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Folklore and society in relation to raised-floor granaries: a focus
on the oral tradition of Okinoerabu Island
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Abstract

This article discusses island life and social relations within the oral tradition
of Okinoerabu Island. The case presented in this paper is that of granaries with
elevated floors as found on Okinoerabu Island. Raised-floor granaries have been
researched by scholars of architectural history and folklore. This article pays
attention to the folkways and mystique concerning this particular style of granary.
Folklore studies have focused on how raised-floor granaries maintain a certain
mystique. The hypothesis in Folklore Studies regarding the mystique surrounding
such granaries often depends on examinations of local beliefs such as curses.
However, one key point frequently avoided in such research is the importance
of who owned a given raised-floor granary. Addressing this question clarifies not
only the material culture issue of who owned a particular granary, an interesting
historical question in itself, but also how the social relations of the island life
functioned. Current research has not examined the feelings related to raised-
floor granaries in the context of people on this island. The background of feelings,
emotions, or affects related to this material thing is, however, linked to the lives and
the memories of the age in which such granaries were utilized.

In order to search for the feelings related to this significant role of material
culture, oral traditions are the central focus of this article. People on the island
considered ownership of a raised floor granary to be a sign of prosperity: a symbol
of the wealth of the family who owned it. For instance islanders called such a
granary a puudama on Yoron dialect. The translation of this term means a gem of
happiness, or a rich gem. Thus, from the dialect of the islanders it will be clarified
that what emotions or feelings were related to granaries and the people who

owned them. There are also words in the Okinoerabu dialect that indicate raised
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floor granaries were a symbol of prestige and material wealth. However, it is not
only the dialectal or oral tradition that this article takes up. In order to understand
the social life of the island community, both past and present, granaries are used
as a linguistic symbol. The purpose is to understand the changing feelings and
relationships of people on the island through the use of language. Through an
analysis of language, such as the use of proverbs utilized in daily life, it is argued
that various daily material culture practices, for example the expression of beliefs
or values, clarifies acts of symbolization mediated by granaries as a topic. Although
granaries are not directly related to social status today, the use of granaries
as a topic within the local dialect (in terms of idioms or popular expressions)
highlights how social life was in the past, how it is remembered today, and how it
has changed. In considering those aspects, this article underscores these shifts in
social relationships and material culture. Raised-floor granaries are not an actual
manifestation of wealth today. People leave the island in order to find work in
other locations and have different material representations of wealth. However,
the symbolic and linguistic representation of granary ownership remains a popular

dialectal representation of wealth in a society that has changed in other aspects.
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