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Okinawan Rituals and Shamanism : Examples from Miyako

AKAMINE Masanobu

The author's essay entitled “Noro and Yuta” (Koza Nihon no Minzokugaku 7, Yuzankaku, 1997) addresses
the theme of Okinawan rituals and shamanism. Based on the argument put forward in this previous work, for the
study described in this paper the author has re-sorted materials on Okinawan rituals and shamanism and added
some extra discussion while drawing on subsequent findings. These materials focus on examples from Miyako.

There are many examples in villages on Miyako where shamans called “munusu” (“monoshiri”), “kankakarya”
(kami-gakari suru hito) and yuta are included as members of religious organizations. There are numerous re-
ports outlining cases where at specific village rituals these shamans pass on divine messages, including those con-
cerning an abundant harvest, good fishing catches and the health of the villagers for the year. An examination of
the positional relationship between these shamans and ordinary tsukasa reveals that even though shamans fulfill
a central role when rituals are held, in many cases the position of tsukasa is generally higher within the hierarchy
of the village religious organization. In a previous paper, the author confirmed that the “Omorosaushi” and other
historical materials reveal that this also fits with the schema that existed in the period of the Ryukyu Kingdom
in which high-ranking priestesses officiated at ceremonies and rituals and low-ranking priestesses specialized in
spirit possession.

There is the matter of the effect that the transmission of divine messages by shamans during village rituals
had on the community. To investigate this it is necessary to focus on the prevalence of divine messages that took
the form of shamans singing songs during a ritual. Even if we interpret shaman spirit possession by kami as the
transmission of divine messages, combining divine messages with stylized songs indicates that a different divine
message would not be received for each occasion. The effect would be to strip spirit possession of substance and
also make the content of the divine messages formulaic. If the highest priority for a community were to obtain an
exclusive divine message each time, shamans would have been accorded the highest position within the religious
hierarchy. However, if it was not necessary for high-ranking priestesses during the age of the Ryukyu Kingdom
or highest-ranking priests in a village to be shamans who performed spirit possession, it follows that this kind of
stylization of spirit possession and divine messages contributed to a weakening of their substance. Namely, the
author suggests that insofar as a community or the state recognized the need for spirit possession and divine mes-

sages, albeit in a stylized form, such activities would have fallen to low-ranking priestesses.
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