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entennials are milestones marking progress on a journey. The year 
2000 has been designated as the centennial of the arrival of the Oki- 
nawan immigrants in Hawai‘i. This book marks some of the complex 

journeys undertaken by Okinawans who left their homeland to sojourn in 
other parts of the globe and by their descendants who seek to recover their 
Okinawan identity. 

This process of large numbers of people emigrating and settling abroad is 
referred to as diasporic flows. Diaspora is derived from the Greek noun diaspora, 

“dispersion.” The verb form is diaspeiro, “to scatter abroad, throw about.” The 

original expression described a farmer sowing seeds. ‘The word later acquired 
its present meaning when it was used to describe the history of the Jewish 
people in exile. More recently, diaspora has been used to describe the experi- 
ences of other peoples. In this essay, I will discuss the recent theoretical debate 
surrounding the concepts of diaspora, diasporic flows, and diasporic identity 
and the ways in which these concepts are used to frame our understanding 

of the Okinawan diaspora as presented in this book. 

The discovery of the Okinawan diaspora was a surprise for this Sansei 
Okinawan born and raised in Hawai‘i. I knew that there were Okinawan 
communities in Hawai‘i, the mainland United States, and Brazil. But I was 

surprised to learn that the Okinawan presence extended to the Philippines, 
Micronesia, and Fukien, China, and Manchuria. I was fascinated to learn of 

Okinawans living as far away as Singapore, Java, Cuba, and New Guinea. These 

discoveries raised a host of questions: What were the political and economic 
forces that gave rise to the Okinawan diaspora? How was Okinawan identity 
constructed outside Okinawa? How was the diasporic Okinawan experience 
shaped by the social processes of modernity, nationalism, and globalization? 
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Centennials, occasions for celebrations, are also times for critical re- 

flection. Both are needed. Celebrations without critical reflection can easily 
degenerate into self-indulgent narcissism. Approached constructively, centen- 
nials serve as means for appreciating the past, understanding the present, and 
preparing for the future. This book is intended to be a critical and reflective 
work of scholarship. It is intended to be read by the descendants of Okinawan 
immigrants and by descendants of other immigrant groups. It is hoped that 
this book will be of interest to the scholarly community, especially members 
of that community studying modernity, identity politics, ethnicity, national- 
ism, and Asia-Pacific history. 

A New Field of Study 

Only recently have scholars turned their attention to diasporas and 
diasporic flows. Gabriel Sheffer’s collection Modern Diasporas in International 

Politics (1986), Elazar Barkan and Marie-Denise Shelton’s collection Borders, 

Exiles, Diasporas (1998), Robin Cohen’s Global Diasporas (1997), and Gerard 

Chalian and Jean-Pierre Rageau’s Atlas of Diasporas (1995) deal broadly with 

diasporic flows. Other books focus on particular diasporic flows. Paul Gilroy’s 
The Black Atlantic (1993) demonstrates how racial slavery was integral to Western 
civilization and how modernity framed the experience of black people. Gung 
Wu Wang's China and the Chinese Overseas (1991) traces the different kinds 

of Chinese diasporas. Another excellent overview is Jennifer Cushman and 
Gung Wu Wang’s collection Changing Identities of the Southeast Asian Chinese 
Since World War IT (1988). Lynn Pan’s Sons of the Yellow Emperor (1990) offers 

a more popular treatment of the Chinese diaspora. S. D. Goitein’s six-volume 
A Mediterranean Society (1967-1983) covers the cosmopolitan Jewish com- 

munities from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries. 

The subject of diaspora is also receiving serious attention in academic 
journals. William Safran (1991:83) notes that very little attention has been 

given to diasporas. James Clifford’s “Diasporas” (1994) surveys the field. And 
Adam McKeown (1999) gives the subject a theoretically sophisticated treat- 

ment. The emergence of this new field has also been marked by the launching 
of the journals Diaspora and Public Cultures and Diaspora in addition to such 
established journals as the Journal of Transnational Studies and Cultural An- 
thropology. Another indication of the serious attention being given to the topic 
of diaspora is the University of Washington Press series on global diasporas 
under the editorial leadership of Robin Cohen. 


