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The Social Process of Development of
Okinawan Communities in Kansai Area

Yukio Miyawaki

This paper deals with the social process of development of the
Okinawan communities in Kansai area. Okinawa was struck by a serious
economic depression after the world war 1. In the middle of the 1920s,
a lot of Okinawan laborers migrated to Osaka. When they arrived at
Osaka, they relied on those who had come from the same province and
had already established their bases of subsistence. Most of them live in
the fringe of the industrial areas that were developing at the sea front
of Osaka Gulf, and formed Okinawan towns there. They developed social
networks based on the ties of their home provinces, and organized nu-
merous organizations called “kyoyu-kai (association of those who share
the same home province)”. The Okinawans, who were discriminated by
the Japanese main islanders at that time due to their distinct customs,
thus developed the system of mutual aid. In the 30s, the main industries
of Osaka changed from light industries to heavy industries. As this hap-
pened, some Okinawans succeeded in promoting themselves and became
well paid laborers and independent executives. Such local elites considered
the condition of success to “become a Japanese”, and to discard their
customs such as their dialect and wearing. Since most of them were also
the leaders of “kyoyu-kai”, the campaign of the “improvement of life”,
which advocated to “japanize” their life style, was carried out at the

grass root level.
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The communities of Hyogo were formed much after the development
of the communities of Osaka. They were started by the Okinawans who
were excluded from the industrial labor market in Osaka. The dwellers
gathered there depending on the secondary network already established in
Osaka. Their ways of subsistence were still marginal, such as gathering
scraps.

Their different social backgrounds reflected on the activities of the as-
sociations organized in both areas after world war II. In Osaka, the
Osaka Bureau of Okinawa Prefecture, which had already been founded
before the war, oriented to regard themselves as “those who come from
Okinawa Prefecture”, which means that they are a part of Japanese so-
ciety. On the other hand, those in Hyogo at first called themselves as
“Okinawans”, an ethnic group different from the main islanders of
Japan. The Hyogo Bureau of Okinawa Prefecture, which had changed its
name some years after its establishment, developed into a highly organ-
ized political organization. The Osaka Bureau was politically conserva-
tive, and gradually became an organization for a social gathering.

After the return of Okinawa from the US government to Japan in
1972, both organizations were confronted with the problem of the re-
cruitment of new members. In Okinawa, traditional local networks had
decreased their importance, and new comers found their place other than
the network of Okinawan communities. The majority of the second gen-
erations and third generations in Osak'a also departed from the network
their parents relied on. At the same time, the organizations rapidly lost
its centripetal force to gather members after the return to Japan real-

ized.



