
The Myth of Ryukyuan Pacifism:
Alive and Well Among Both the General

Public & Scholars

Robin Thompson (Okinawan music specialist):

Okinawa’s modern history has an ironic twist, since
Ryukyu was one of the few nations ever to have
maintained its independence for several centuries
without the capacity to resort to arms. This legacy of
pacifism remains evident today: whereas the family
heirloom in many Japanese households is a sword, in
Okinawa it is more likely to be that symbol of Okinawan
culture, the three-stringed lute known as the sanshin.

� ta Masahide (Former governor, Ry� dai professor):

The [Ryukyu] kingdom's predominant features were
devotion to peace and an absence of weapons. The
people's wide recognition as an unarmed land of
courtesy was stressed by the late Professor William
Lebra of the University of Hawaii, whose Okinawan
Religion: Belief, Ritual and Social Structure (1966)
argues that the cultures of Japan and Okinawa differ
fundamentally. In contrast to Japan's “warrior culture,”
Okinawa's is notable for an “absence of militarism.”
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The Major Mythmakers:

Origin: visit to Naha in 1816 of two British ships,
the Lyra and Alceste. 

Main vehicle: written accounts of Basil Hall and
John M’Leod

Appeal: war-weary post-Napoleonic Britons and
other Europeans dreaming of a society without
war, weapons, or violence

Major amplification: Basil Hall Chamberlain, ca. 
1895

Main vehicle today: George Kerr, Okinawa: The
History of an Island People

Major recent catalyst: The infamous 1995 rape of
a schoolgirl

Prominent current proponent of the myth: former
governor and professor � ta Masahide



The presentation here is a
subset of the full paper.  To get
the paper, go to this URL:

http://www.personal.psu.edu/
faculty/g/j/gjs4/Smits_SF06.pdf

or contact me:

gjs4@psu.edu
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Some Present-Day Tensions in the Myth:

Martial Arts variety: No weapons, but certainly not
a lack of interest in fighting;

Okinawans as victims of Japanese: No weapons,
peaceful, but willing to fight, die and commit
suicide (albeit owing to coercion);

Feminist slant: peaceful and idyllic land, but no
stress on the benevolent, Confucian paternalism
that someone like Chamberlain so much
admired;

All varieties:

1) 19th-century style scientific racism;

2) Essentializing “Okinawa” and “Okinawans”
across (social) space and time.

More broadly: the tendency to ignore or deny
inconvenient aspects of reality in the service of
political agendas.


