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Revisualizing Issues on the Okinawa Bone-Washing Ritual Senkotsu after
Cremation : From a Case Study in Oroku-Region, Naha-City

TSuHA Kazuaki

The aim of this paper is to revisualize present-day senkotsu after cremation in Okinawa as a people’s
mortuary practice and relocate it within the domain of folklore and anthropology. In post-war Okinawa,
the way corpses were disposed of changed rapidly from open-air burial to cremation, which had
significant effects on Okinawan death customs with double obsequies.

Existing research has tended to regard the shift to cremation as the full extinction of senkotsu.
Although bone-washing is associated with open-air burial—particularly because of the necessity to
remove the flesh from the bones—this understanding is an over-generalization and prone to be shared
as a preoccupation despite there being some notable studies that examined the subject. Therefore,
this article discusses several topics to accomplish the purpose, with a case study from the author’s
participant observation of the ritual in Oroku-Region, Naha-City.

First, the author presents consistently critical arguments concerning the preoccupation mentioned
above. By reconsidering such a view within the entire article, the author clarifies that the coexistence
of cremation and senkotsu is neither an inconsistent concept nor a curious fact.

Second, the author points out the inadequacies of the existing arguments on continuity and change
in relation to present-day senkotsu and reveals diverse aspects of the subject. Informants still regarded
the skull as a significant part of the body, and accordingly this was treated distinctly in the ritual
process. At the same time, however, the expectation regarding the role of the cleaner notably changed
from female to the first-born son of the deceased through the analogy of the chief mourner who
collects the bones in a crematorium.

Third, the maintained structure of tomb, which corresponded to double obsequies, is a key to
understanding the existence of senkotsu after cremation as not a mere accident. The structure of the
grave provides regulation of the way the deceased are treated as a framework (to some extent). People
retain the traditional dual system of the sepulcher adjusting to the drastic change to cremation.

Fourth, the author discusses problematic aspects of related terms including senkotsu itself. Various
meanings and usages are adopted both by researchers and informants, and this tangled situation is a
root of misunderstandings and underestimation of senkotsu as a people’s present-day mortuary

practice. At worst, there is a risk of overlooking the actual ritual where researchers do not pay proper
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attention to pertinent terms.

Key words: Okinawa, open-air burial, cremation, senkotsu
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