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Abstract
In the modern period, certain research on Okinawa utilizing the noun “nantō,” which signified 
the southern islands, was known as Nantō studies. It accentuated Okinawa as the southernmost 
portion, or one component, of Japan, emphasizing Okinawa’s identity as a place that preserves 
old Japanese culture, based on the hypothesis that culture originates in the center of a cultural 
region and spreads to the frontier. This article examines the possibilities and limitations of 
Nantō studies in colonial Taiwan. Under the academic guidance at Taihoku Imperial University, 
including Japanese history, which had previously received less attention in prior research, Nantō 
studies could reach a higher standard. Meanwhile, Taihoku Imperial University’s policy was to 
study the southern region as a national policy, and the professors sometimes inevitably exposed 
the uniqueness of the former Ryukyu Kingdom or the cultural similarities between Okinawa 
and the southern regions, which Nantō studies had attempted to conceal. Additionally, Taiwan 
or other regions could have assumed Okinawa’s position of supplying the image of an ancient 
aspect of Japanese culture from the frontier. Members of Nantō studies in Taiwan attempted to 
preserve the identity of Okinawa as the southernmost part of Japan by editing the journal Nantō, 
but their efforts had a mix of possibilities and contradictions or limitations. They shifted their 
focus to the often-neglected outlying islands, making Nantō studies more diverse. However, 
this new approach also carried the negative aspect of forcing the assimilation of the smaller 
regions into one “Okinawa.”
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INTRODUCTION: MODERN OKINAWA AND “NANTŌ STUDIES”

This research article delves into Okinawa, a region within contemporary Japan, 
focusing on the modern period. The term “modern period” here refers to a 
Japanese periodization specifically encompassing the late nineteenth century until 
Japan’s defeat in World War II in 1945. During this period, Japan began forming a 
nation-state. In the process, in 1879, the island region to the south of Japan, known 
as the independent Kingdom of Ryukyu since the fifteenth century, was officially 
integrated into the nation-state of Japan as Okinawa Prefecture. Consequently, 
Okinawa Prefecture was considered different from the rest of Japan. Institutionally, 
people had equal rights as citizens under the national policy promoted by the 
Tokyo government, which was newly established in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century. However, it is well known that Okinawa Prefecture was economically 
underserved, and its people encountered discrimination as newcomers (Kinjō 
36–40, 60–72, 87–94). In other words, improving Okinawa’s status in Japan 
presented a significant challenge.

This challenge prompted the initiation of Okinawa studies, defined as the 
study of Okinawa’s essence, through humanities disciplines such as folklore and 
linguistics, rather than geography or other natural sciences, such as biology.

Such Okinawa studies were occasionally known as “Nantō studies.” The term 
“Nantō” comprises two Chinese characters, “Nan” and “Tō,” where “Nan” means 
“south” and “Tō” denotes islands. The Japanese word “Nantō” is a generic noun 
that means “southern islands.” However, this word started to be associated with 
Okinawa almost like a proper noun in the modern period.

Nantō studies constituted a movement asserting that Okinawa, which historically 
may have been perceived to be outside the Japanese nation-state, is actually part 
of the southern region of Japan and thus integral to the modern nation-state. 
According to previous studies, the discipline of Nantō studies was established 
around 1920 by Yanagita Kunio (1875–1962), a folklorist born in mainland Japan, 
and Iha Fuyū (1876–1947), the pioneer of Okinawa studies born on the main island 
of Okinawa (Kano 210–15). Yakabi Osamu has noted that the folklorist Yanagita 
positioned Okinawa studies as Nantō studies within Japanese cultural studies 
(Yakabi, “Ko Nihon no Kagami Toshiteno Ryūkyū” 93–94). In other words, Nantō 
studies primarily aimed to explore the strong connections between Okinawa and 
the rest of Japan, rather than asserting Okinawa’s unique historical and cultural 
character. When discussing Okinawa, “Nantō” (the southernmost tip of Japan) 
was used to conceal the proper noun “Okinawa” or “Ryukyu,” thereby emphasizing 
Okinawa’s uniqueness as a variation of Japanese culture.
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Fukuda Ajio pointed out that Yanagita perceived Okinawa as a place to prove 
his renowned theory (144–45). Yanagita’s “Periphery Propagation Theory” posits 
that new culture occurs at the center of Japan and spills over to the surrounding 
areas, so that old culture remains in frontier areas, far from the center. This theory 
originated from studies on dialects (Yanagita, “Kagyū Kō 2” 166) and soon evolved 
into a discussion of Japanese culture in general (Yanagita, Kyōdō Seikatsu no 
Kenkyūho 124–25). Thus, he viewed Okinawa as a site for preserving Japan’s ancient 
culture. That is, studying Nantō began to imply studying Japan itself. Notably, the 
renowned folklorist Yanagita worked independently from universities, akin to 
Iha. Nantō studies emerged outside academia and was a part of a folklore-driven 
social movement that encouraged local people across Japan to engage as amateur 
researchers.

Based on the aforementioned points, this article focuses on the characteristics 
of Nantō studies initiated in colonial Taiwan, in proximity to Okinawa. Throughout 
our discussion, we draw numerous references to the relationship between academia 
and Nantō studies. Specifically, this article pays particular attention to the field of 
Japanese history, an area that has yet to receive significant attention.

THE PREHISTORY OF NANTŌ STUDIES: MENTIONS OF NANTŌ AND TAIWAN IN THE 
BUDDING PERIOD OF JAPANESE HISTORIOGRAPHY

The framework and discipline of Japanese history were established around the 
early twentieth century. One of the missions of the modern academic discipline 
of Japanese history was to describe the history of local areas, such as Okinawa, 
which became part of Japan’s national territory in the modern era (Kuroita 198). 
The first definitive work on Okinawan history was published in 1899 by Shidehara 
Taira (1870–1953), a historian and the first graduate of the Department of National 
History at Tokyo Imperial University, in his Nantō Enkaku Shiron (The History of 
Nantō). It was the first scholarly work on Okinawa history.

Although he used words such as “Okinawa” and “Ryukyu” in the book’s content, 
Shidehara included“ Nantō” in the book’s title. In the introductory notes, he 
explained the reason for this as follows: “Considering Okinawa’s location viewed 
from the mainland, I have used the word ‘Nantō’ in the title. I did not simply imitate 
Nantō Shi, written by Kunmi” (“Hanrei” 1).1 “Kunmi” refers to Arai Hakuseki (1657–
1725), a neo-Confucian scholar.



Teshima / Okinawa Studies in Taiwan under Japanese Rule� 350

Kritika Kultura 45 (2024): 350–367� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://archium.ateneo.edu/kk>

This article only briefly mentions Arai because he was a premodern figure. As an 
essential official of the Edo shogunate, he was involved in the shogunate’s foreign 
policy. He compiled a geography book of the Ryukyu Kingdom titled Nantō Shi, 
which was partially subordinate to Japan then. It is the first book on Okinawa in 
Japan in the premodern period. Yokoyama Manabu’s study sheds light on why Arai 
did not use the name Ryukyu in his book’s title, opting instead for “Nantō.” According 
to Yokoyama, Arai posited that the foundation of Japanese culture at the time was 
based on the culture of “Wa.” Here, “Wa” means “ancient Japan” or “Japanese people.” 
In addition, Arai considered Ryukyu as Southern-Wa. In other words, Arai thought 
that the culture of Wa was not only prevalent on the mainland of Japan but also 
shared among the islands of Ryukyu to the south. Accordingly, Arai did not refer 
to these islands by the then-current name of the kingdom but viewed them as the 
southern islands of Japan (138). Indeed, Arai’s thinking was unique at the time and 
did not spread widely. However, Arai may be considered a pioneer of Nantō studies.

In any case, Shidehara also used the term “Nantō” with Arai in mind. What, 
then, were Shidehara’s thoughts on this term? He rather hoped that the image of 

“the South Island” would disappear from Okinawa, unlike the Nantō studies that 
would later emerge. In the book’s final part, he hoped that Okinawa would be on 
par with other prefectures. Simultaneously, he optimistically predicted that it was 
only a matter of time (Nantō Enkaku Shiron 220). According to him, the reason for 
this is that Japan had already acquired Taiwan as a colony in 1895. He stated that 
now that Japan had Taiwan as a new southern frontline base, Okinawa would fit in 
as one part of Japan (Nantō Enkaku Shiron 220). It is important to note his logic 
that Taiwan would replace Okinawa as the new southernmost island, and with it, 
Okinawa would be on par with mainland Japan.

In fact, however, the field of Nantō studies that started later was rather adamant 
about Okinawa’s image as the southernmost island of Japan. Considering the 
presence of Taiwan, which historian Shidehara claimed in his 1899 book was 
an island that could replace Okinawa, what characteristics can be found in the 
development of Nantō studies in the first half of the twentieth century?

NANTŌ STUDIES IN TAIWAN

It is recognized to some extent that colonial Taiwan was also one of the three major 
centers of Nantō studies, along with Tokyo (mainland Japan) and the main island 
of Okinawa. For example, Higa Shunchō, an amateur historian who succeeded 
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Yanagita and Iha in leading Nantō studies, identified these three places as the core 
of Nantō studies in his memoir (365). Yakabi also provided an overview of Nantō 
studies, noting that research in these three regions was strongly influenced by 
Yanagita (“Kyōdo Bunka no Kōryū” 323–27). However, following Japan’s defeat 
in World War II, Taiwan was separated from Japan, while Okinawa underwent a 
significant historical transition, being first occupied by the United States before 
eventually reverting to Japanese administration as one of its prefectures. This 
historical context has fostered a tendency in the postwar period to study Okinawa 
primarily within the framework of Japan as one country. As a result, extensive 
research on Nantō studies in Taiwan has been lacking.

Colonized in 1895, Taiwan developed into a modern place due to massive 
investments from mainland Japan, becoming a base for southern management. 
This transformation extended to the academic sphere, leading to the establishment 
of Taihoku Imperial University in Taihoku (present- day Taipei) in 1928 under the 
framework of southward advance. Taiwan held particular importance for Okinawa, 
given the absence of universities in the latter, which was in close proximity to Taiwan 
(Matsuda 154).

The first president of Taihoku Imperial University was, indeed, Shidehara. He 
became an administrator at the beginning of the twentieth century, and after working 
in Korea and touring abroad, he became involved in establishing Taihoku Imperial 
University (Takii 52–67). He was entrusted with reinforcing the new Japanese 
base of operations in the South, specifically Taiwan, with his academic knowledge. 
According to his recollections, he endeavored to introduce two courses, “South 
Seas History” and “Anthropology of the Earthly Customs,” which were previously 
unavailable in conventional universities, to the Faculty of Humanities and Politics 
of Taihoku Imperial University (Bunka no Kensetsu 111). In practice, the Faculty of 
Humanities and Politics comprised four departments: history, literature, philosophy, 
and political science. 2 The Department of History offered four courses: South Seas 
History, Anthropology of the Earthly Customs, Japanese History, and Oriental 
History. Notably, most professors were from mainland Japan, thereby exerting 
control over the academic landscape of Taihoku Imperial University. This point 
should be considered as a prerequisite for further discussion.3

This research focuses on the Nanpō-Dozoku Gakkai (the Society of Southern 
Ethnology) and its journal, Nanpō-Dozoku (The Ethnographical Journal of South-
Eastern Asia, Oceania and Taiwan). Previous research has revealed the following 
insights. The Society of Southern Ethnology, comprising members associated with 
Taihoku Imperial University, was initially founded by the course of Anthropology 
of the Earthly Customs, with a primary focus on exploring the customs of ethnic 
minorities in Taiwan. Over time, it became a forum for research reports not only on 
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ethnic minorities in Taiwan but also on the inhabitants of the Pacific islands and the 
Southeast Asia region. Moreover, the society also featured research presentations 
on Taiwanese Han Chinese culture and Okinawan culture. Furthermore, under the 
guidance of the Nanpō-Dozoku Gakkai, or professors at Taihoku Imperial University, 
an independent group with a scholarly interest in Okinawa began publishing a 
coterie journal called Nantō (Nakao 69–76). This signifies the inception of a Nantō- 
studies circle in Taiwan.

According to the recollections of Nanpō-Dozoku by Mabuchi Tōichi, a social 
anthropologist and the sole graduate of the course of Anthropology of the 
Earthly Customs, “contributions from Taiwanese Han Chinese and Okinawan 
researchers (mainly born in Okinawa) gradually increased, and eventually, the 
movement represented by the former developed spectacularly as the journal 
Minzoku Taiwan [Folk Taiwan]. Nantō, which was published mainly by the latter 
group, though it only had three volumes, had the effect of stimulating Okinawan 
folklore research, which had been unjustly neglected” (552). His comments indicate 
that Nantō studies in Taiwan attempted to improve Okinawa’s status in a particular 
sense. A brief history of the journal Nantō is presented below.

The first three issues of Nantō were published in August 1940, May 1942, and 
September 1944, respectively, with the fourth issue halted during the editing process. 
The journal was founded and managed by Sudō Riichi, a Tokyo-born mathematics 
teacher at Taipei High School, and Kabira Chōsin, born on the main island of 
Okinawa, who worked for the Taiwan Broadcasting Bureau and was also a member 
of the Provisional Intelligence Department of the Governor-General’s Office. 
Kabira was tasked with leading the many Okinawans who had migrated to Taiwan 
(Sensui, “Shinnichi de Are Shinbei de Are Waga Kyōdo” 35–41; “Nantō” 158–67).

The collaboration with academics represents a distinctive feature of Nantō 
studies in Taiwan. The Nantō journal circle, similar to Nantō studies on mainland 
Japan and Okinawa, is primarily an amateur/semi-professional group rather than 
an academic one. However, Nantō stands out due to its close collaboration with 
the professors of Taihoku Imperial University, indicating its foundation in modern 
academic knowledge. This sets it apart from Nantō studies on the mainland and 
Okinawa. Participants in the circle were also cognizant of this distinction, as evident 
from remarks made during the roundtable discussion included in the second issue.

During a roundtable discussion, Matsumura Kazuo, a Tokyo native and Japanese 
literature teacher at the preparatory school of Taihoku Imperial University, 
highlighted the inadequate preservation practices for antiquarian books in 
Okinawan libraries. In response, Okinawa-born amateur researcher Higa Seishō 
said, “Tokyo is too far away, and Kyoto and Fukuoka do not care much about 
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studying Okinawan culture, so Taihoku has to be the center. Let us make it a big deal” 
(Kobata et al. 124). Sudō followed with the comment: “Geographically, Taihoku is 
very advantageous for research” (Kobata et al. 124).

In other words, their enthusiasm was directed toward leading Nantō studies 
from Taiwan, which boasted modern academic knowledge comparable to that 
of Tokyo. This stood in stark contrast to Okinawa, perceived merely as a remote 
region of Japan within the framework of a nation-state, and where cultural property 
management was inadequate. Naturally, such ideas were dependent on Taihoku 
Imperial University’s exceptional cultural property management technique and 
Okinawa-related research resources. This point will be addressed later in the article. 
To provide further context, a noteworthy comment by Chen ZheXiong, a Taihoku-
born historical researcher who grew up in a Japanese-style educational and cultural 
environment, is pertinent. Chen’s remark was made on the occasion of the reprinting 
of Nantō’s second issue. His comment, included on an unnumbered page at the 
beginning of the reprint, stated: “At the time, Taihoku Imperial University, the highest 
academic institution as the base of Japan’s southward expansion, was a Mecca for 
Okinawa studies led by various research scholars. Since there was no university in 
Okinawa at that time, most of the research materials, including many Ryukyuan 
historical materials and Rekidai Hōan, were stored in the library of Taihoku 
Imperial University, so Ryukyuan research could not have been conducted without 
being in Taiwan.” In some ways, Chen’s comment can be construed as evidence that 
Taihoku Imperial University’s academic knowledge aided the promotion of Nantō 
studies in Taiwan.

LIMITATIONS OF NANTŌ STUDIES IN TAIWAN

Instead of remaining within and continuing to be a part of the research society 
Nanpō- Dozoku Gakkai—an academic space for supporting southern management—
Nantō scholars in Taiwan opted to form an independent study group. This shift 
reflects the Nantō group’s intention to prevent Okinawa from becoming an object 
of southern management.

Mabuchi’s recollections also mention that another journal, Minzoku Taiwan, 
began publication around the same time as Nantō. This coterie journal focused on 
Taiwanese Han Chinese folklore. Mabuchi draws a parallel between this movement 
and the Nantō studies movement, as both simultaneously achieved independence 
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from the academic space. This article explores the limitations of Nantō studies in 
Taiwan, beginning with a comparison to the Minzoku Taiwan movement.

We turn to an editorial roundtable discussion in Minzoku Taiwan (April 1943 
issue). We take note of the remarks of anthropologist Kanaseki Takeo, a professor 
at Taihoku Imperial University who was involved in both journals—Nantō and 
Minzoku Taiwan. Despite belonging to the medical department in the Faculty 
of Science and Agriculture, Kanaseki was not only an anatomist but also an 
anthropologist whose research focused on the early human remains of East Asian 
people. He was a significant figure closely associated with the Faculty of Humanities 
and Politics.

Kanaseki remarked, “It is not at all inconceivable that Japanese ancient folklore 
could be clarified indirectly in Taiwan,” providing specific examples (Henshūbu 3). 
Another roundtable participant said, “It would be beneficial for the study of Japanese 
folklore to grasp folklore in Taiwan as it is” (Henshūbu 4). Kanaseki agreed with 
this statement (Henshūbu 4). These statements fundamentally challenge the central 
tenet of Nantō studies, which asserts that Okinawa,as the southernmost part of 
Japan, preserves ancient Japanese cultural elements. Kanaseki states that Okinawa’s 
position as “Nantō,” or as the southernmost part of Japan, is interchangeable with 
Taiwan, revealing Nantō studies as an illusion within the framework of Japan as a 
nation-state.

Another significant aspect of Kanaseki’s commentary emerges in the discussion 
section titled “Okinawa Studies and Taiwan.” Here, Kanaseki observed that 
people in mainland Japan examine only the similarities between mainland Japan 
and Okinawa. He also emphasized that “they forget the Chinese culture that has 
infiltrated Okinawa. No one on the mainland can study about it. It must be done 
by people living in Taiwan. Only then can we understand the Okinawan culture. If 
we only look at the Japanese elements, we will never understand the full picture 
of Okinawa” (Henshūbu 12). He highlighted the connection between Okinawan 
culture and the culture of southern China, which the discipline of Nantō studies 
has attempted to conceal under the term “Nantō.”

The members of Nantō did not “forget” about this connection. In the postscript 
to the first issue of Nantō, Sudō Riichi reiterates that he is aware of “Chinese 
cultural aspects” in Okinawa but expressed fatigue with the emphasis solely on 
Chinese culture. Instead, he stresses again that Okinawa has “something Japanese 
[Japaneseness]” (106). Nantō sought to adhere to the image of Okinawa as the 
southernmost and one of the most crucial parts of Japan.
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Previous research has highlighted that Nantō studies in Taiwan emphasized 
the outlying islands as a new trial (Sensui, “Nantō” 172–75). In his postscript to 
the first issue, Sudō stated that “something Japanese [Japaneseness]” was felt more 
strongly on the remote Sakishima Islands than on the main island of Okinawa. In 
fact, the first and third issues of Nantō featured the Yaeyama and Miyako Islands, 
respectively, the islands that constitute the Sakishima Islands, and the fourth issue 
was scheduled to feature the remote island of Kumejima. In other words, they tried 
to defend their theory by giving the remote islands, which were not overshadowed 
by “Chinese cultural aspects,” rather than the main island of Okinawa, where the 
influence of Chinese culture was strong, the role of Okinawa as a source of an 
image of ancient Japanese cultural elements.

At this point, it is imperative to review the geographical structure of Okinawa 
Prefecture, which has evolved into one of modern Japan’s prefectures. As previously 
stated, Okinawa Prefecture finds its roots in the former Ryukyu Kingdom. While 
the core of the Ryukyu Kingdom was the main island of Okinawa, it also 
encompassed many other islands (fig. 1). During the modern period, the Amami 
Islands were included in Kagoshima Prefecture, a mainland prefecture to 
the north, while other islands became part of Okinawa Prefecture. Specifically, 
the Miyako and Yaeyama Islands, collectively called the Sakishima Islands, are 
essential components  of Okinawa Prefecture, despite their distance from the 
main island of Okinawa. The word “Sakishima” consists of two Japanese words, 

“saki” and “shima,” with “saki” meaning “far beyond,” and “shima” meaning “islands.” 
This denotes the islands situated far beyond the main island of Okinawa, as 
viewed from the Japanese mainland. In other words, the government of 
the main island of Okinawa historically ruled over a wide area of islands, including 
the outlying islands, and this structure laid the groundwork for the prefecture’s 
consolidation into a single prefecture in the modern period. The historical 
background mentioned above has rendered the Sakishima Islands remote in the 
modern period. However, the Sakishima Islands, particularly the Yaeyama Islands, 
are situated in close proximity to Taiwan (fig. 2). From the perspective of the Japanese 
colonial empire, Sakishima and Taiwan existed within the same imperial space, 
emphasizing their spatial closeness despite being part of different administrative 
entities. This perspective challenges the conventional understanding that strictly 
separates Okinawa (Sakishima), a part of Japan, from Taiwan, a colonial territory. 
Considering the above relationship between the main islands and outlying 
islands of Okinawa Prefecture, we return to the main argument.
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Fig. 1. Ryukyu Kingdom. Map created by the author based on the original obtained from Heibonsha 
Cartographic Publishing website, https://www.hcpc.co.jp 

Fig. 2. Location of the Sakishima Islands. Map created by the author with additional islands based 
on the original from the Heibonsha Cartographic Publishing website, https://www.hcpc.co.jp

http://www.hcpc.co.jp/
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By focusing on the often-neglected outlying islands, Nantō studies—which had 
been considered primarily in the context of Okinawa’s main island with Shuri, the 
old capital of Ryukyu—has become more diverse. Sensui’s previously mentioned 
study acknowledges this new focus on the outlying islands to some extent, and this 
article broadly concurs with his assessment. However, several outstanding issues 
still warrant further discussion.

In the second issue of Nantō, Kobata Atsushi (1905–2001), a professor of Japanese 
history at Taihoku Imperial University, reprints entries from Koreans found adrift 
at sea off Okinawa, as documented in the Joseon Wangjo Sillok (Veritable Records 
of the Joseon Dynasty) (“Richō Jitsuroku Chūsei Ryūkyū Shiryō” 1–40). Professor 
Kobata, an empirical historian with a background in the history of distribution 
economics at Kyoto Imperial University, the second imperial university established 
after Tokyo Imperial University, shifted his focus to the history of foreign relations 
around the time of his assignment to Taiwan. Moreover, he was the individual who 
visited Okinawa in 1935 and copied and brought to Taiwan a collection of high- 
quality Ryukyuan historical materials, which Chen alluded to in his commentary. 
His research on these documents, especially the collection of diplomatic documents 
called Rekidai Hōan, culminated in 1939 with Chūsei Nantō Tsūkō-Bōekishi No 
Kenkyū (A Study of the History of Trade and Commerce by Ryukyu Kingdom in the 
Middle Ages). He laid the groundwork for comprehensive historical research on 
Okinawa in Taiwan and later in Japan.

As Sensui has already pointed out, the entries from the Joseon Wangjo Sillok 
introduced by Kobata in the second issue of Nantō depict the customs of the remote 
islands of Okinawa before the influence of Chinese culture (“Nantō” 169–70). In 
other words, this reprinting can be an example of how a professor at Taihoku 
Imperial University supported Nantō studies in Taiwan based on his professional 
knowledge and academic discipline.

However, could collaboration with academics—a characteristic of Nantō 
studies in Taiwan—fully support Nantō studies? On the contrary, the original 
characteristics of academic scholarship lie in objective investigation and cold 
analysis of the research subject. In the case of this reprinting of Korean historical 
documents, historiography indeed presented a picture of Okinawa before the 
influence of China. However, it is also possible that the results of Kobata’s accurate 
reprinting and introduction happened to coincide with the goals of Nantō studies in 
Taiwan. Contrarily, the historical documents of the Ryukyu Kingdom copied and 
brought from Okinawa, the subject of historians’ research, inevitably highlighted 
the continuous interaction between Okinawa, China and other countries in the 
past and the resulting close relationships. In the case of Japanese historiography, 
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cited here as an example of an academic discipline, it was a double-edged sword 
that supported Nantō studies in Taiwan while also exposing its limitations.

Furthermore, did focusing on remote islands provide a positive solution to 
protecting the aim of Nantō studies? However, it was also forced to adopt a structure 
that unconditionally identifies the culture of outlying islands as “Japaneseness,” or 
the ancient Japanese cultural elements that was being lost on the main island of 
Okinawa. It was a mere low-quality reuse of Yanagita’s Periphery Propagation 
Theory. Nantō studies in Taiwan defined Okinawa Prefecture (formerly known as 
the Ryukyu Kingdom) as a uniform entity taking the structure of the center and 
periphery. This definition uncritically assumed that the ancient Japanese culture 
was shared in the Ryukyu Kingdom’s version, centered on the capital city of Shuri. 
Therefore, Nantō studies in Taiwan was predicated on the unproven assumption 
that Okinawa Prefecture itself, established to some extent as a successor to the 
former Ryukyu Kingdom’s territory, is a single homogeneous entity as one of the 
essential elements or territories of the nation-state of Japan. In other words, Nantō 
studies could have instead obscured the original uniqueness of the culture and 
history of remote islands.

As the name implies, a kingdom is ruled by a king. In the case of the Ryukyu 
Kingdom, it was also an empire, figuratively speaking, established by a ruling class 
based on the main island of Okinawa, which conquered and ruled the outlying 
islands, each culturally diverse. Recent archaeological research also suggests 
that in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, “The Ryukyu Kingdom brought the 
surrounding areas [Sakishima Islands], which were independent cultural domains, 
under its control and incorporated them into the inner part of the empire” (Muraki 
142). Reconsidering this fact, it may be said that Nantō studies in Taiwan unwittingly 
revived, in a modern sense, the Kingdom of Ryukyu, which once existed as an 
empire that ruled over the outlying islands.

Contrary to what previous studies have pointed out, Nantō studies also exhibited 
the above limitations.

CONCLUSIONS AND PROSPECTS

Backed by the power of academia, Nantō studies in Taiwan appeared to 
surpass its counterparts in mainland Japan and Okinawa. But it also faced many 
limitations, as discussed above. Despite being situated in Taiwan, the participants 
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were ultimately limited to people from Okinawa and the Japanese intelligentsia, 
represented by the professors at Taihoku Imperial University, who supported them. 
In other words, it was an activity undertaken only among the Japanese. Thus, since 
the colony of Taiwan itself disappeared after Japan’s defeat in World War II in 1945, 
it is unclear whether Nantō studies in Taiwan had the potential to overcome these 
limitations.

After confirming the above, let us first take a prospective look at the reasons 
for the limitations of Nantō studies in Taiwan, which was closely associated with 
academicism, and consider the issues for future examination. This includes exploring 
the relationship between Nantō studies and the academic field of Japanese history, 
which has been somewhat overlooked in previous research on Nantō studies—
overshadowed by folklore, linguistics, and anthropology— but which has been 
emphasized in this article.

Incidentally, the history of the Ryukyu Kingdom’s unique foreign negotiations 
was favorably received by Nantō studies in mainland Japan and Okinawa (Yakabi, 

“Ko Nihon no Kagami Toshiteno Ryūkyū” 122; “Kyōdo Bunka No Kōryū” 321). 
From the perspective prevailing in the field of Japanese history, which reveals the 
uniqueness of the history of the Ryukyu Kingdom, the argument was as follows. The 
history of Ryukyu’s overseas negotiations in the past, which flourished a step ahead 
of Japan, is the history of the Okinawan people, who shared an ancestry with the 
Japanese people, and therefore can be positioned as the prehistory of the Japanese 
people’s leap forward in overseas development (Teshima 168–71). Indeed, one 
aspect of such logic aimed to support Japan’s foreign aggression until 1945. This 
point aside, the Nichiryūdōsoron theory presented by Iha that the people of Japan 
and Ryukyu/Okinawa shared ancestors was widely shared in mainland Japan and 
Okinawa. By relying on this theory introduced at the beginning of the twentieth 
century (Iha 41, 47, 51–52), the assumption that “Okinawa is part of Japan” was 
already established in both places. That is why Nantō studies in Okinawa was 
poised to take the next step supported by the field of Japanese history.

Nantō studies in Taiwan faced unique challenges in its development, compared 
to its counterparts in the other two locations. Situated closer to the southern 
expansion of the Japanese empire, Taiwan became a space where the fundamental 
idea of Okinawa being part of Japan was constantly questioned. In a sense, Nantō 
studies in Taiwan can be evaluated as having the potential to surpass Nantō studies 
in the other two places by having a close relationship with the academicism of 
Taihoku Imperial University. However, the collaboration with academia was never in 
complete harmony with Nantō studies, just as, for example, the contributions from 
historians such as Kobata were half-aligned with the goals of Nantō studies. After 
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all, despite its close relationship with academicism, Nantō studies in Taiwan failed 
to achieve its original objective and ceased in 1945.

Building on the discussion presented in this article, future studies should 
explore several key issues. Notably, Kanaseki’s doctoral dissertation in 1930, titled 
Ryūkyūjin No Jinruigakuteki Kenkyū (An Anthropological Study of Ryukyuans), 
highlights the centrality of Okinawa to his research. His research, focused on 
Okinawa, remained unchanged even after his posting to Taiwan in 1934 and into 
the postwar period. Considering this, it is imperative to consider how professors at 
Taihoku Imperial University, who supported Nantō studies as advisers, positioned 
Okinawa within their scholarly frameworks. It is especially necessary to pursue the 
direct relationship between professors of Japanese history and Okinawa, a topic that 
has received little attention in the past compared to folklorists and anthropologists.

In doing so, one is reminded once again that many of the historians who gathered 
at Taihoku Imperial University specialized in the field of foreign relations history, 
like Shidehara who made the study of Okinawan history the basis of his scholarship, 
as mentioned above.4 Therefore, one of the inevitable questions in the formation of 
their respective studies was how to view Okinawa, which has been a part of Japan’s 
territory since the modern period but had also existed in the past as the Ryukyu 
Kingdom, an object of premodern Japanese negotiations with the outside world. 
Let’s take a simple overview while considering the contrasting figures of Kobata and 
Iwao Seiichi.

Kobata was appointed to the course of Japanese History in 1930, while Iwao was 
appointed to the course of South Seas History in 1929, and both led the study of the 
history of foreign relations in Taiwan until 1945. This article somewhat confirms that 
Kobata fully utilized Okinawan historical documents and was also involved in Nantō 
studies. However, what about Iwao? He was not an adviser to the Nantō group, and 
superficially, there is less focus on Okinawa in his writings. However, his area of 
expertise was Japanese immigration to the South Seas (now the Southeast Asia 
region) in the premodern period. Ryukyu was active in that region during the past 
Kingdom of Ryukyu period. In Iwao’s opinion, how were the activities of the Ryukyu 
Kingdom linked or not linked to past Japanese activities in the same location? We 
must first address specific questions of this nature. In any case, it becomes a subject 
of discussion as to why the historians at Taihoku Imperial University did not adhere 
to the simplistic assumption that Okinawa was a natural part of Japan, as was often 
the case in mainland historiography. The question is whether their approach was 
solely driven by academic objectivity, or if it was influenced by specific contextual 
factors in Taiwan. In other words, while this article has focused on individuals 
who attempted to utilize academia to advance Nantō studies, on the flip side, there 
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remains a need for a thorough examination of the ideological backgrounds and 
identities upon which the historians advancing academia in Taiwan depend.

Finally, what is necessary in this article is a reference to the fundamental social 
and ideological background of the limitations faced by Taiwan’s Nantō studies and 
to highlight aspects that continue to be relevant to the present day. Shidehara’s 
prediction in his book in 1899 was only partially correct. Indeed, after Japan 
acquired Taiwan, Okinawa was gradually integrated as a part of Japan, aligning with 
Shidehara’s predicted outcome. However, in the process, contrary to his prediction 
that Okinawa would dilute its image as a southern island, there emerged a need 
to accentuate its position as the southernmost island of Japan. At this juncture, 
it is worth paying attention to Matsuda Hiroko’s keen observation in the realm 
of immigration studies: “the modernity of Okinawa Prefecture should be viewed 
within the duality of frontier and boundary” (229). To elaborate on Matsuda’s 
observation, this signifies that, when viewed from the framework of Japan as a 
nation-state, Okinawa, by being positioned as a frontier at the furthest reaches of 
Japan, is indisputably considered a part of Japan. However, when viewed from the 
perspective of the expanding Japanese empire with colonies, Okinawa dilutes its 
frontier character and exists as a boundary within the imperial space, between 
the interior (Japan proper) and the exterior (colonial) territories. From this 
perspective, looking at Okinawa from Taiwan means viewing Okinawa within 
the framework of the broader space of the Japanese empire. In doing so, the 
boundary nature of Okinawa always obscures its position as a place occupying 
the southernmost part of Japan and, therefore, a part of Japan. Taiwan, Okinawa’s 
neighbor, has an influence that always tries to drag Okinawa into the same category 
as itself. Alternatively, Taiwan endeavors to supplant Okinawa’s symbolic status 
whenever it deems fit. In such places, Nantō studies had to constantly reiterate that 
Okinawa is situated at the southernmost tip of Japan and thus possesses an ancient 
layer of Japan. Such emphasis persisted until the collapse of the Japanese colonial 
empire.

The limitations of Nantō studies in Taiwan can be attributed to the duality that 
was unique to Japan at that time. Conducted against the backdrop of imperialist 
expansionism, Nantō studies highlighted the importance of the culture of its 
outlying islands. Yet, it failed to rediscover the diversity of cultures that had been 
fading since the Ryukyu Kingdom era. In other words, as long as the practitioners 
of Nantō studies did not abandon the premise that they were members of the 
nation-state of Japan, that is, that they belonged to the ruling class within the 
Japanese empire, the uniqueness of regional cultures would not be emphasized. 
On the contrary, it was treated as an indication of cultural homogeneity within 
Okinawa. Generally, attention has been focused on how Okinawa unified as an 
entity while facing off with both US governance and mainland Japan from the 
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postwar period until its reversion to Japan in 1972. Additionally, there is research 
suggesting that the development of natural resources within Okinawa, which 
could have led to conflicts with neighboring countries during this period, served 
as a catalyst for the integration of Okinawa as a single entity (Akiyama 167–81). 
However, the underpinnings of homogenizing Okinawa Prefecture as a single 
entity had already begun to sprout within the space of imperial Japan; this issue, not 
being confined solely to the postwar period, also requires a long-term perspective. 
This article did not only positively comprehend Nantō studies in Taiwan like the 
preceding research but also deliberately pointed out its limitations. This is because 
the framework of problems that persist into modern times had already been laid 
bare there. Considering Okinawa as Nantō is also an attempt to understand that 
the creation of a single Okinawan or Japanese identity always involves either the 
conscious or unconscious sacrifice by certain minorities upon themselves or upon 
other minorities, and that it can even lead to the acceptance of claims that go 
beyond academic objectivity. Even in the postwar period, those who inherit Nantō 
studies must have continued to grapple with the conflict between their academic 
conscience and the wish to contribute to identity formation.5 We must carefully 
observe the contradictions and conflicts inherent in postwar Okinawa studies with 
a sense of self-restraint.
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NOTES

1.	 When quoting Japanese-language previous studies in this article, the author has translated 
them into English before citing them. The same applies hereafter.

2.	 A brief note on why history, commonly classified as a social science in modern academia, 
fell under the Faculty of Humanities and Politics at the time. First, when Taihoku Imperial 
University was founded, it only had two colleges, the Faculty of Humanities and Politics, 
and the Faculty of Science and Agriculture. The Faculty of Medicine and the Faculty of 
Engineering were only added later. Consequently, history was inevitably categorized in 
the Faculty of Humanities and Politics. It should also be mentioned that the University 
of Tokyo, Japan’s first modern university, placed history within its Faculty of Letters 
(Bungakubu Hyakunenshi Henshū Iinkai 411–50). Subsequently, many universities 
followed this model and established history departments in their faculties of letters or 
humanities.

3.	 Although this article focuses on Taiwan, the discussion primarily revolves around modern 
Japanese scholarship. This is because the period under discussion is limited to the colonial 
period, during which Japanese research, particularly within academic institutions, such 
as Taihoku Imperial University, virtually monopolized Okinawa studies. Consequently, 
the author acknowledges the lack of research regarding Taiwanese perspectives and 
theories on Okinawa during that time. However, it is worth noting the possibility that 
Japanese research on Okinawa may have persisted in some capacity in Taiwan following 
Japan’s defeat in World War II. Considering this perspective, it is imperative to offer 
insight into the postwar period within this article. For instance, Kobata Atsushi, a 
professor at Taihoku Imperial University who relocated to mainland Japan in 1946 to 
assume a professorship at Kyoto University, wrote the following in 1950: “Around this 
time, Mr. Chen Chingho, who is an associate professor of the course of South Seas 
History at National Taiwan University, sent me a copy of the first collection of Rekidai 
Hōan. I had left this with him in the confusion of the repatriation [...]” (“Hikiage Zen’ya” 
43). Here, Chen, a Taiwanese researcher who studied in Japan and France, returned to 
Taiwan after the war and became widely known for his research on overseas Chinese. 
National Taiwan University succeeded Taipei Imperial University, and Rekidai Hōan is 
a collection of diplomatic documents of the Ryukyu Kingdom. This quotation illustrates 
that the study of South Seas History, a distinctive feature of Taihoku Imperial University, 
was effectively continued at Taiwan National University, and materials related to Okinawa 
were also preserved within that academic space. Building upon this related material, we 
must examine the evolution of Taiwan’s perspective on Okinawa to the present day while 
acknowledging the continuity with the prewar era.

4.	 This was a natural choice for an academic center for southern management. The professors 
in the course of Oriental History, Fujita Toyohachi, Kuwata Rokurō (both specializing in 
the history of negotiations between the East and the West or South Seas), and Aoyama 
Kōryō (history of Japan-Korea relations), should also be considered. However, first, if 
we limit our discussion to those professors who originally majored in Japanese history, 
we could note that Shidehara was appointed as the university president and that Kobata 
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was a member of the course of Japanese History. Additionally, the course of South Seas 
History, which was established under Shidehara’s leadership, was appointed to Murakami 
Naojirō (history of negotiations between Japan and Europe) and Iwao Seiichi (history of 
Japanese foreign relations in the premodern period). In the case of Murakami, further 
discussion is challenging since he retired from Taihoku Imperial University in 1930. 
Therefore, this article mentions only Iwao.

5.	 It is also imperative to examine how the possibilities and limitations of modern Okinawa 
studies, as discussed in this article, have been carried over to Okinawa studies in mainland 
Japan, which made a fresh start after the war, and in Okinawa, which was once under US 
occupation but subsequently returned to Japan. In the postwar period, in addition to the 
term “Nantō,” a new concept of “Ryūkyūko” (“Ryukyu Arc”) was formulated to refer to 
the islands centering on Okinawa as a whole. We should continue our study with this 
new concept in mind as well.
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