lays the origins of illness or misfortune at
one's own responsibility, and it can be said as a global trend. However, in Okinawa people sup-
port the idea that origins of evils are not on full responsibility of their own but they come from
omens (curses) of ancestors, who are related with them but are not themselves. This relates
with the following facts; people in Okinawa accepted the ideology of shizoku in the period of
Ryukyu Dynasty, and they began to seek the ground of their identity in orthodoxy of shiji (ge-
nealogy). This kind of attitude toward “establishment of identity by genealogy” has created the
idea that the genealogical contradiction to the shizoku ideology such as a female founder results
in misfortune.

Taking the above discussion into account, consideration of the reason of the constant popu-
larity of yutas who are responsible for the change of evil origins, leads the following conclusion:
yutas always present people a wide religious world view including the matter of death, and this
world view gets along well with the Okinawan culture. It has an idea of “the continuity of life
and death”, because people are conscious of the afterworld (gusho) and eager for ancestor wor-

ship.

key words: cause of misfortune, historical change, shamanism, identity, view of the dead spirits
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