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Introduction 

CC S peak Japanese! You're Japanese!” I was being reprimanded for speaking 

in Okinawan dialect to my friend. I had said to my friend, “Let’s go 

home” in my dialect: “dikka keera.” The principal was just behind 
us and had caught me saying the phrase. He had called the two of us into 
his office and explained why I was being reprimanded. I neither remember 
everything he said nor what I said, but I do remember what I was told: “do 

not speak” the Okinawan dialect. I don’t think that I had thought about my 
identity before the incident since I was only ten years old. I don’t remember, 
in fact, if I had cared whether I was Okinawan or Japanese; the principal, 
however, clearly wanted us to be Japanese, not Okinawan. 

This incident happened in Okinawa in 1969, three years before Okinawa 

was returned to Japan in 1972. Many Uchinaanchu, including Okinawans 

in Hawai‘i and on the continental United States, have had similar experi- 

ences: “Speak English. You're an American.” “Speak Okinawan. You're an 
Okinawan.” What does it mean to speak, or not be able to speak, a language 
or a dialect? Is it significant? In this article, I will discuss the linguistic ac- 
culturation of the Okinawan people in the U.S. and argue that language, or 
dialect, is important to one’s identity. In other words, who a person is (or is 
not), is intimately related to the language he or she speaks. 

This article is organized in the following order. First, I will briefly 

describe what occurred in Okinawa with regard to its local dialect. Second, 
I will describe the linguistic acculturation of Nisei Okinawan Americans, 

presenting what I learned in interviewing some of them. Third, | will describe 

what happened after 1945 with respect to the Japanese language and the Oki- 

nawan dialect, presenting what I learned by interviewing four issei Okinawan 

Americans (often called Shin Issei) who moved to the U.S. around 1970, and 

what I learned about two young Okinawan Americans. Finally, I will make 

concluding remarks. 
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The Rise of “Standard Japanese” and the Fall 
of Okinawan Dialects 

After the birth of a new nation state in 1868, uniting the entire nation 
was a primary concern for the Meiji Government of Japan. One method the 
government employed was to spread standard Japanese and to eradicate lo- 
cal dialects. In order to achieve this goal, a new school system was initiated 
throughout Japan and children were taught kokugo, “the national language,” 

which was based on Tokyo Japanese. However, teaching this national language 
was neither as effective nor as successful as the government had expected, since 
these young Japanese were exposed to the standard language only while in 
school. Meanwhile they spoke in their local dialects outside of school. Accord- 
ing to Sanada (2000), language education aimed at the linguistic unification 

of Japan continued until the Showa Era before Japan’s defeat in World War II. 
Until then, local dialects were considered undesirable, something to be gotten 

rid of because they would hinder adoption of standard Japanese. Therefore, 
children were discouraged from speaking their local dialects and, when they 

were caught, they were rebuked and punished. In other words, children were 
denied the right to speak their mother tongues. This kind of effort by the 
authorities resulted in the formation of an inferiority complex in the children 
who could not speak Japanese fluently. 

In the post-war era, the linguistic attitude of educational authorities 

toward the local dialects changed drastically. Children on mainland Japan 
were no longer discouraged from speaking their local dialects, which were no 

longer considered bad or undesirable. Organized efforts by the educational 

authorities to eradicate the dialects stopped. However, educational norms, 
nationwide radio and television programming, and a desire to improve socio- 

economically, influenced people to become increasingly fluent in “standard 
Japanese.” They became, in a way, bilingual—speaking both their local dialects 
and “standard Japanese.” 

Okinawa had a history that was both similar and different from that 
in other areas of Japan with respect to language and culture education. As 
reported in Asano (1991), Asato (1983), and Oguma (1998), the primary 

purpose of education in Okinawa for the Meiji government of Japan was to 
Japanize the Okinawan people as quickly as possible. The central government 
in Tokyo considered the loyalty of Okinawans towards Japan to be low because, 
unlike other prefectures, Okinawa was formerly an independent kingdom, 

reluctantly incorporated into the Japanese nation. Therefore, it was impera- 


