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Okinawa’s Local Government System and Poverty Relief
in the Meiji Era

—XKitokurou Ichiki's Tactics to Preserve the Traditional System—

Nobuhisa NAMIMATSU
Abstract

In 1879, eight years after its abolition of feudal domains and establishment of a
centralized prefectural system in 1871, the Meiji government’s Ryukyu Disposition led to the
establishment of Okinawa Prefecture. However, it was not until 1895 that the issue of
Okinawa'’s territorial attribution was settled between China and Japan. Between 1879 and
1895, even while its possession was in dispute, the Japanese government set about reforming
the local government system in Okinawa.

However, the local government system in Okinawa was not set “at the level of the
mainland”. Rather, it developed differently from in the main islands. One feature of the
Okinawan situation was the preservation of the traditional system. In order to try and win
over the former ruling strata there and strengthen the centralized system, the Meliji
government tried to use the traditional system as much as possible. However, the aims of the
Meiji government were belied by the actual situation in Okinawa. Many problems occurred in
areas such as the regional economy, culture, and education. One particular problem was relief
for the poor and the vulnerable.

Kitokurou Ichiki (1867-1944), the Secretary of the Interior, had a great influence on the
reform of the local government system in Okinawa. After field surveys, he compiled the
results in his “Ichiki Secretary’s Survey Report”. Previous studies have suggested that since
he had been dispatched by the Meiji government, his aim was the improvement of the local
government system, so as to incorporate Okinawa into the centralized national system.

However, Ichiki became interested in the uniqueness of Okinawa, and argued that it
could be used effectively. In particular, he emphasized that the traditional system was
functioning effectively for poverty relief. In this respect, his position was significantly
different from the Meiji government’s aim of preserving the traditional system in order to
strengthen the centralized system. Moreover, since the Meiji government was unenthusiastic
about poverty relief, it can be said that Ichiki's argument was valid.

Keywords : Okinawa, Kitokurou Ichiki, Traditional System Preservation, Local Government
System, Poverty Relief
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