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Dugongs in Old Ryukyuan Songs:
An Analysis of their Roles and Images

Yuko OOTAKE

Whether as an object of hunting or as a mythical creature in folklore, dugongs
occupied a unique position in the history and culture of Okinawa. This article
analyzes how dugongs are described in old Ryukyuan songs (songs in the Omoro-
saushi and old songs from the Ryukyuan archipelago) and attempts to illuminate
the old Ryukyuans’ worldview communicated through such description. The
structure of old Ryukyuan songs and the roles and images attributed to objects
appeared in them are fixed. Three roles or images are attributed to dugongs: They
are an object of hunting, a messenger of a god, or a female imaginary. Those roles
and images are fluid, allowing the dugongs to move across the boundary between
the sacred and profane. This fluidity points to the diverse nature of description and
conceptualization employed in old Ryukyuan songs and calls for comparative studies
on description and conceptualization of dugongs and other animals in old Ryukyuan

songs.
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