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Introduction

(6 peak Japanese! You're Japanese!” Iwas 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, I 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.







