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the male substance in Judeo-Christian and Islamic cosmology. Drawn 
from ancient Greek terms dia (through) and speiro, meaning “dispersal, 

to sow or scatter” (Vertovec 1996:99), the word “sperm” is etymologically 

connected to diaspora (Helmreich 1992:245). It is not surprising, then, that 

in the diaspora literature that men have tended to be the focus—as diasporic 
subjects who are forced to disperse from place to place. In contrast, women 

have been represented as the ones who maintain homes or “motherlands” 

where matrilineal family trees/systems and roots are reproduced. Increasingly, 
however, studies such as Helmreich (1992) and Gopinath (1995) are critiquing 

and challenging the male-centered diasporic discourse. 

p The term “diaspora” evokes images of scattered seeds, metaphorical for 

Similar to the male-focused tropes of diasporic discourse which have 

symbolically represented men as spreaders of seeds and women as stable 
motherlands, Okinawan folk botanical metaphors also represent men as seeds 

(sani in Okinawan or tane in Japanese) and women as seedbeds (naashiru in 

Okinawan or naeshiro in Japanese) (Watanabe 1985:82). In these representa- 

tions, women are described as passive receivers of the seeds and reproducers of 

them, especially through patriarchal descent groups and family trees, called 
munchuu. 

These portrayals are replicated in the studies and literature of Okinawan 
immigrants, which have focused on and discussed masculine experiences, 

probably because they have been done by mostly male scholars. Toyama 
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Kyiizo has been celebrated as “the father of Okinawan immigrants.” Who, 

and where, then are the “mothers” of Okinawan immigrants? It seems that 

Okinawan (and Japanese) immigrant women are faceless bodies discussed 

only as “picture brides” or yobiyose (family members or dependents) who were 
called over by the men who had already emigrated. Or, they are represented 
as “war brides” and “G.I. brides” who followed and were dependent on their 

(mostly white) American husbands. 

While Okinawan men may have been the larger group of immigrants 
to Hawai‘i and the continental United States in the pre-1940 period, this cer- 
tainly was not the case in the latter half of the twentieth century. The majority 
of the Okinawans who migrated to Hawai'i and the continental U.S. after 
the Battle of Okinawa and during the U.S. Occupation of Okinawa, were 

women. This paper focuses on these Okinawan immigrant women—their life 
stories and networks—and views them as active agents in the fashioning of 
their lives in their new homes. 

Okinawan immigrant women have created families and homes and have 

spread Okinawan culture out over new lands and islands. They have connected 

with one another, creating their own networks by participating in Okinawan 

music and dance clubs. Since these women’s networks are often tied in with 

their family or extended kin, or village-based clubs, their networks have 

received less attention vis-a-vis the more officially recognized organizations 

such as the Hawaii United Okinawa Association (HUOA), the international 

programs of the Okinawa Prefecture, or the Worldwide Uchinanchu Business 

(W UB) network. 

This paper focuses on the Okinawan women who migrated to Hawai i 

after the Battle of Okinawa. These women are called “Shin Issei” or “New 

Issei.” First, I explore how diverse they are in terms of their family structures 

and occupations, and how they differ from the Issei women who had come 

to Hawai‘i before the war. The earlier Issei women had worked on sugar and 

pineapple plantations and their husbands were mainly Okinawans and labor- 

ers. In contrast, Shin Issei women’s husbands are occupationally diverse and 

often not of Okinawan descent. It is also important to note that the Shin Issei 

Okinawan women could not obtain any national citizenship during the U.S. 

Occupation of Okinawa. They were, essentially “state-less,” and merely carried 

the label “resident of the Ryukyus” on their passports. Some of them had lost 

their parent(s) during the war and, as war orphans, were offered scholarships to 

study in Hawai‘i. Others had lost their partners; eventually they became “war 


