Thought Bytes on
Uchinaanchu Identity/ies
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o be honest, I have not put too much energy into defining “Uchinaan-

chu.” As an educator and activist with a healthy sense of self, rather

than an academic, other priorities draw my time and energy. Thus,
what follows are simply “thought bytes.” I hope they provoke reflection on
our relations, generate critical discussion and move us toward constructive
actions.

As a West Coast immigrant to Hawai‘i of mixed ancestry, my experi-
ences in Hawai ‘i reflect one of the many varieties among Uchinaanchu in the
United States and I suggest there is no singular definition of “Uchinaanchu.”
For example, Issei, particularly Shin Issei, tend to see me as simply Uchinaan-
chu, or Uchinaanchu-American, especially when speaking with them in my
limited Uchinaaguchi and Nihongo. Conversely, many Nisei simply see me
as Haole. And Sansei and Yonsei tend to be ambivalent, and simply see me
as Hapa. These are just generalizations, of course. They suggest differences in
perception among generations and regions—how I am seen depends on the

eye of the beholder.

I am all of those above, but not exclusively any one of them. I am Uchi-
naanchu-American because my mother is an Uchinaanchu from Okinawa,
while my father is a German Jewish-American. Furthermore, while I was
“made” in Okinawa, I grew up in California. My mother struggled with her
new language, so I picked up some Nihongo and Uchinaguchi, but English
was the dominant language of the household and community. Since I was
neither raised in Hawai‘i nor have an Okinawan family name, 'm sometimes
perceived as Haole by some Nisei because I don’t “look local.” Moreover, 1
don’t “act” in the deferential manner of the stereotypical local boy. On the
other hand, the variety of offspring resulting from high interracial marriage
rates in Hawai‘i makes it possible for me to feel neither exotic nor forced to
choose an ethnicity—I am, like many of my multiethnic peers, almost the
norm. Yet it raises for me the interesting question of why ancestry matters,
politically and socially.







