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CC ibei” refers to Japanese individuals returning to America; it often 

refers to a subset of “Nisei,” or second generation Japanese, who 

were born in the United States but educated in Japan. This paper 
provides a deeper understanding of a sub-group within the Okinawan diasporic 
community in Hawai‘i—the Okinawan Kibei Nisei. Today, Okinawan Kibei 
Nisei in Hawai‘i are in their seventies, eighties and nineties; they were born 

in Hawai‘i before World War II; they are of Okinawan ancestry; they were 
schooled in either Okinawa or mainland Japan, and returned to Hawai'i as 

adults either before or after the war. Okinawan Kibei Nisei in Hawai'i have 

been able to utilize their experiences of living in Okinawa or mainland Japan 

during the period of their youth and have actively contributed to strengthening 

the Okinawan ethnic community in Hawai‘i. The life experiences of Oki- 

nawan Kibei Nisei in Hawai‘i should be recognized as distinctive ones which 

cannot be simply referred to as either “Okinawan experiences” or “Japanese 
Kibei Nisei experiences.” Their little-known life stories are more complex 

and marginalized not only because of being Kibei, a sub-group of Nisei, but 

also because of being Okinawans in Hawai‘i, “[a] minority group within the 

Japanese community” (Kimura 1998:74). By using the life story method, this 

paper examines how the Okinawan Kibei Nisei interpret their past, construct 

their collective identities and define for themselves the meanings of being an 

Okinawan Kibei Nisei in Hawai‘i today. 

Most references to the Kibei Nisei experience in general are found in 

studies on their experiences during World War IJ. The common image of 

them suggest that they had a fixed identity: unable to assimilate, pro-Japanese, 

and disloyal to the United States because of their presumed indoctrination in 
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militaristic education in the later 1920s and 1930s in Japan. In my studies on 
Kibei Nisei, I use a social constructionist approach on identity formation in 
which I view identity not as a result of a one-time event that they had while 
living in Japan, but as a continuing result of experiences and socio-historical 

circumstances that they faced. ‘The life story method is also important since it 
allows us to understand how a particular group, in this case Okinawan Kibei 
Nisei, expresses their sense of identity and their perceptions of the world. Isa- 
belle Beraux-Wiame (1981) points out that examining life stories allows the 

researcher to see the process by which the storytellers reconstruct the meaning 
of the past from the present point of view. When a person tells her life story, 
she is required to select the most important events in her life. Additionally, ata 

collective level, “telling stories is, therefore, a process of constructing collective 

identities, revealing both internally-oriented emotional manifestations and 
externally-based shared understanding of who they are” (Kinoshita 2002:19). 
By using the life story method, this paper also examines how the Okinawan 
Kibei Nisei elders employ retrospective narrative as a tool to interpret their 
past, construct their collective identities and define for themselves the mean- 
ings of being an Okinawan Kibei Nisei in Hawai‘i. 

Introducing the term “sociological imagination,” C. Wright Mills explains 
that it is important to “understand the larger historical scene in terms of its 
meaning for the inner life and the external career of a variety of individuals” 
(1959:5). He believes that an important value of sociology is its potential to 
explore the process of societal change and how individual actions impact a 
whole society. Examining Okinawan Kibei Nisei’s life stories also allows us 
to explore the process of societal change and dynamics within the Okinawan 
diasporic community in Hawai'i and how the Kibei Nisei’s existence have 
contributed to a whole community and society. My study treats Okinawan 
Kibei Nisei as active agents in the society, exploring not only how they have 
been able to overcome their marginality but also how they have created the 
positive social changes in the Okinawan community in Hawai'i. 

Okinawan Kibei Nisei in Hawai‘i 

The first group of immigrants from Okinawa arrived in Hawai‘iin 1900. 
Like many Issei mainland Japanese, early immigrants from Okinawa sent 
their Hawai‘i-born children to their homeland for several reasons. While the 
practice of sending at least one child to Japan to be educated was prevalent 
within the larger Japanese community in Hawai‘i between the 1920s and 
1940s, Okinawan Issei were more likely to send their children to Okinawa for 


