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The Emergence of Machi [town] in the Okinawa Islands
AsA0OKA Koji

This paper examines the emergence of commercial districts in the development of
the “city” in the modern sense of the term in the southernmost islands of the Japanese
archipelago. On the main island of Okinawa, where a monarchy emerged comparative-
ly early in history and which became a locus of international trade, places like Shuri,
Naha, and Tomari quickly acquired the characteristics of the “city”, but this was not
accompanied by the development of so-called commercial districts. What has been
called machi in the Okinawan dialect resembles what is known as ichi [marketplace]
on the mainland of Japan, and their spontaneous circumstances continued even after
they developed as official marketplaces. We know this from the changes that occured
in the “Nafwa-nu-machi”, which have been passed down in present-day Kainan and
in the vicinity of the Noren market [agricultural cooperative market]. The machi
markets have been basically the world of women.

There have been machi on a smaller scale that are distinguished from the larger-
scale machi, using the name machigwa. There were a number of machigwa in Naha,
where ten or so merchants would gather in the early morning or the evening, that were
clearly distinguished both in scale and organization from the machi thronged by very
large numbers of people.

The birth of shops as the focal point of commercial activity, on the other hand, is
relatively recent in Okinawa. What are known as shoten [shop] in standard Japanese,
called machiya in Okinawan dialect, became established mainly with the arrival of
modern merchants from the mainland, and were therefore called by the name Yamato
[meaning mainland] machiya. Businesses run by Okinawans based in such machiya
became active after the Pacific War when the islands were under American control.

There are also machiyagwa, that means small-scale machiya, which are simple
sheds built by tearing down part of the stone walls surrounding houses for the sale
of some kind of daily articles. Most of these have been run by women.

This paper traces the developmental process of this kind of commercial activity
through concrete case studies in Naha and Ishigaki-Shika [the center of Ishigaki-city]
where machi, machigwa, machiya, machiyagwa have existed.
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