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ABSTRACT

Even though Okinawa and Taiwan are very close in terms of geographical
propinquity, their ethnic compositions are distinct, being Okinawan and (speaking of
the aborigines only) Austronesian respectively. The historical record leaves a lacuna
with regard to the interactions between these two population groups, and their ethnic
affinity remain a “missing link,” yet td be accounted for any convincing explication.
The Yaeyama Archipelago, located within a short distance from the northeastern
coast of Taiwan, presents an especially significant case. Ethnological research of
these islands has tended to study their populations in relation to ethnic groups of
Japan to the north, failing to make any in-depth comparative investigation of the
ethnic relationship between Yaeyama and Taiwan. In two papers published in 1952
and 1972, Toichi Mabuchi tries to trace this relationship through oral tradition, but
without definite result. During the 90’s I conducted fieldwork on Yonaguni Island,
which is the nearest to Taiwan geographically. In my research I have gathered some
myths and legends related to ethnic origin, and these narratives indicate both a
north-to-south and a south-to-north trajectory of population movement.

This paper presents, first, the social context within which the folklore has been
transmitted on Yonaguni Island. Subsequently, the discussion will be focused on a
comparative analysis of four Yonaguni Island narratives about population origin.

1) The myth titled Tidan Duguru speaks of a place of the islander’s origin far
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away to the south. I try to demonstrate that this origin myth is a version of the
Sunasai complex, which is prevalent among the ethnic groups of Taiwan’s north and
east coasts. The most important evidence for my argument comes from Nenozo
Utsushikawa’s (1936) account of the Sumasai myth recorded among the Kavalan
people, and the Sunasai myth in Kavalan language gathered by Jun Shimizu (1985),
also among the Kavalan people.

2) A prominent feature in the Donada-abu legend of disaster-and-survival
adventures is “sibling marriage,” which is frequently encountered in Taiwan. Also,
matrilineal inheritance, a topic occurring in a Nagama-suni legend, is quite common
among the ethnic groups of eastern Taiwan. These two features, significantly, are
both absent in the mythologies of the islands north of Yaeyama Archipelago.

3) The course of transmission of the legend that Yonaguni Islanders’ ancestors
have drifted to the islands from north, as given in Inugang stories, has been analyzed
by the Japanese mythologist Akira Fukuda. With regard to this, I come to a different
conclusion through a comparison of this legend and similar stories from Taiwan and
southern China. I will maintain that this legend is more closely related to 29 versions
from various locations of Japan, thus indicating it has taken a north-to-south route of
transmission.

With this explication of the different sources for Yonaguni Island’s mythology of
ethnic origin, my intention is to elucidate, from the vantage point of Yonaguni Island,
the affinity between Taiwan and Okinawan, in the hope that this will help shed light
on the cultural characteristics of the islands off Taiwan'’s east coast. The question
still remains, however: How are we deal with the fact that various and contrasting
types of origin myth come to co-exist on an island less than 30 square kilometers in
size? This may well be a cultural characteristic of the islands off the east cost of
Taiwan. I would conclude that this archipelago has been a point of confluence for
myths and legends originating from different sources, which results in a state
seeming discordance and inconsistency. In such a circumstance, therefore, culture
elements from various historical periods can co-exist within the same space and at
the same time. This is quite distinct from the stage-by-stage development model of
the continental type, and it behooves our attention in our study of island cultures in

the circum-east Taiwan Sea.



