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Shuncho Higa and Development of Okinawan Studies

Nobuhisa NAMIMATSU
Abstract

Shuncho Higa (1883-1977) was a representative researcher in the field of modern Okinawan
history. He is known as a proponent of Esperanto as well as a socialist activist. He was a
graduate of Okinawa Normal School and worked as an elementary school teacher, rising to
principal before resigning as a result of his opposition to the contents of Japanese education,
which treated Okinawans as “backward”. He then worked as a newspaper reporter and as
a government official in the prefectural office. He became interested in Okinawan history
after meeting Fuyu Tha (1876 - 1947) in 1910, and began working for a publishing company in
Tokyo in 1923. There, he studied under the celebrated folklorist Kunio Yanagida (1875-1962)
and studied Okinawan folklore while continuing to be involved with socialist activities.

Higa developed his studies on Okinawa, not only through the methods of folklore, but also
using the viewpoint of social and economic history. He described himself as an “informant”
about Okinawan history, meaning that he introduced Okinawa as it was, from the inside.
However, he was not just a simple informant, because he left many fruits of his research. His
many studies on Okinawa were published after the war. Until recently, there has been little
research about him as a scholar, although his interaction with Tha and Yanagida was well-
known.

In this paper, Higa’s life is divided into five periods: (1) His youth, when he was devoted to
Christianity and Tolstoyism, (2) His subsequent interest in Okinawan history after meeting
Tha, (3) His period of socialist activism, (4) His time spent studying Okinawan history from
a folkloric angle under Yanagida, (5) His postwar period during which he published many
writings. Through these periods, the author shows that Higa played an important role in
Okinawan studies, studying Okinawan history through “objective” information and documents
of Okinawa. He was a researcher who expressed the uniqueness of Okinawa as an informant.

Keywords: Shuncho Higa, Okinawan studies, Informant, Fuyu Iha, Kunio Yanagida



