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ABSTRACT 

Similar to many of the other Indigenous languages around the world, Ryukyuan, 

the Indigenous language of Okinawa, Japan, is in danger of being lost within a generation 

or two. Ryukyuan, once spoken in the homes and communities of Okinawa, is now 

rarely heard. Additionally, there has been a rapid shift from Ryukyuan to Japanese and 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi, the latter consisting of both Ryukyuan and Japanese languages, 

most notably among the younger generation of Okinawans. This linguistic situation has 

been brought on by many years of colonization by foreign nations and most recently by 

massive wave of globalization and modernization. Today, there continues to be enormous 

external and internal pressures to assimilate into the mainstream Japanese society and to 

speak only Japanese. 

This qualitative research examines language loss and shift in one Okinawan 

village. Henna, through an examination of its history and by exploring the people's 

language attitudes, perspectives, and ideologies. For Indigenous community members, 

one's language ideology is closely tied to one's cultural and individual identities. In the 

case of the Indigenous people of Okinawa, it may be said that one's perspective toward 

Okinawan culture is a key to the future of the Ryukyuan language. Thus, this study 

seeks to understand the muhilateral and multidimensional factors that contribute to 

language choice of the Okinawan people, the primary stakeholders of the Ryukyuan 

language. With this understanding, it is hoped that the Okinawans can then determine 

themselves what their futures may be and what language they embrace. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

When I was six years old, I asked my father to teach me Ryukyuan, the mother 

tongue of my village and the Indigenous language of Okinawa. Several of my friends 

could speak Ryukyuan to some extent, and I wanted to speak with them in our native 

tongue. My father told me that rather than him teaching me Ryukyuan, I would 

eventually learn Ryukyuan by hearing or being around others who speak it. I believed 

him and soon forgot about my interest in learning Ryukyuan. Today, I still carmot speak 

Ryukyuan, as is typical of the younger generations of Okinawans, however my desire to 

learn it remains. This continuing desire to learn my heritage language along with an 

interest and need to understand the complex phenomenon of language shift, a worldwide 

phenomenon impacting Indigenous language communities around the world, were the 

main motivations for conducting this study. 

This research focuses on one Okinawan village. Henna, in Japan. It is the heritage 

community of this researcher. In addition to identifying the external and internal factors 

that have contributed to language shift within this community, through interviews and 

participant observations, I examined the language use and ideologies of the Henna 

villagers, including their attitudes, beliefs, and understandings of the importance of 

language in relation to their past, present, and future existence. As House (2002) has 

shown, language ideology does not stand solely by itself rather it exists in relation to 

other general ideologies accumulated as a result of individuals' daily life experiences and 
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is influenced by one's social network. For Indigenous community members, one's 

language ideology is closely tied to one's cultural and individual identities. In the case of 

the Indigenous people of Okinawa, it may be said that one's perspective toward 

Okinawan culture is a key to the renewal of the Ryukyuan language, or vise versa. Thus, 

the maintenance and/or revitalization of Indigenous languages must be viewed as a key to 

the perpetuation of Indigenous cultures and, ultimately, the cultural survival of a people. 

If this is so, why then does a speaker of a particular language, such as my father, choose 

not to speak one's mother language to his children? Is this a conscious or unconscious 

choice? What happens when an individual, a family, or a whole community switches 

from its mother tongue to a more prestigious language? Why can I not speak my heritage 

language and why do I have an undying desire to learn to speak it? The present 

generations of Okinawans, including this researcher, are seeking answers to these 

complex questions. It is hoped that this research study will provide answers to these 

questions so that we gain a deeper understanding of our people, our language, and 

ourselves. 

Even though this research focuses on language shift and retention in one 

Okinawan village, its findings may help us understand language and its role in a 

contemporary Indigenous society. Specifically, it is hoped that this study's findings will 

contribute to the language and cultural renewal efforts in my village as well as in the 

neighboring villages within Okinawa. As well, it is hoped that other Indigenous 

communities experiencing mother language loss will benefit from this study. 
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I. The problem 

A. Language loss and shift in Indigenous communities 

Language loss is a widespread global phenomenon. Many scholars and 

researchers are keenly aware and concerned about the loss of Indigenous languages and 

their retention and perpetuation. They estimate that "between 20 and 50 percent of the 

6,000 [languages in the world] are no longer spoken by children or will no longer be 

spoken by children by the end of this century (Krauss, 1996, p. 19)." Some predict that 

close to 90% of the world's languages may disappear by the end of the 21st century 

(Miyaoka, 2000). With the loss of a language, is a loss of culture, a fundamental element 

of human existence. Fishman (1996a) argues that "[cjulture is in the language and is 

expressed in the language," (p. 81), thus their loss also means the loss of vast, complex 

and diverse intellectual traditions and epistemologies—ways of knowing the world. 

Reyhner (1997) contends that "languages contain generations of wisdom going back into 

antiquity. When a language is lost, much of the knowledge that language represents is 

also gone" (p.4). Particularly for Indigenous societies, the loss of a language means more 

than a loss of culture, it means a potential loss of the sociocultural bonds or threads of a 

family and a community (Fillmore, 2000; Fishman, 1996b). In addition, "one's dialects 

[languages] are not only a resource of one's cultures but also a means of expression of 

one's own identity" (Miyara, 2002, p. 17) and sense of belonging. 

B. Ryukyuan language loss and shift 

Language changes arise out of contact with other languages. The Indigenous 

language of Okinawans is no exception. Okinawa is the largest minority group in Japan 
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(Taira, 1997) comprising of approximately 1.3 million people and has three main 

languages, all of which have been and continue to experience change. The first language, 

Ryukyuan, is the Indigenous language of Okinawa; it is called Uchinaguchi' in 

Ryukyuan and Ryukyu hogen^ or Okinawa hougen in Japanese. Ryukyuan speakers are 

mostly limited to the older generation. The second language is standard Japanese, called 

Yamatoguchi^ in Ryukyuan and hyoujyungo/kyoutsugo/nihongo in Japanese. Both of the 

aforementioned languages have formal and informal styles of speech. Formal, 

"respectful" styles are spoken to authoritative, older, and/or unknown people. The third 

language, called Uchina-Yamatoguchi in Ryukyuan, is translated in English as "the 

Okinawan-Japanese language." It is viewed as an "Okiawanized Japanese" or a common 

(Japanese) language in Okinawa heavily influenced by Ryukyuan in its pronunciation, 

grammar, and vocabulary (Motonaga, 1979; Yabiku, 1987; Takaesu, 1994 and 2003; 

Matsumori, 1995; Osumi, 2001)"^. In contemporary Okinawa, Japanese is often used in 

formal or public settings such as in school, during shopping in urban areas (i.e., Naha, the 

capital city of Okinawa), or at the information desk of the local government hall, while 

Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchi (a hybrid language that consists of both Ryukyuan 

and Japanese) are used in informal settings such as in homes and at local stores, and for 

social purposes, for instance, when talking to friends or family members (Teruya, 1976). 

' In Ryukyuan, Okinawa is called as Uchirm, Okinawans as Uchinanchu, and language spoken by 
Okinawans as Uchinaguchi (Yabiku, 1987). 
^ Hougen means dialect. 
^ In Ryukyuan, as opposed to Okinawa, the rest of Japan is called Yamatu (or Yamato), people originally 
from the region as Ymatunchu (or Yamatonchu), and their spoken language as Ymatuguchi (or Yamatoguchi) 
(Yabiku, 1987), 

Takaesu (1994;2003) also lists Yamato-Uchinaguchi and Uchina-sX&ng as varieties of Japanese spoken 
in Okinawa. However, in this thesis, they are not distinguished from one another instead they are 
considered Uchina-Yamatoguchi. 
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It should be noted at this point that several language scholars explain that the 

difference between Ryukyuan and Japanese is more like that of German and English, and 

thus, they are mutually unintelligible, though are identified as "sister languages" (Uemura, 

1997; Hokama, 2000). Furthermore, for people coming from further within the Okinawa 

islands, Ryukyuan is also mutually unintelligible due to regional differences. Whether to 

consider Ryukyuan as a single language, or one of the Japanese dialects is continues to be 

debated (Uemura, 1997; Hokama, 2000; Matsumori, 1995; Osumi, 2001). However, in 

this study, I label Ryukyuan as a language since Ryukyuan was a language of the 

Ryukyus^. In general, Ryukyuan is categorized as two or three branches, and under each 

branch, there are an unknown number of dialects^. Although dialect differences exist 

among Okinawan villages, the languages remain comprehensible across Okinawan 

villages (Uemura, 1997; Hokama, 2000). Interestingly, the region one comes from can 

be determined by the dialect he/she speaks. 

Contemporary research show several trends that indicate that Ryukyuan is being 

rapidly replaced by Japanese. One of these trends shows that Okinawan middle and high 

school students, for instance, prefer to speak Japanese to each other rather than Ryukyuan 

(Narita, 1990; Motonaga, 1992). Another trend revealed by the Ethnologue (April, 2003) 

reports that Okinawans over 50 years of age speak Ryukyuan at home, but not at work; 

adolescent people imder 20 years of age are mainly monolingual Japanese; and people 

' Osumi (2001) also refer to Dixon's study, The Rise and Fall of Languages (1991), said "Okinawan 
languages are dialects 'in political sense" but languages 'in the linguistic sense'." (p. 94). She also treats 
Ryukjoian as "Okinawan languages" by highlighting the "mutual unintelligibility" of the "varieties of 
Okinawan" (p.70). In my thesis, I refer to Ryukyuan as a language in a political sense. Karimata (2000) 
also calls Ryukyuan "the Ryukyuan language" for the same reason. 
® Hokama (2000) categorizes Ryukyuan with 3 branches while Uemura (1997) defines Ryukyuan with two 
branches. 
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between these ages can understand Ryukyuan but primarily speak Japanese at home and 

work. These figures become worrisome when one considers that this young population of 

Okinawans will eventually become the next parental generation but may not have the 

ability to pass on Ryukyuan to their children. Similar language preferences among 

teenagers were found in the Hopi villages of Arizona by Bielenberg (2003). He 

summarizes this situation as follows; "Many communities who have lost their languages 

in the past are able to look back and see that the point at which teenagers began speaking 

English to each other and their younger siblings was often the points when serious 

language loss began" (p. 18). In the case of Henna Village, these of the above trends are 

all warning signs that if nothing is done to stem this trend, there is a high probability that 

the mother language of Okinawan people will no longer exist as a living language in a 

generation or two. 

II. Review of literature 

A closer examination of current studies provides a somewhat complex picture of 

Ryukyuan language loss and shift in Okinawa due to their diverse interpretations and 

contentions. Several researchers present this shift as a natural process in which there is a 

gradual linguistic movement towards standard Japanese (Hokama, 2000, Yabiku, 1987; 

Uemura, 1997; Matsumori, 1995). For instance, Matsumori (1995), whose work is based 

on archival on Ryukyuan vernaculars and their shift, states that Okinawan society is in "a 

typical state of bilingualism without diglossia" (p. 19). While acknowledging the 

possibility of Uchina-Yamatoguchi being "a type of inter-dialects" (p. 39), she predicts 



16 

that the "standardization process" will eventually lead to Ryukyuan language death. Ono 

(1995) sees the language as a potentially replaced dialect, while Nagata (1996) contends 

that it as an already replaced dialect. 

Among these scholars, Osumi (2001) examined Uchina-Yamatoguchi and its 

relation to the change of the Okinawan society based on a 1996 questioimaire-survey in 

which 90 % of the respondents were between the ages of 18 and 21. This survey asked, 

"When you use Okinawan expressions or Uchina-Yamatoguchi, what is the reason?" The 

majority of respondents marked "I feel I am an Okinawan" and "Okinawan [Ryukyuan] 

is our traditional language that should be maintained." The next most frequent answers 

were, "It keeps people together; we feel we are comrades," and "We can express 

ourselves better using them." Osumi concluded from these results "that Okinawan 

expressions are tied to the respondents' identity as Okinawans, and that they also do not 

want to let tradition die out" (p.79), thus, demonstrating that the majority of respondents 

are interested in the Ryukyuan languages and want to learn to speak it. Paradoxically, 

however, she foimd that "almost all also marked 'Ryukyuan is the language of elderly 

people,' and 'it is not useful anymore in modem society'" (p.78). 

Overall, Osumi concluded that the use of Uchina-Yamatoguchi among young 

Okinawans is an indication of a new dialect [language] of Okinawans which, in turn, is a 

reflection of the emergence of a new Okinawan identity—"young people are striving to 

forge a new identity as Okinawans" (p.93). This "greater self-confidence" is due to 

Okinawans' recent achievements in several societal areas including entertainment, sports, 

arts, and literature (p.93) and it expresses the feelings of young people, who are strongly 



17 

attached to Okinawan traditions and culture but are aware of the changing nature of 

society. 

I should clarify at this point that, although there is still contention among 

researchers about the nature of Uchina-Yamatoguchi, for the purpose of this study, it will 

be categorized as a third language of Okinawans^. This increasingly positive status of 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi is also evidenced in the results of a 2001 questionnaire survey 

conducted by the Okinawa Times (''Nukusabirana,'" 2001). In this survey, there were 100 

respondents coming from six major regions of Okinawa (see APPENDIX A for the 

Okinawa Times' survey questions and results). Results of the survey showed that 44 

people responded that they use Uchina-Yamatoguchi, whereas 22 people indicated that 

they did not. Additionally, 94 people responded "yes" to the question, "Do you want to 

[maintain or revitalize] Ryukyuan?" This indicates that many Okinawans believe that 

their mother language should be maintained and/or renewed. 

Although these current studies provide some insights into Okinawans' language 

ideology, some questions about the reliability of their findings remain. For instance, the 

sampling methodologies utilized in both the Osumi and the Okinawa Times studies 

(questiormaire-based surveys) hardly are representative of the Okinawan people's 

perspectives on languages. These surveys are limited for several reasons. First, they 

7 
A natural result of language contact situations is the development of a lingua franca, a "common" 

language used among speakers of different languages. Among the southwestern Pueblo people, first 
Spanish and then English became the lingua franca. In some parts of Alaska, Russia became the lingua 
franca among Alaskan Natives. Another possible outcome in a language contact situation is the 
development of a "pidgin" or "creole." "A pidgin is a form of natural language that has limited vocabulary 
and simplified phonological and grammatical structures" (Silver and Miller, 1997, p. 225) whereas a creole, 
which has a more complex grammatical structure, develops from a pidgin. A distinctive characteristic of a 
Creole is that it can be learned as a first language by children. 
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based their conclusions on a small research population which included primarily the 

younger generations in Osumi's study (2001) and only 100 respondents out of Okinawa's 

total population of 1.3 million in the Okinawa Times study. Therefore, the two studies' 

findings, in addition to being unreliable due to these oversights, potentially can lead to an 

oversimplification of Ryukyuan language loss and shift which, according to Hokama 

(2000) and Karimata (2000), is a dynamic process involving various dimensions and 

steps. In addition, regional dialect as well as attitudinal differences towards Uchina-

Yamatoguchi among Okinawans was not considered. Moreover, Takaesu's (1994 and 

2003) studies of Uchina-Yamatoguchi found that it often appears in private dialogue, but 

the degree of the influence of Ryukyuan in Okinawans' Japanese depends on individual 

family backgrounds and the age of the speaker. She further notes that speakers are not 

usually aware of their usage of Uchina-Yamatoguchi. In short, these research studies are 

indicative of the need for further examination of language use and ideology among 

Okinawans. 

The different research findings on the Ryukyuan language loss and shift in 

Okinawa raise some questions. What are the factors that have and continuing to 

contribute to Ryukyuan language loss and shift? Is Ryukyuan important to the daily lives 

of Okinawan people? If yes, in what ways? If Okinawan people acknowledge the 

importance of Ryukyuan, why has the Ryukyuan language been shifting to the other two 

languages, and why has there been a continual reduction in the number of Ryukyuan 

speakers? What is the relationship between the Uchina-Yamatoguchi and Okinawan 

identity? Is this language recognized and accepted as a language of Okinawans? If 
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Okinawan people believe the Ryukyuan language is important for the future generations, 

where, how, and to what extent do they need to revitalize the Ryukyuan language? 

In order to answer these questions, which can give us a better understanding of 

the current status of the Ryukyuan language of Okinawa, it is crucial that the history of 

Okinawa be examined. Therefore, I begin the discussion of Okinawa's history in the next 

chapter. 



CHAPTER TWO 

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY 

Similar to other Indigenous languages around the world, Ryukyuan language 

vitality has been shaped by an intense history of colonization, first by Japan, next by the 

United States, and then, again, by Japan. Under each foreign country's rule, various 

national policies promoted cultural and linguistic oppression of the Indigenous 

populations of Okinawa have resulted in internal changes within the Okinawa society, 

one of which has been the weakening of the Ryukyuan language. Therefore, in order to 

understand the current status of the Ryukyuan language, it is imperative that a brief 

history of Okinawa, also known as "the Ryukyu islands," be first discussed. Much of this 

history has been collected from the review of literature conducted for this study. 

I. Political turmoil: A history of Okinawa and its mother language 

The Ryukyuan language was commonly spoken by the people living in the 

Ryukyu archipelago, a chain of islands in southwestern Japan, surrounded by the China 

East Sea and the Pacific Ocean. It is believed that people inhabit the Ryukyu islands at 

least 30,000 years ago (Uemura, 1997). Although, it is unknown exactly when the people 

from the mainland Japan who spoke the proto-Ryukyuan first migrated to the northern 

parts of the Ryukyu archipelago (Uemura, 1997)^ or when archaic-Japanese arrived 

^ Uemura (1997) refers to the existence of an antecedent language before the proto-Ryukyuan. 



(Hokama; 2000), scholars estimate that it was between about 300 B.C. and A.D. 800^. At 

that time, the Indigenous people in the Ryukyu islands lived in small clan-based, 

autonomous villages until in the ninth century when regional chiefs rose up to rule over 

them (Miyagi, 1977). By the 14''^ century, the Ryukyu islands were comprised of three 

states and flourished in international trade wdth other Asian countries. By the 15*^ century, 

the Ryukyu Kingdom or the Ryukyus was established and was comprised of four main 

islands, Amami-Osima, Okinawa, Miyako, and Yaeyama islands, in its territory. The 

length of these islands is approximately 1,000 kilometers (see Figures 1 and 2). 

In 1609, one of the feudal provinces of Japan, Satsuma, which later became the 

Kagoshima Prefecture, invaded the Ryukyus, with the aim of exploiting the Ryukyus' 

interests for trade. Amami-Oshima islands were confiscated by Satsuma at this time. 

Eventually, by the 1870s, it emerged as a modem, imperial nation with enough 

accumulated power to forcibly dispose of Ryukyu and integrate it as a Japanese 

prefecture^^ of Okinawa. This important event in Okinawan history is called the Disposal 

of the Ryukyus and represents a period when Japan's national policy of "Japanization," 

the promotion of racial, cultural, and historical homogeneity within Japan, was v^dely 

implemented (Yonetani, 2000). It was during this period that the Japanese government 

openly discriminated against the Okinawans/Ryukyuans and justified its oppressive 

actions based on the belief that Okinawans/Ryukyuans' were inferiority to the Japanese. 

' Based on the studies of Chamberlain (1895) and Hattori (1959), Hokama (2000) suggests that the date 
was between 300-400 B.C. and 700 or 800 A.D. Uemura (1997) contends it was be between 300 B.C. and 
300 A.D. (Yayoi period). 

More than 260 feudal provinces, called hem, existed under the Samurai- centered governing period. 
However these provinces integrated into 48 provinces when the governing power was returned to the 
emperor in the late-1860s. Since this time, all 48 provinces were re-named as "prefecture." 
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Figure 1; Okinawa's Location (1)" 

Moreover, in the minds of the Japanese colonizers, Okinawan custom and 

traditions were unsophisticated or primitive and the unintelligibihty of Ryukyuan was the 

cause for the Okinawans' linguistic handicap. Hence, an open educational policy of 

linguistic standardization and discrimination towards Okinawans was justified. 

" From http://www.virtualginza.com/iapan3.htm 
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Figure 2: Okinawa's Location (2)'^ 

National and prefectural educational policies toward Okinawa were reflected in 

the use of the hougen-huda, a dialect plate hung from a student's neck whenever he or 

she spoke Ryukyuan. It is said that the hougen-huda was invented by Okinawans 

themselves (Matsumori, 1995). The use of hougen-huda was a school policy intended to 

publicly humiliate students by making them ashamed of speaking their mother language. 

This kind of public humiliation in schools and the oppressive linguistic governmental 

policies were common in Okinawa (Narita, 1964; Tanigawa, 1970; Uemura, 1997). The 

From http://www.virtualginza.com/iapan3.htm 
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linguistic standardization policy of the Japanese government caused Okinawans to 

increasingly reject their own mother tongue, which eventually lead to Ryukyuan language 

shift and loss (Narita, 1964; Uemura, 2000; Matsumori, 1995; Miyara, 2002). The 

culmination of this discrimination against Okinawans or Ryukyuan speakers was evident 

in the Battle of Okinawa during World War II. During the war, Japanese and Okinawans 

fought together side by side. Unfortunately, the Japanese soldiers, who could not 

understand the Ryukyuan language, viewed Okinawan civilians as spies (Ishihara, 2000). 

Sadly, several Ryukyuan speaking Okinawans were executed as a result of this 

misperception. Understandably, these kinds of strong external pressures were forcing 

Okinawans to rapidly abandon their mother tongue. Ultimately, this led to Ryukyuan 

language loss in a matter of three generations. Hokama (2000) has referred to this as a 

clash of two ideologies, the Okinawans' struggle to modernize by overcoming their 

perceived "behind-ness" and the Japanese government's desire to maintain their 

imperialistic power and promote nationalism (p. 369). Over the years, Okinawans 

gradually came to internalized this oppressive and discriminatory treatment and began to 

believe in their inferiority (Morita, 1968; Tanigawa, 1970; Oshiro, 1974; Hokama, 1997; 

Uemura, 1997; "The library," 2003). The linguistic standardization goal in education for 

Okinawans officially existed up until the end of World War II. 

After Japan's unconditional surrender in 1945, Okinawa came under the 

governance of the United States Civil Administration of the Ryukyus (USCAR). The 

Americans believed, like the Japanese people, Okinawans were incapable of governing 

themselves, and therefore restricted Okinawan self-governance (Tiara, 1997). 
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Furthermore, USCAR attempted to separate Okinawa from the rest of Japan (Morita, 

1968). Ironically, this political oppression by the U.S. drove Okinawans to claim 

Japanese citizenship and to resist the USCAR's school policy of teaching both English 

and Ryukyuan (Morita, 1968; Rabson, 1996; Arasaki, 2000; Hokama, 2000). Those 

Okinawans remained loyal to Japan and wanted to return to "the father land,'^" under its 

new democratic constitution. For these reasons, many Okinawans willingly supported 

Japanese education in schools, including the practice of hougen-huda (Arasaki, 2000; 

Nakazato, 2001). 

Eventually, in 1972, Okinawa joined the democratic Japanese society. However, 

this "reversion to the father land," as it is referred to by Okinawans, did not bring about 

an end to the huge U.S. military presence in the Okinawa islands^'^ nor did it bring an end 

to a unique Okinawan sense of identity. The latter was demonstrated in an event that took 

place one year before Okinawa became part of Japan. As an assertion of their unique 

ethnicity (Kushidata, 2000), three urban Okinawans trespassed on the Japanese national 

assembly when it was meeting to decide on Okinawa's return to Japan. In protest to the 

arbitrary Japanese policy towards Okinawa, the three Okinawans exploded firecrackers'^ 

and disseminated flyers which said, "Unite and stand up all Okinawans." They believed 

that Japan had no right to determine Okinawa's fate. They identified themselves as 

"Okinawans," not as "Japanese" citizens (Kushidata, 2000). The protesters were sued and 

" During the later part of the US occupation period, mainland Japan was often referred to as the "father 
land,' The "reversion to the father land" (Sokokufukki) was a common phrase in those days. 

Today Okinawa is burdened with the responsibility of maintaining approximately 74 % of the U.S. 
military bases that exist on less than 1 % of Japanese territory. 
" Firecrackers, used in this case to call attention to the protest, are used in many Okinawan cultural 
traditions and during ceremonial occasions to purge bad spirits (Kusidata, 2000). 
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charged with trespassing on the assembly. In court, because they spoke only Ryukyuan, 

interpreters were required. When the judges demanded that they speak Japanese under 

court regulations, the Okinawan protesters confused the judge by arguing for Okinawa's 

linguistic sovereignty. They asked why they were not allowed to use Ryukyuan. 

Fundamentally, if Okinawa was a part of Japan, then the Ryukyuan language should not 

be treated separately from the Japanese language by the court rather it should be given 

the same privilege as Japanese in court. The Okinawans' paradoxical question to the 

judge revealed unjust history of Japan toward the Ryukyus/Okinawa. Although their 

claim for a repeal of Okinawa's reversion was disregarded, this case revealed 

Okinawans' struggle to retain their unique ethnic identity. 

II. The contemporary language politics of Okinawa 

While political turmoil between the goverrmients of Okinawa Prefecture and 

Japan continues to exist today, various other factors have contributed to the weakening of 

the traditional communal life and language of the Okinawan people. Many of these 

factors came under the guise of "progress," such as improved transportation, mass-media, 

economic development, and tourism, and were embraced by Okinawans eager to be a part 

of modernization. This modernization also meant increased contact with the dominant 

Japanese society and their beliefs, values and precepts as well as the fusion of the 

Japanese and the Ryukyuan language. Even within Okinawa, Japanese was the preferred 

language among Okinawans. 

In light of the current vitality of Ryukyuan, it can be argued that the original aim 

of the Japanese government, the democratization of Japan, which included the 



27 

"Japanization" of the Okinawan people, has been reached. Examples of the success of 

the Japanese language policies towards Okinawans is evidenced by marginalization of the 

Ryukyuan/Okinawan culture and language in schools, where the latter has been relegated 

to elective courses or after school activities. Fortunately, however, the argument can not 

be fully substantiated when it is considered that the most recent educational school policy 

has begun to encourage teachers to utilize students' cultural capitals, namely their local 

daily life, culture, history, and language. Whereas the national educational guidelines of 

1947, issued two years after the World War II by the Ministry of Education, an entity of 

Japanese government responsible for the nation's education, celebrated language 

standardization and denied use of local dialects, the 1968 revised national educational 

guidelines encouraged students to learn the difference between standard Japanese and 

their dialects and to be able to use proper Japanese in accordance with occasions. 

Support and acceptance of linguistic diversity by the government continued to increase in 

the latter decade of the 20*'' century, as reflected in the 1998 revised guidelines. These 

current guidelines recognized the linguistic abilities and cultural knowledge students 

bring to the school and encouraged educators to use this knowledge as an educational 

resource. Despite this recent increased acceptance of the local culture and language in 

Japan, the number of Ryukyuan speakers continues to decline. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

In this chapter, I discuss the study's research design and methods, including the 

analysis of the research data. I also introduce the study's participants. 

I. Research design 

A. Purpose and significance of the study 

This qualitative study has three purposes. First, it identified the factors of 

contributing Ryukyuan language shift and loss in Henna, one of the Indigenous 

communities of Okinawa. Secondly, this research examines the current language use and 

patterns of the Henna people. Thirdly, it examines the Henna people's language ideology, 

beliefs and perspectives, and attitudes towards Ryukyuan language revitalization. It is 

hoped that this information will assist the people of Henna in understanding the complex 

and myriad factors that have lead to the shift from the village vernacular, Ryukyuan, to 

Japanese. This in depth understanding can then lead to the examination and plarming of 

language revitalization efforts. Finally, this study may also benefit other speech 

communities wrestling with cultural and linguistic perpetuation. 

B. Setting 

Henna Village, the largest of the seven Okinawan villages within the town of 

Katsuren, Japan, is the research site and the home of this researcher. Katsuren is one of 

two towns, which are located on the Katsuren Peninsula of Okinawa's main island (see 
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figure 3). Ancestors of Henna Village already lived as a community, at least 2,500 years 

ago {Fukuda, 1966). In 2001, the total population of Katsuren was 14,405 (Katsuren 

Town Statistics, 2002). Once a subsistence agricultural community, today its main 

economic activities include construction, wholesale trade and retailing, and public 

services such as stores, gas stations, hotels, and transportations (p.41). The population of 

Henna Village consists of 2,313 males and 2,250 females, totaling 4,563 residents. The 

most recent 2003 population figures reflect a growth rate of 3.5% between 1995 and 2000 

(Okinawa Prefecture, 2003). 

China 

Figure 3: The Katsuren Peninsula's Location'^ 

From http://www.mensoresurfing.com/map.htm [edited by the author^ 



C. The participants in the study 

The study's 20 participants have spent the majority of their lifetime in Henna. An 

important goal of this study was to examine intergenerational language use and 

perspectives; therefore, two to three individuals representing various generations ranging 

in age from 18 to over 70 years were the participants in this study. The participants were 

selected in two ways. First, they were identified with the assistance of the Henna village 

hall director. The village hall is the center of the social and cultural activities in the 

village and therefore many village people gather there for various communal activities 

and events. The village hall director, who had access to many people in the village, 

provided me with information about when and what groups gathered. With this 

information, I then approached and solicited several individuals for this study. Secondly, 

the participants were identified through familial interpersonal networks. Since my 

grandparents and father are from Henna, many people, especially the elders, in the village 

already knew our family. Consequently, through these interpersonal contacts, 16 requests 

for interviews were made and confirmed. Demographic information of the 20 participants 

is provided at the end of this chapter. 

II. Data collection methods 

I collected the data during a one-month stay in Henna during the winter of 2003 

and a two-week stay in the summer of 2004. Gretchen (2003) explains that "qualitative 

researchers try to understand how people make sense of their worlds through multiple 

methods that are interactive and humanistic. These are known more formally as the 
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primary techniques of interviewing, observing, and gathering documents" (p. 7). Since my 

goal was to elicit the participants' perspectives, beliefs, and practices of the language use 

in the home and community context, these culturally sensitive methods of open-ended 

interviews and participant observation were especially crucial for soliciting information 

from traditional Okinawan people who are not accustomed to the formal methods of data 

collection such as a structured interview. 

A. The interviews 

Approximately 20 semi open-ended interviews were conducted in Japanese 

and/or Uchina-Yamatoguchi (see Appendix B for lists of the interview questions). Audio-

recordings and notes were taken during the interview in order to make the translation of 

Japanese and/or Uchina-Yamatoguchi into English more accurate and to increase the 

efficiency of data analysis. The interviews lasted approximately one to two hours on 

average and were conducted the homes of the participants or at the village hall, 

depending on where the interviewees felt most comfortable. In addition, before 

conducting any interviews, the interview questions were transcribed into Japanese and 

examined by an Okinawan elder-educator to ensure cultural appropriateness and accuracy 

in regards to terminology used in the questions. It should be noted that this elder, after 

understanding the purpose of the study, volunteered to one of the study's participants of 

this study. 

Parents' permission was obtained for participants under the age of 18 since 

parental consent is customary for dealing with children under this age in Japan and 
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mandated by the Hiunan Subjects Department at the University of Arizona. All of the 

interviews were transcribed into Japanese and/or Uchina-Yamatoguchi by this researcher, 

who is a proficient speaker and writer of both of these languages. 

After the interviews were conducted and transcribed, the participants were able 

to review and modify their transcriptions, if they wished; 6 out of 20 requested to do so. 

As well, a copy of the summary of research findings in Japanese was given to each 

participant when this study was completed. 

B. Participant observations 

The goal of the participant observations was to discover the Henna people's 

natural language use and practices in the homes and community. In other words, where, 

when, by whom, and in what circumstances are people speaking Japanese, Ryukyuan, 

and/or Uchina-Yamatoguchi. I conducted naturalistic observations of these language 

interactions between community members during both my stays in the village. 

Observations took place at local stores, gatherings for elders and children, such as in 

parks, on the street, and/or at a beauty shop. The latter attracts relatively middle-aged to 

older women. Detailed field notes of my observations served as a way to validate 

reported language behavior with actual language use. 

C. Definition of Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

The definitional problem of Uchina-Yamatoguchi discussed in Chapter One was 

also discussed with interviewees. The majority of these interviewees, whether Ryukyuan 
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speakers or not, initially could not distinguish Uchina-Yamatoguchi from Japanese. This 

is often the case because over the years of intense and prolonged contact, the two 

languages have become "creolized." Consequently Uchina-Yamatoguchi is not 

consciously-recognized among most Okinawans (Takaesu, 1994 and 2003). Also, the 

degree of Ryukyuan influence in Okinawans' Japanese language use depends on 

individual family backgrounds as well as their ages (Takaesu, 1994 and 2003). Even for a 

Native Okinawan professor who teaches Japanese, it took her many years to be conscious 

of her language usage and to become proficient in standard Japanese (Takaesu, personal 

communication, 2003). In this study, one approach to this problem was an inter-

subjective definition (Bernard, 2000). Specifically, during the interview, the research 

population was given several examples of Uchina-Yamatoguchi and asked first what they 

know or think about this language. They were then asked to explain the differences 

between Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchi. The definitions resulting fi-om this process 

provided a general picture of how Okinawans perceive and understand the three 

languages spoken by Okinawans. It is important to clarify here that among the study's 

participants, there was no clear line between the Japanese and the Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

(see Chapter Four, pages 78-85). Many of them did not recognize their use of Uchina-

Yamatoguchi in their daily speech and therefore they could not validate if their language 

was truly (standard) Japanese or Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Since this language pattern is 

common among the participants in this study as well as in the general Okinawan 

population, I refer to this particular language pattern as ''Uchina-Yamatoguchi'" 

hroughout this paper. 
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D. The researcher 

As an "inside researcher," a community member and researcher, there were 

several important research issues that I had to consider. The first consideration is 

associated with the nature of the community and the knowledge of the people, some of 

whom were the participants in this study. Specifically, the majority of the residents in the 

Katsuren region are the original inhabitants of this area. Due to its rural and isolated 

location, many of the people of this region have been able to maintain a traditional 

agricultural lifestyle, one that is also culturally and linguistically rich. Although, in the 

late 1960s, these traditional ways of life of Okinawan villagers began to change due to 

many interrelated factors (i.e., improvements in transportation, increase in tourism, 

increased employment outside the village, the transformation to a cash economy, etc.), 

people of this region have fundamentally remained rural and culturally and linguistically 

unique in their cultural practices and social interactions. As a member of this community, 

I knew that the conventional interview format, for example, was an alien method of 

communication in my village and was not the best method for establishing trust and 

rapport with the study's participants. Rather, this foreign interview method could hinder 

their willingness to freely talk and express themselves during the interview. This was 

especially true with elders, including my own grandmother, who was a participant in this 

study. Because of her general shyness and the cultural norms of respect, she tended to 

believe that others, beside her, could more intelligently and appropriately responded to 

my questions. Basically, I knew that the conventional interview format was not the best 

approach for this particular population. 
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To resolve such issues of cultural sensitivity, participants were assured that their 

anonymity would be protected. Just as important, it was repeatedly emphasized during 

the recruitment of interviewees and before starting an interview, that no prerequisite of 

specialized knowledge or higher educational attainment by individuals was stressed in 

order to avoid the perception that they were "not qualified" or "knowledgeable" enough 

to be participants. Instead, I emphasized that their thoughts, opinions, and beliefs were 

not only relevant but very much appreciated and needed (Bernard, 1994). 

The second consideration as an inside researcher was my own understanding of 

my dual researcher-community member role. I was very conscious of the fact that many 

of the study's participants knew my family, especially the older generation. This 

generation of Henna villagers grew up in the language and culture of Okinawa and 

possessed amazing knowledge of kinship. Consequently, knowing of my family and that I 

grew up in Henna, they recognized me as a member of the village community. One of the 

benefits of being an insider researcher and recognized and accepted as a community 

member is that there is, in a sense, a "pre-established" relationship based on common 

experiences and knowledge. In some cases, these relationships helped our interviews 

smoothly transit or expand to other related topics, for instance, stories related to the 

history of the village and significant places of the village. An unexpected outcome of 

being an inside researcher was learning about my own family from the interviewees and 

an increased my sense of belonging to the community. 

Yet, being an insider did not necessarily guarantee acceptance as a community 

member (Aguilar, 1981) by all. In one case, an interviewee, due to past political and/or 
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personal tensions in the village involving some of my family members, showed some 

offense towards my research. This took place during my recruitment of interviewees, 

when I was describing my research. This individual sarcastically questioned me why I did 

not ask one of my uncles to be a participant. I sensed that his relationship with the uncle 

was not in good standing. Fortunately, his attitude changed and he was willing to be a 

participant in this study. 

A third consideration was associated with language. Although I am a speaker of 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi and can comfortably converse with my peers in this language, I am 

not a fluent speaker of Ryukyuan—I am typical of this generation of Okinawans. 

Consequently, I was very aware that there was the potential language gap between older 

generations' and me. A couple of elder participants mentioned that they could express 

themselves better in Ryukyuan, however, I was unable to accommodate them. This is one 

weakness of this study. 

III. Data analysis and interpretation 

Data was collected primarily through interviews and participant observations. 

Interviews were audio recorded and verbatim transcriptions were made of each by this 

researcher. Each interview included the researcher's reflections and an interviewee's 

profile, the latter included his/her educational attainment, work carriers, and family 

information, such as the numbers and ages of the household members. A thematic 

approach was used to analyze the collected data. Each interview was coded under the 

following emergent themes: (1) factors of Ryukyuan language shift and loss; (2) 
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intergenerational Ryukyuan language shift and loss; (3) domains of Ryukyuan, Japanese, 

and Uchina-Yamatoguchr, (4) beliefs and attitudes toward their daily languages; and (5) 

perspectives of maintenance or revitalization of Ryukyuan. 

To identify generational differences and commonalities, the interviews were 

categorized by generational order and by three periodical orders, imperial Japanese, U.S. 

colonial, and democratic Japanese period. These periodical orders represent eras in which 

various political, economical, educational, and social dynamics impacted Okinawan 

people's lives. In order not to dismiss alternative patterns and themes in this analytical 

process and to ensure reliability and validity of the thematic patterns, interpretation and 

coding of data were repeatedly cross-checked. 

VI. The participants 

The 20 Okinawan people (12 males; 8 females) interviewed for this study 

represented three Henna Village generations, grandparents, parents, children and 

grandchildren. The mean age of the twelve male participants is 42 years while the mean 

age of the eight females is 48.6 years (see figure 4). In total, there are 11 different 

families in this research. Three participants were from an intergenerational family 

representing a grandparent, parent, or (grand) children. Two families include two 

generations and represent a parent and child relationship. One family consists of a young 

married couple. Families in this study are detailed in figure 5 and generational relations 

are illustrated in figure 6. Descriptive family profiles are below: 
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Interviewees Number 
Mean Age 

(Years) 

Male 12 42 

Female 8 48.6 

Total 20 44.7 

Figure 4: Study's Participants 

A. Participants and their famiUes 

• The Phillips Family (Lily, Mark, Thomas). Lily was bom in 1926 before World War 

II, under the imperial period of Japan. Her parents were from Henna. At that time 

she was interviewed for this study, Lily was 77 years old She was married to a man 

from Henna until he died. She has four children and nine grandchildren. Her first 

language is Ryukyuan, but speaks predominantly Uchina-Yamatoguchi today. 

Lily's first son, Mark, was bom in 1950, five years after the war. He married a 

woman from a neighboring village within the Katsuren Peninsula; they have two 

children. His first language is Ryukyuan, which he reports makes up 20% of his 

daily conversations. He states that Uchina-Yamatoguchi is his predominant 

language. He believes that he is not capable of speaking formal styles of Ryukyuan. 

His second son, Thomas, was also interviewed. He was bom in 1985, fourteen years 

after Okinawa returned to Japan. He is a senior at Yokatsu High School. His only 

language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. He reported that although he could not speak any 

Ryukyuan, he imderstands some of it. 
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• The Bird family (Paul, Kathy, Jack). Paul, who is 74 years of age, was bom in 1929. 

His parents as well as his wife are from Henna. He has 7 children'^ and 21 

grandchildren. The number of great-grandchildren's is unknown. His first and 

preferred language is Ryukyuan. Paul reported that 90% of his daily conversation 

was in Ryukyuan. He also speaks Uchina-Yamatoguchi. One of his children, Kathy, 

was also interviewed. She was bom in 1950 and is 53 years of age. She is the 

youngest grandparent in this study. Kathy is married to a man from a neighboring 

village within the Katsuren Peninsula; they have three children. Her first language is 

Ryukyuan, but speaks primarily Uchina-Yamatoguchi on a daily basis. She 

indicated that she is capable of daily conversation in Ryukyuan but is not confident 

with speaking formal Ryukyuan. Her only child. Jack, was bom in 1983. He is a 19-

year-old college student. His only language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. He reported 

that he knows some Ryukyuan phrases and words and described Ryukyuan as being 

2% of this total daily conversation. 

• The Kelly Family (Lucy, Leo, and Lori). Lucy, the oldest grandparent in this study, 

was bom in 1926. Her parents were both from Henna. Lucy's husband is also from 

Henna. She grew up under the imperial period of Japan. Lucy has 6 children, 11 

grandchildren, and one great-grandchild. Her first and preferred language is 

Ryukyuan and speaks it daily. She also speaks Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Her second 

son is Leo, bom in 1947, is 56 years of age. Leo and his wife have two children. 

Leo's wife comes from a neighboring city outside of the Peninsula, Leo's first 

" However, his daughter, Kathy said that her brothers and sisters were eight in total, including herself. 
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language is Ryukyuan but speaking primarily Uchina-Yamatoguchi during the day. 

He repori;s that he occasionally speaks Ryukyuan. His daughter, Lori was bom in 

1978. She was 25 years old at the time of the interview. Her only language is 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi. She stated that she knew some Ryukyuan phrases and words 

such as "ouch." 

• The Ross Family (Annie and Erick). Annie, 64 years of age at the time of this 

interview, was bom in 1940. Her parents as well as her husband are from Henna. 

Annie has five children and eight grandchildren. Annie spent her first few years as a 

child in mainland Japan and retumed to Okinawa, her place of birth, at the 

beginning of World War II, consequently her first language is Japanese, though she 

does not remember it. She grew speaking primarily Ryukyuan until she graduated 

from a middle school and started to work in a neighboring city, Gushikawa, where 

she began to speak Uchina-Yamatoguchi on a daily basis, which today remains her 

predominant language. Annie reports being more fluent in Ryukyuan than any other 

language. She does not remember some old Ryukyuan terms she heard from her 103 

year-old mother-in law. Erick is 41 years of age and is Annie's oldest son. He was 

bom in 1962, when Okinawa was under the U.S. occupation. His wife is from a 

neighboring village within the Katsuren Peninsula. His first and predominant 

language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi'^. He reported being able to speak Ryukyuan for 

daily casual conversations but was not capable of speaking formal Ryukyuan. Erick 

stated that his children could not speak Ryukyuan. 

Erick is the only participant who distinguished his Uchina-Yamatoguchi from Japanese, when asked what 
was his first language was, without any information from the interviewer. 
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• The Wilson Family (Clint and Nick). Clint was bom just before the war in 1937 in 

Uchima, the closest village to Henna. He spent his early childhood in Saipan, an 

island located in the Western Pacific Ocean and one of Japanese colonies before and 

during the war. Clint's first language is Japanese and speaks primarily Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. He reported that he could speak Ryukyuan fluently. His wife is from 

a neighboring village of the Katsuren town; they have four children. Clint's oldest 

son, Nick was bom in 1971, one year before Okinawa was retumed to Japan. His 

first and preferred language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Nick reported that he also 

speaks Ryukyuan. 

• The Lane Family (David and Becky). David and Becky are newlyweds. David is 24 

years old. He was bom in 1979, after the USCAR period. His parents come from 

Henna and another village out of the peninsula. His first and predominant language 

is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. David described his Ryukyuan skill as "halfway" or 

"20%." He said he could not converse in Ryukyuan. His wife Becky was bom in 

1981. She is 22 years old. Her parents are from Henna. Becky's first and preferred 

language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. She reported hearing her grandparents speak 

Ryukyuan, but she herself knew very little of it. 

• Bill Hall was bom in 1955, when Okinawa was under U.S. occupation. He was 48 

years old at the time of the interview. Bill's parents are from Henna and one of the 

villages in the Katsuren Peninsula. His wife is from Henna, they have three children. 

Bill's first language is Ryukyuan and his preferred language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. 

However, he stated that, in his opinion, his Ryukyuan is not the traditional 
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Ryukyuan but Uchina-Yamatoguchi and that he cannot speak formal Ryukyuan. He 

indicated that none of his children could speak Ryukyuan. 

'Rose King, 46 years of age, was bom in Henna inl958 during the U.S. occupation 

period. Rose's parents are from Henna and the closest village, Uchima. Her husband 

is also from Henna, they have three children. Her first language and preferred 

language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Rose reported that she can comfortably converse 

in Ryukyuan with her peers, but she is not capable of conversing in formal 

Ryukyuan. Her children can not imderstand simple Ryukyuan commands. 

• Robert Johnson, 39 years of age, was bom in 1964, during the period when the U.S. 

occupation Okinawa. His parents are from Henna and another city within Okinawa. 

He and his wife, who grew up in Henna, have four children. His first language is 

Ryukyuan and his language of preference is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Robert reported 

being able to speak conversational R3mkyuan but not its formal styles. His children 

cannot speak Ryukyuan. 

• Eddie Martinez was bom in 1969 in Okinawa during the U.S. occupation period. He 

is 34 years of age. Eddie's parents are both from Henna. He and his wife, who is 

from a neighboring village within the Katsuren Peninsula, have three children. His 

first language is Uchina-Yamatoguchi. He stated that he started to learn Ryukyuan 

during high school by leaming to sing Ryukyuan/Okinawan folksongs with a 

traditional Ryukyuan/Okinawan instrument, called Sanshin (or shamisen), a guitar 

with three strings. " and " represent number three and ''^sen " and " 
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represent strings in Ryukyuan. He reported that he could speak Ryukyuan, even 

formal styles of Ryukyuan. His children understand Eddie's Ryukyuan commands. 

'Kate Clarke was bom in 1983. Kate was a 19 years-old college student at the time 

of the interview. Her parents are from Henna and Uchima. Her only language is 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi. She reported that she hears Ryukyuan from her grandparents, 

but cannot understand their commands. 

"'\s.Generations 

Family Naim\^ 

Great-
grandparent 

Grandparent Parent (Grand) Child 

A Paul (74) Kathy (53) Jack (19) 

M Phillips Lily (78) Mark (53) Thomas (18) 

c 
Lucy (82) Leo(56) Lori (25) 

D 
Annie (64) Erick (41) 

E Wilson^ Clint (66) Nick (32) 

F Lane 
David (24) 
Becky (22) 

G King Rose (46) 

They are in parent-child relations and a great-grandchildren generation in this household. 
™ Lucy is both a great-grandparent and grandparent in this family because one of her grandchild has a baby. 

They have a parent-child relation but Erick has children so they are also grandparent and parent 
generations in the Ross family. 
^ This is a parent-child relation, however, because Nick's sister has children, Clint is also in the 

grandparent generation. 



44 

H Hall Bill (48) 

it Johnson Robert (39) 

1 Martinez Eddie (34) 

K Clarke Kate (19) 

Figure 5; Participants Ordered by Families. 

Total 

WW''':: 

Male Female 
(Age) 

Reigns 

70s 
3 Bird Paul (74) 

Kelly Lucy (82) 

Phillips Lily (78) 

Japanese 
Imperial Period 

Before the 
World Warn 

(1879-1941) 60s 2 Wilson Clint (66) Ross Annie (64) 

Japanese 
Imperial Period 

Before the 
World Warn 

(1879-1941) 

50s 3 
Kelly Leo (56) 

Phillips Mark (53) 
Bird Kathy (53) 

U.S. Occupation 
byUSCAR 

(1945-1972) 

40s 3 
Hall Bill (48) 

Ross Erick (41) 
King Rose (46) 

U.S. Occupation 
byUSCAR 

(1945-1972) 

30s 3 

Johnson Robert (39) 

Martinez Eddie(34) 

Wilson Nick (32) 

U.S. Occupation 
byUSCAR 

(1945-1972) 
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20s 3 Lane David (24) 
Kelly Lori (25) 

Lane Becky (22) 
Japanese 

Democratic 
Period 

(1972-present) 
Teens 3 

Bird Jack (19) 

Phillips Thomas (18) 
Clarke Kate (19) 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 

(1972-present) 

Figure 6: Participants Ages, Generational and Regional Representation 



CHAPTER FOUR 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I will provide the findings of my research. These finding were 

gathered from the interviews and observations. First, I show the multitude and 

multidimensional factors of language loss and shift that have impacted the past and 

current lives of the various generations of Okinawan people. Secondly, I present the 

descriptive statistical data of Ryukyuan intergenerational language loss and shift. 

Thirdly, I present the domains for Ryukyuan, Japanese, and Uchina-Yamatoguchi, 

specifically examining who, where, and for what purposes these languages are spoken, 

as reported by the interviewees. Fourth, I examine the language attitudes and ideologies 

of the Henna people. Finally, I examine their perspectives and attitudes toward 

Ryukyuan language revitalization. 

I. Factors contributing to Ryukyuan language loss and shift 

The study's participants identified five major factors that contributed to Ryukyuan 

language shift and loss: assimilative schooling, societal and linguistic discrimination of 

Okinawans, changing linguistic loyalties among Okinawans, regional differences in 

Ryukyuan dialects, and modernization and globalization. While some of these factors 

were more influential than others, collectively they produced many internal changes 

within the Okinawan traditional society, including the shift away from Ryukyuan to the 

Japanese and Uchina-Yamatoguchi languages. While there are other factors such as 



intermarriages that have contributed to the changes in Henna, I discuss only the five 

primary factors identified by the interviewees. 

A. Assimilative schooling of Okinawans 

In those days, a person who spoke Ryukyuan was forced to wear a hogen-

huda. If you had spoken Ryukyuan, kids told you, "Ha! You used 

Ryukyuan! You used Ryukyuan!" You know, you cannot stop speaking 

Ryukyuan. It is like a habit. It just comes out naturally. They would say, 

"Take this hougen-huda " and handed it to the person who spoke 

Ryukyuan. (Lucy Kelly, 82 years of age) 

That is what we called hougen-huda. It meant, do not use the Ryukyuan 

language. They said that you were not truly Japanese [if you spoke 

Ryukyuan]. Once you said something in Ryukyuan like, 'Aga!'^^ they 

would tease, 'You spoke Ryukyuan,' and then you had to wear a hougen-

huda around your neck. You have heard of it, haven't you? There was 

hougen-huda in those days. (Leo Kelly, 56 years of age) 

As discussed in Chapter Two, the hougen-huda, a plate hung from the neck of any 

one found speaking Ryukyuan in school, was an effective means for degrading the 

Ryukyuan language and stopping school-aged children from speaking Ryukyuan. It was, 

as well, an effective means for assimilating Okinawan children into the Japanese society. 

All eleven participants over 40 years of age and one in his early 30s reported negative 

"Aga" means "ouch" in Ryukyuan. It is still often heard. 
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experiences resulting from speaking the Ryukyuan language. The participants, 48 years 

and older, reported have negative experiences with the hougen-huda in elementary school. 

Leo Kelly (54 years of age) described how he felt when he was punished by having to 

wear a hougen-huda from his neck. 

Yes, I did. I wore it [hougen-huda] from my neck. At school, the kids 

would pinch you to get you to say,' Aga!' Then they would report you, 

and then you had to wear a hougen-huda. Ah, it was so disturbing. It made 

it difficult to study. 

Leo further described the hougen-huda as "proof of being a criminal." 

Aside from the hougen-huda, other types of degrading punishments were used to 

discourage school pupils' from speaking Ryukyuan. The participants who are in their 40s 

and 50s described the use of physical punishment to discourage the speaking of 

Ryukyuan such as striking students' hands with a ruler, squat jumping, or cleaning the 

school. These Ryukyuan speakers also remembered rules posted throughout the school to 

instructing students to speak "properly," meaning speak Japanese. They were usually 

posted on the wall or a black board with admonishments such as, "enforcement of 

Japanese use" or "Let's speak in the correct language." These slogans created the 

impression in the minds of the students that Ryukyuan was an inferior and detested 

language compared to Japanese. 

An interesting outcome of these punishments reported by the study's participants 

was the emergence of self- policing among Ryukyuan speakers. Some children took on 

the role of informant and eagerly informed the teacher(s) who was speaking Ryukyuan. 
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In this way, the children became oppressors of other children who spoke Ryukyuan. 

According to the participants in this study, these informants were generally girls. They 

reasoned that girls acquired Japanese faster than boys, who therefore had to rely on 

Ryukyuan, the language they used best, to communicate with one another. Furthermore, 

girls were the "devoted students" and had a "high level of adaptability or conformity." 

Boys were usually "resistant" to this language oppression and, as reported by one 

interviewee, found way to resist it. 

Teachers, who were the role models and authority figures in school and native 

Okinawans, were able to substantially influence children. One of the study's participants 

recalled hearing his teacher continually the students to speak Japanese because "your 

textbooks were not written in Ryukyuan." The other recalled that teachers "kindly and 

repeatedly" taught Japanese, by using students' Ryukyuan knowledge. All the students 

had to speak only Japanese to teachers although they spoke Ryukyuan to each other in 

school during recess or "behind the teacher's back." Bill Hall (48 years of age) recalled in 

the excerpt below that in this schooling environment, students not only learned the 

necessary curriculum, they also learned that the Ryukyuan language was inferior and 

Japanese was superior. 

In those days, when teachers were more respected than they are today, [we 

thought that] their opinions were always correct. Or, I guess that's what 

our parents used to believe. I guess that is the only reason we learned 

Japanese, because we were in school. Classes... any kind of school 

activities... once you entered school property, you had to speak Japanese. 
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According to the participants, the practice of using hougen-huda was deemed "not 

educationally proper" and was discontinued as a method of punishment somewhere 

around the late 1960s. Yet, the use of alternative punishments for speaking of Ryukyuan 

continued. The most recent examples of punishment in response for Ryukyuan use 

occurred in the early 1980s. Nick Wilson (32 years of age), a non-Ryukyuan speaker, 

recalled an incident where he and a friend were forced to stand up in class, when they 

were in the 7^ grade, by their teacher because they were trying to speak Ryukyuan to 

each other in class. Non-Ryukyuan speaking participants under the age of 30 reported 

there were no longer restrictions in the school to limit the use of the Ryukyuan language. 

The only time that these students were warned about their language use was when they 

spoke improperly to others. Participants theorized that due to the review of educational 

effectiveness of punishment on students' Ryukyuan use, school educators discontinued 

their chastising of Ryukyuan speakers. However, it is clear that this reduction in 

restrictions on the use of the Ryukyuan language coincided with a reduction in Ryukyuan 

speakers. 

B. Societal and linguistic discrimination of Okinawans 

Discrimination against Okinawans, particularly Ryukyuan speakers, was 

prevalent throughout mainland Japan. Annie Ross (64 years of age) recalled that her 

father told her when she was a child that Okinawans and Koreans^'* were not allowed to 

go into restaurants in mainland Japan. Lucy Kelly (82 years of age) observed that in the 

company where she worked in Kyoto Prefecture, Okinawans were despised, especially 

Chinese, Korean, Okinawans were openly discriminated against. 
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those who could not speak Japanese fluently. According to the accounts of several 

participants in this study, this discrimination against Okinawans was not limited to 

mainland Japan; it extended to Okinawa. Lily Phillips (78 years of age), who worked as a 

nurse during the Battle of Okinawa, recalled that Okinawan soldiers because of their 

limited ability to speak Japanese were "looked down on" and were often suspected to be 

spies by mainland Japanese soldiers. Also, she witnessed Japanese soldiers beat up 

Okinawan soldiers simply because they could not respond to Japanese soldiers in 

Japanese fluently. However, Lily also stated that this discrimination was not consistent, 

because she witnessed certain Okinawans being treated better than others by Japanese 

solders. When asked why these other Okinawans were treated so well, she answered, 

"Well, I think it was because they could communicate [with these Japanese soldiers in 

Japanese]." After this story, she told me, "Language is important. If you cannot 

communicate, you are beaten up." Apparently, during this era in Japan, it was more 

prestigious to be Japanese and speak Japanese than it was to be Okinawan and to speak 

the Okinawan mother tongue. 

This Okinawans' perception of the Japanese as being the most prestigious 

language continued in the next generation. In Henna, families whose members could 

speak "Japanese" were commended and admired. Rose King (44 years of age) was an 

elementary school student at the time; she recalled the following: 

In those days, the society was like that for the most part [everybody has to 

speak Japanese]. Something like a questionnaire was passed around, 

asking how many of your family members could speak Japanese. All my 
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family members including my grandparents spoke Ryukyuan and Japanese, 

so... they said that all my family members could speak Japanese. I 

remember that my family was commended^^ because we could speak 

Japanese. 

Negative attitudes towards Okinawans persisted in mainland Japan through the 

mid-1970s, according to Paul Bird (74 years of age). Paul remembered the time when his 

friend's son went to mainland Japan to participate in an abacus calculation competition as 

a high school student. There, he was told contemptuously, "So, you guys are Ryukyuans 

of Okinawa." Paul explained that, unlike in Japan today, the people in mainland Japan 

back then were unfamiliar with Okinawans and their culture and thought that Okinawa 

was an undeveloped [connoting uncivilized] place. When asked, "Did this prejudicial 

view occur because of the Okinawans' language abilities?" Paul responded that: 

Okinawans were not good at speaking Japanese in those days. Our 

Japanese was influenced by Ryukyuan. Today's youth are not like us. 

They speak Japanese well. 

According to several interviewees, this discrimination toward Okinawans was not 

consistent for every generation. However, from the majority of participants' accounts, it 

is safe to conclude that during their life time (as well as today), an Okinawans' ability to 

speak Japanese, the language of the dominant society, was an effective way to avoid 

discrimination. 

Rose did not remember where her family was commended. I assume at school or the village hall. 
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C. Changing linguistic loyalties among Okinawans 

Based on these testimonies of Ryukyuan speakers and their negative experiences 

in school and in mainland Japan, it is not difficult to understand why Okinawans began to 

develop feelings of inferiority about themselves, their cultures, and their mother language 

and stopped speaking the latter in their homes and communities. This negative image was 

transmitted to the next generations of Okinawans, their children and their grandchildren. 

Among the 12 Ryukyuan speakers interviewed, 7 participants claimed that Ryukyuan was 

an educationally inappropriate or uncivilized language. The following life stories reveal 

this. 

Ross Aimie (64 years of age), a fluent speaker of Ryukyuan, stated that she did 

not pass on the Ryukyuan language to her children because she believed that the language 

would not bring them any educational advantage. Leo Kelly (56 years of age) and Mark 

Phillips (53 years of age) recalled that, during their high school years in the 1960s, they 

felt inferior due to their poor command of Japanese. They explained that this feeling of 

inferiority was not limited to them, but rather it was a typical feeling amongst other 

students from the Katsuren Peninsula who envied the students from Gushikawa city, who 

were articulate in Japanese and spoke with less of a Ryukyuan accent. Bill Hall (48 years 

of age) referred to people who spoke Japanese as "intelligent people" or "civilized 

people" and monolingual Ryukyuan speakers as '"Uchinanchu," meaning 

Ryukyuans/Okinawans in the Ryukyuan language, and "Uchina-Yamatoguchi, " the "tail 

bone" of the Okinawans. Erick Ross (41 years of age) remembered being called a 

barbarian when he spoke Ryukyuan at his elementary school. Robert Johnson (39 years 
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of age) said that speaking Ryukyuan connoted the sense that a person came from a rural 

or uncivilized area. Eddie Martinez (34 years of age) did not speak Ryukyuan at all, 

during his visiting his uncle living in the mainland Japan except the uncle's house. When 

he went to buy magazines there, he tried not to speak Uchina-Yamatoguchi because he 

was so ashamed of speaking with Japanese with an accent. I was in elementary school in 

the 1980s and remember that speaking Ryukyuan usually meant that you were a 

barbarian. The negative images and connotations associated with the Ryukyuan language 

persist to this day. Kate Clarke (19 years of age), for example, reported that she had "a 

bad image" of the Ryukyuan language. Lori Kelly (25 years of age) and Jack Bird (19 

years of age) referred to Ryukyuan as the language of the "uneducated" people. 

D. Regional differences in Ryukyuan dialects 

The Ryukyuan language has many regional dialects that make commimication 

among Okinawans from the various villages sometime very difficult. The Ryukyuan 

speakers in this study agreed that while they could easily communicate with people 

within the Katsuren Peninsula in Ryukyuan, they encountered differing degrees of 

difficulty when conversing with people from other regions. As a result, when they 

encountered Ryukyuan speakers from other regions, many of them chose not to speak in 

their Ryukyuan dialect. Thus, the dialectical differences even within the Ryukyuan 

speaking community impacted the overall vitality of this Indigenous language. 

The following excerpts demonstrate the diverse opinions of Ryukyuan speakers in 

regards to dialectal differences. The first opinion is that Ryukyuan speakers continue 
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speaking Ryukyuan regardless of outside pressures to use Japanese as a lingua-franca. 

The option is more feasible when there exists a long-lasting or intimate relationship 

between two dialectal diverse Ryukyuan speakers. An example of this is found in the 

relationship between Paul Bird (74 years of age) and his friends and coworkers. Paul and 

his friends/co-workers have worked together on U.S. military bases for over 30 years, and 

have always spoken to one another in their own village dialects. Erick Ross (41 years of 

age) stated that his high school peers from Gushikawa, after 20 years of hearing him 

speak in Ryukyuan, began to understand him and even speak some Ryukyuan. The 

second option, which seems to be the more popular choice amongst the Ryukyuan 

speakers interviewed, is to suppress one's local accent and/or to speak Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. Suppressing the local village dialect was often necessary in order to 

commimicate with colleagues, as Bill Hall explains in the follovsdng interview excerpt; 

To sum up, when we were in a group and had to come up with a universal 

language for us [to communicate], we would use the common language 

[Japanese], Language use is situational. It is chosen according to the 

people who are involved in the conversation, so, if there are Henna 

villagers and Yakena Villagers [one of the villages within the Katsuren 

Peninsula] in the same conversation, we would all tune our dialects toward 

a common Ryukyuan dialect. But if we had a person from Fukushima 

Prefecture [one prefecture in mainland Japanese islands] in our group, we 

would have to tune our language towards a different common language 

[Japanese]. 



In Bill's opinion, priority is given to the Japanese language over Ryukyuan and 

the need for language standardization in order to facilitate communication, a need that is 

met by speaking Uchina-Yamatoguchi. 

E. Modernization and globalization 

Before the war, agriculture was the primary livelihood in Okinawa. Paul Bird (74 

years of age) remembered that at the age of 10 he started to work with the adults after 

school. During the days when Paul was growing up, there were only two after-school 

options for young people, farming or going to mainland Japan in search of employment 

and thereby improving one's "quality of life." Many young people chose the latter. 

This trend still exists today, but recent technological advances have given people 

more life options and more access to travel outside their villages. All of the participants 

in this study have visited mainland Japan for one reason or another, yet they all discussed 

the immense changes that have occurred in the realm of travel. For example, Kathy Bird 

(53 years old), like many of her peers, went to mainland Japan after high school to find 

work and to make money. She remembers waving to people at the seaport and feeling 

like she "was going to a far remote place." Travel, to Kathy, was seemingly a long 

adventurous journey to far away lands. In contrast, for Kathy's son. Jack (19 years old), 

travel was a "hop-skip-and-a-jump." For instance. Jack flew with a friend to Tokyo for 

four days and three nights just to see his high school soccer team participate in the 

national high school soccer championship match. For Jack, travel was fast, easy, and 

easily accessible. 
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Travel became especially common after the reversion of Okinawa in 1972. Paul 

Bird (74) stated that he did not travel before the reversion because, he was afraid of being 

burdened by the legal procedures (e.g. acquiring passport, taking physical examinations, 

etc.) necessary to leave Okinawa. The ease of modem travel is indicative of the fact that 

present-day Okinawan families have become affluent enough to send their children to 

mainland Japan for various purposes. Another significant reason for the increase in travel 

was the rescinding of U.S. military's travel restrictions for Okinawans. 

The combined effect of expanding and improving transportation was an increased 

access to "the outside," for employment and a wage economy. At the time of these 

interviews, there were only two participants who were presently engaged in farming; they 

were elders who had chosen to continue farming despite pressures to abandon it. Among 

the remaining 18 interviewees, 8 are public employees, 4 worked in the service/business 

industry, 3 are self-employed, and the 3 youngest participants are high school or college 

students. All of the participants reside in Henna, however, 10 of the 17 are employed 

workers outside of the village. In addition, one high school student plans to go to a 

college in mainland Japan (see Appendix C for current educational attainment, 

occupation, and experience in the mainland Japan). In contemporary Henna, the social 

coimections outside the village have expanded and the corollary effect of this new social 

network has been an increase in the speaking of Uchina-Yamatoguchi in order to bridge 

the dialectical differences between Okinawans. It is currently preferable to speak Uchina-

Yamatoguchi in the work place and/or in other regions where different dialects are 

spoken. The stories of Eddie Martinez (EM; 36 years of age) and Robert Johnson (RJ: 39 
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years of age) illustrate Henna's inevitable move towards a modem and globalizing 

society. 

EM; This is the flow of the times. For example, consider business. 

Companies from mainland Japan [having more relations than before] 

have come into Okinawa. Of course, Okinawans do not talk to them 

in Ryukyuan 'cause they do not understand it. Because Okinawans 

are kind and friendly, they try to talk to them in their language 

[laugh]. 

YM; Do you think we are losing the Ryukyuan language? 

RJ: Pretty much. 

YM: Why do you think so? 

RJ: This is the nature of the society. Not the society of Henna Village 

exactly but society as a whole. We used to be able to work without 

going to Gushikawa city or to Okinawa city. [.. . ] But not anymore. 

There are no jobs if you do not come out here [Gushikawa city]. So, 

we have to try our best to fit into the society here. 

YM: You mean, because people here speak Japanese? 

RJ: I mean, outside of the Katsuren Peninsula, people rarely use Ryukyuan. 

The gradual move towards modernization and globalization has brought many 

internal changes to Henna. One of these changes has been the weakening of inter-

generational sociocultural practices and traditions. With this has come a change in the 

Henna villagers' perceptions about the importance and value of their culture and their 
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mother language. Erick Ross (41 years of age) has not participated in the Eisa Dance, a 

ceremonial dance for the dead performed by young villagers, in his life. He explained that 

the reason why he has never participated in this important custom is because soon after 

graduating from college, he was too busy with a new job. Becky Lane (22 years of age), 

who worked as a female leader of the youth organization for the Eisa Dance in 2003, 

reasoned that young people did not participate in it because they were too busy with their 

jobs and/or school. Lily Phillips (LP; 78 years of age) believes that the reason why 

children are not learning the Okinawan traditions is because school has taken the place of 

their social and cultural socialization, especially with regard to the Ushide-ku, which was 

traditionally a dance for all the females in the village. Today, the only participants in this 

dance are some elders. Lily explained it this way: 

LP: It was fun. It was fun. But we don't do it any more. 

YM: I wonder why children do not dance it anymore? 

LP: Well, there are many reasons, like after-school activities. [These kids 

have] too many things to do, even though they are only in elementary 

school. 

Becky Lane (22 years of age) remembered visiting her grandparents until she entered 

middle school, at which time she stopped because it conflicted with her after-school 

activities. From this and many similar examples, it is clear that the younger generations 

of Okinawans generally do not socialize with their grandparents, possibly due to the 

living pattern changes above. Lori Kelly (25 years of age), David Lane (24 years of age), 

Kate Clark (19 years of age) mentioned that they only see their relatives or grandparents 
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on special occasions or on holidays such as new year's day or Uhun, the Okinawan day 

of ancestor worship. Lily herself also mentioned that she had to miss the Ushide-ku 

Dance at least once because she had "other things to deal with." Lucy Kelly (82 year of 

age), an elder, only participated it this dance once. She reasoned that it was too hot when 

practicing the dance and that it was becoming less fun because there were fewer 

participants these days. Thus, not only yoimg Okinawans are placing less value in their 

cultural traditions, but the older generations are also. Another concern arising from the 

weakening of traditional practices in Henna is the gradual loss of close relationships 

among family and community members. Wilson Clint (66 years of age) observed that 

nowadays even brothers and sisters do not get together like they used to. In other words, 

the social ties that once kept the Henna village together, socially, culturally and 

linguistically, are today unraveling. 

Another modernization factor that brought about internal changes in Henna 

around the 1960s was the television. This technological innovation brought the Japanese 

language as well as mainstream Japanese culture and its values and beliefs right into the 

middle of Okinawan homes. Lucy Kelly (82 years of age) indicated that through 

exposure to the "outside world" through television has made her aware that the Uchina-

Yamatoguchi dialect is a nonstandard usage of Japanese. Lily Phillips (78 years of age), 

in the following excerpt, described the way in which exposure to mainland Japanese 

through television has "helped" to improve the language of Henna villagers: 

In the present, because of TV and radio, the people's language is 

becoming beautiful [fluent]. I mean, think about people around here. 
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Today a child from Katsuren town was on the short TV show [which 

introduces Okinawan children and their drawings], I thought, "Ah, our 

language has become beautiful [standardized]. Before, people used to have 

a strong Henna accent [when speaking Japanese], 

Although the majority of television and radio programs are broadcast in Japanese, which 

according to several of the interviewees, has facilitated villagers' acquisition of the 

Japanese language, some programs are broadcasted in Ryukyuan and air 

Ryukyuan/Okinawan traditional entertainment. For example, around the New Years Day 

on the lunar calendar, song competitions in Ryukyuan are televised, although the 

announcer speaks in both Japanese and Ryukyuan, There is also Ryukyuan news on the 

radio everyday for a short segment in Shuri Ryukyuan, the lingua franca of Okinawan 

people^^ before language contact, 

II, Descriptive statistical data of Ryukyuan intergenerational language loss and shift 

The following statements are taken from interviews with the oldest and youngest 

participants in this study. They provide a brief glimpse of the language shift that 

occurred with the lives of these Okinawans. 

The three oldest participants; 

(In those days) everybody spoke Ryukyuan. 

People did not speak Japanese in those days. 

Everybody spoke Ryukyuan, thoroughly! 

 ̂Shuri was a capital of the Ryukyus. 
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The three youngest participants: 

I don't think I can speak Ryukyuan. 

I cannot speak Ryukyuan and I vaguely comprehend it. 

To be honest, I cannot speak Ryukyuan. 

There are 12 Ryukyuan speakers in this study; they are all over 30. Among them, only 2 

elders over 70 reported that Ryukyuan has remained their preferred and dominant 

language. Seven participants among the 12 all acquired the Ryukyuan language as their 

first language. The rest 5 participants reported Uchina-Yamatoguchi as their first 

language but acquired Ryukyuan later in their life. Five out of all the 12 Ryukyuan 

speakers reported that they are able to use formal styles of Ryukyuan speech. A total of 

seven youngest participants are non-Ryukyuan speakers. They grew up speaking Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. They have some knowledge of Ryukyuan but are not able to speak it. 

Overall, these figures show that Ryukyuan, once spoken by everyone in the Henna 

Village, has obviously been lost among the younger generatioa Even though today fluent 

Ryukyuan speakers who are 60 years old and older remain, many of them have switched 

to Uchina-Yamatoguchi in their daily lives (see APPENDIX D for a summary of 

participants' language abilities and behaviors). 

As mentioned later, the results of this study also reveal that nature of Uchina-

Yamatoguchi is such that many Okinawans, including those in Henna, are not conscious 

or are not aware that they are speaking this language nor can they distinguish the 

difference between Japanese and Uchina-Yamatoguchi and/or Uchina-Yamatoguchi and 
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Ryukyuan. In turn, this has created some challenges in determining who is a Ryukyuan 

speaker since I am not a Ryukyuan speaker. Due to this limitation, I was unable to 

validate the speaking ability of those who self-identified as Ryukyuan speakers. 

Consequently, I accepted the self-reports of their Ryukyuan speaking abilities, except in 

one case. This particular case demonstrates the difficulty I encountered in trying to 

determine if a participant was truly a Ryukyuan speaker or if the definitions of the 

various languages spoken by Okinawans in general may have created confusion among 

them and their own speaking proficiencies. 

Nick Wilson (32 yeas of age) reported that he is a Ryukyuan speaker and he 

occasionally conversed in the language with his parents, uncles, and aunts at home. 

However, Nick's father, Clint (66 years of age), reported that none of his children were 

Ryukyuan speakers. He stated that he has not heard any of his children using Ryukyuan. 

Clint reported that he and his brothers/sisters spoke Ryukyuan at home when they visited 

each other. Despite the fact that they did not speak it to their children, he reported that 

they do use some Ryukyuan words with them. Clint's identified his own dominant 

language as Uchina-Yamatoguchi. During the interview, Nick listed several phrases he 

considered to be Ryukyuan, which were actually Uchina-Yamatoguchi. As well, Nick 

was unaware that there are formal styles of Ryukyuan until we discussed this. Thus, in 

this study, although Nick self-identified as a Ryukyuan speaker, he is considered to be a 

non-Ryukyuan speaker. There were two other interviewees whose language proficiencies 

had to be reconsidered for this study, yet there were not enough data to determine so due 

to lack of proficiency test of the Ryukyuan language. Taken together, it should be 
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premised that the definition of Ryukyuan speakers is very broad in this study and the 

number of Ryukyuan speakers is only based primarily on the participants' self-reports, 

except for the one case mentioned above. 

III. Domains for Ryukyuan, Japanese, and Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

In the previous section, we witnessed the multitude and multidimensional factors 

that contributed to the language shift in Henna. In this section, we will examine the 

languages and the language patterns of the Henna people, specifically, where, when, and 

on what occasions, they speak and/or hear Ryukyuan, Japanese, and Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. I will particularly focus on the intergenerational use of Ryukyuan as 

means for examining the current vitality of this language. 

A. Ryukyuan 

The following observation illustrates the multilingualism that currently exists 

among the people of Henna. It also shows that they are very aware of the various 

languages spoken in the village and who the speakers of these languages are. Speakers of 

Ryukyuan have what I call, "a language connection" with one another-a connection of 

intimacy, comrade, and community membership. 

One afternoon in the 2004 summer, a policeman from the neighboring city, 

Gushikawa, came to my house. I opened the door and we talked in Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. He told me that a person's dead body was found in Henna so he 

was visiting the houses around the site. Seeing the expression on my face, my 
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grandmother came and asked me in Uchina-Yamatoguchi what was happening 

and began asking the police man questions, also in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. My 

father, my grandma's first son, joined the conversation in Ryukyuan. The 

policeman recognized my father as the head of the family, and as a form of 

respect for one another, they started to talk in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. My 

grandma was upset by the news, kept rapidly telling her son (my father) in 

Ryukyuan what she knew about the dead body, intending to help her son's 

comprehension, but actually disrupting the conversation between the 

policeman and my father. While they conversed in Uchina-Yamatoguchi, my 

father responded to his mother, in the same manner that she did to him, in the 

rapid Ryukyuan. I became curious to know if the policeman could speak 

Ryukyuan because he continued speaking Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Noticing my 

confusion, my grandma switched from Ryukyuan to Uchina-Yamatoguchi and 

tried to help my comprehension while continuing to talk to my father in 

Ryukyuan. I was amazed by these bi (tri)-lingual speakers' ability to switch 

from one language to another in order to meet the linguistic needs of their 

interlocutors. I soon realized that the policeman left without getting any 

information from us. 

As this above vignette reflects, and as all the participants in this study report, 

Ryukyuan is still heard in Henna, primarily during informal conversations among close 

relatives, friends, and neighbors. The participants reported hearing Ryukyuan at the 
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village hall, at memorial services, in the agricultural fields, on the streets, at local bars 

and restaurants, and at the traditional ceremonies like Eisa and Jyugoya, celebrations of a 

full moon. In the majority of these settings, the speakers are elders who are speaking 

Ryukyuan to one another. However, these Ryukyuan speakers seldom talk to their own 

children and grandchildren. 

Eleven out of 12 Ryukyuan speakers indicated that they learned their mother 

tongue from primarily from parents and/or grandparents as well as from relatives and 

friends. One (Eddie Martinez) notably learned Ryukyuan in the work place. Typically, 

more Ryukyuan is spoken in a parent-child relationship if the child is roughly 35 years of 

age and older. However, even during this dialogue, Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

are spoken interchangeably. Furthermore, these Ryukyuan speakers can converse with 

their older adult children, but do not do so with their grandchildren. This pattern is 

consistent although the degree of Ryukyuan language spoken varies case by case as the 

following examples exemplify: 

The oldest participant, Lucy Kelly (82 years of age) grows several crops in her 

small field and brings the crops to her children and friends. She speaks Ryukyuan 

on a daily basis to her peers, who are also farmers, her friends, and her children, 

especially to her oldest son. Yet, her dialogue is not always exclusively Ryukyuan. 

She greets some people, who are older than her, in Uchina-Yamatoguchi and then 

starts conversing with them in Ryukyuan. Lucy stated that she sometimes goes 

with her peers to the Sauna, which is in the Gushikawa, the closest city to the 
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Katsuren Peninsula. There, she does not speak Ryukyuan to others except her 

Henna companions. Lucy observed that when she speaks to his son in Ryukyuan, 

his child (her grandchild) asks what she said and the father translates Ryukyuan 

into Uchina-Yamatoguchi for the child. Lucy states that she seldom speaks 

Ryukyuan to her grandchildren. 

Lily Phillis (78 years of age), the second oldest participant, contrasts Lucy's 

situation. Lily travels out of the Katsuren town for swimming lessons twice a 

week. She also goes to another town, Kadena, to learn Koto, a type of Japanese 

harp, in order to teach to Katsuren residents. Lily speaks primarily Uchina-

Yamatoguchi every day. She stated that this language has been perpetuated in her 

daily life since her yoimg adulthood. She fondly recalled that when her husband, 

who is also from Henna, was alive, she argued with him in Ryukyuan first and 

then switched to Uchina-Yamatoguchi as the argument intensified. She also 

reports that although other people (her peers) probably pray to their ancestors in 

Ryukyuan, she prays to them in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. She speaks Ryukyuan 

sporadically at her home with her children and grandchildren, mainly for scolding, 

at the village hall or on the street with other older villagers. Her grandchildren 

cannot speak Ryukyuan. 

The third oldest participant is Paul Bird (74 years of age). Like Lucy, he is a 

farmer. Paul's daily language is Ryukyuan. Paul reported that he prefers to speak 
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Ryukyuan and will speak Ryukyuan to anybody he knows is a Ryukyuan speaker. 

Interestingly, he stated, some of his same-age villagers claim they do not speak 

Ryukyuan, although he believes they can. He greets strangers first in Uchina-

Yamatoguchi and then switches it to his mother tongue when he finds out they are 

Ryukyuan speakers. Paul stated that his 37-year-old, youngest son can speak 

Ryukyuan, but his oldest grand son who is in his early 30s cannot speak 

Ryukyuan. When his grandchildren visit him, about once or twice a month, he 

tries to speak Ryukyuan to them, but they do not understand the majority of the 

time. He has observed that his oldest grandchild is reluctant to learn Ryukyuan. 

The other younger Ryukyuan speakers in the study have similar patterns in their 

language behaviors; more or less they speak Ryukyuan with close family members and 

friends but seldom to their children or grandchildren (many of whom were bom around 

the 1972 reversion of Okinawa). This language pattern results in lessened opportunities to 

hear Ryukyuan for the younger generations of Okinawans, as illustrated in the life stories 

of Robert Johnson, the Ross family, Annie (64 years of age) and Erick (41 years of age), 

and Eddie Martinez (34 years of age). 

Robert Johnson (39 years of age) grew up speaking Ryukyuan, but today, rarely 

speaks his first language in his daily life. His Ryukyuan use is limited to Henna 

Village. Even there, Robert clings to Uchina-Yamatuguchi, even with villagers 

who are older than him. He will speak Ryukyuan to older villagers only in a 

playful or joking manner, when the moment is meant to be cheerfully joked 
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around by them. Although he spoke Ryukyuan to his parents, he speaks Uchina-

Yamatoguchi to his wife and children, but his wife can understand Ryukyuan. 

Robert's children cannot speak Ryukyuan. He believes it is because he did not as 

well as others did not teach them. Robert does not speak Ryukyuan to his friends 

from outside of the Katsuren Peninsula because they cannot speak it. 

Annie Ross (64 years of age) spent her first few years during the war in the 

mainland Japan where her parents found employment. In the community where 

Annie's family resided, Okinawan people spoke Ryukyuan to each other, but not 

to non-Okinawans. Annie learned to speak Japanese there, though she does not 

remember it today. In her childhood, everybody spoke Ryukyuan. According to 

Annie, only educators in the village and school teachers spoke Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. Annie started to learn Uchina-Yamatoguchi in elementary school 

and vividly recalled use of the hougen-huda and playing a "Time " game with the 

neighborhood children. The children in her neighborhood spoke primarily 

Ryukyuan to each other and found it very difficult to speak only Uchina-

Yamatoguchi so they came up with a game Aimie called "time." Whenever they 

caught themselves unable to stay in Uchina-Yamatoguchi and switching to 

Ryukyuan, they said, "Time!" in Japanese-English. This word functioned (even in 

my own childhood years) as a code which allowed the speaker to dismiss his/her 

words or actions regardless of the rule they are playing under, for a little while at 

least. In this case, it was not to speak Ryukyuan. Annie and her friends could not 
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kept using the phrase, "Time, well, in Ryukyuan,..." Despite this prohibition of 

speaking Ryukyuan among children, Annie reported that there was an unspoken 

rule that children could speak to the adults in Ryukyuan. After graduating from 

middle school, Annie moved to Gushikawa, the closest city to Katsuren town. 

There, she did not speak Ryukyuan because, as she explained, the people there 

could not understand the Ryukyuan dialects spoken in the peninsula. She learned 

to speak Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Annie married a man from Henna and a Henna 

Ryukyuan speaker. Together they began to run a small village store when their 

first child, Erick (41 years of age) was born. Altogether they had five children, 

whom they raised in Uchina-Yamatoguchi because they believed that it would be 

an educational advantage for them. Erick credits his 103-year-old grandmother, 

Francine, a Ryukyuan monolingual speaker, for teaching him his mother tongue. 

Even today, in the Ross family, there is unspoken rule to speak Ryukyuan to 

Francine so even the grandchildren and great-grandchildren in the family try to 

sjjeak to Grandma Francine in Ryukyuan, although they mainly speak Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. It was fortunate for Erick to have been able to grow up at a time 

when almost everyone spoke Ryukyuan. Today, although his mother Annie has 

recently started to speak more Ryukyuan, Erick continues to speak Ryukyuan 

primarily to his grandmother, father, older relatives, one of his brothers, and his 

close friends. He does not speak Ryukyuan at his work place nor does he speak it 

to his children. 
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Eddie Martinez (34 years of age) was raised in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. He 

remembered, as a child, elders speaking to him in Ryukyuan and reports being 

able to say Ryukyuan phrases, such as "you, bad boy!" or "you must be stupid." 

Eddie's Ryukyuan speaking ability increased when he entered the Yokatsu High 

School where he became very interested in Ryukyuan songs and playing sanshin. 

He vividly remembers listening to the Ryukyuan/Okinawan music even during the 

class sneakily and practicing sanshin at home. He again increased his Ryukyuan 

skill while working in the village hall, where he often heard Ryukyuan. In the 

work place, Eddie speaks more Uchina-Yamatoguchi than Ryukyuan and at home 

he speaks Ryukyuan with his family members, including his children who do not 

speak Ryukyuan but imderstand it. Admirably, Eddie occasionally teaches 

sanshin to children at the village hall. He has observed a couple of children 

respond to him in Henna Ryukyuan. 

As we have seen, Ryukyuan speakers merely speak Ryukyuan to their (grand) 

children. However, three participants reported that they observed yoimg adults or 

children who had spoke Ryukyuan fluently with elderly as rare cases. Several young 

participants reported that they speak Ryukyuan words and phrases at home or with their 

close friends. Some other participants reported that they hear children speaking 

Ryukyuan words or phrases, such as "Over there!" "What?!" "Ouch!" and "It is gross!" 

B. Japanese 
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Unlike Ryukyuan, which can be considered a "language of intimacy," meaning it 

is used to express "closeness," Japanese is considered a formal public language. In 

general, the participants, whether they are Ryukyuan speakers or not, reported that they 

speak Japanese at official settings and outside of the village when talking to strangers, 

elders, people who are not close to them, and their (grand) children. Interestingly, the 

Ryukyuan speaker participants occasionally spoke Ryukyuan with other Ryukyuan 

speakers when they were in mainland Japan if there is a sense of community among them, 

or only when they are comfortable to do so with each other. 

Within Okinawa, the participants try to speak Japanese in most formal settings 

such as at work, at open or private meetings, or during class. Broadcasts from the village 

hall or the Katsuren town hall are also done in Japanese. There are areas or domains 

reserved for the speaking Ryukyuan, they include the town hall and the post office, yet 

the domain has decreased. Paul Bird (74 years of age) observed that village council 

meetings were carried out in Ryukyuan mostly 10 years ago. Bill Hall reported that 

today's village council meeting take place in Japanese, although on occasions he has 

observed Ryukyuan phrases being used such as "Ainyan douyanT^ (Do we understand 

this subject I discussed?). 

C. Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi is ubiquitous; it is heard everywhere, because it is a 

language developed from Ryukyuan and Japanese. In other words, it is an "Okinawanized 

Japanese." The majority of participants perceived Uchina-Yamatoguchi as a type of 

Japanese. These perceptional problems are discussed in the next section. 
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IV. Language attitudes and ideologies of Henna villagers 

A. Ryukyuan 

Thirteen out of the 20 participants strongly agreed that speaking Ryukyuan is 

important. Below are some of their responses: 

Ryukyuan speakers 

This is related to the history of Henna Village.... Because I am Uchinanchu^^. 

Forgetting the language you were bom is unacceptable. 

Without the language of the homeland, how do you maintain culture and 

tradition? 

This is the language of the community where you are bom. 

I would feel a loss of pride to be bom in Henna if I lost Henna Ryukyuan. 

Well, Okinawan music is in demand in mainland Japan these days. We have more 

opportunities to listen these songs from popular culture, right? I see a difference 

in these two types of music. There are definitely some things that you cannot 

express or feel in Japanese [that you can in Ryukyuan], 

Non-Ryukyuan speakers 

[Ryukyuan] is transmitted from the old time, so history is in it. 

In Ryukyuan, it means Ryukyuan/Okinawan. 
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This is the language of our homeland. 

I think it is cool to speak it, when I see Ryukyuan plays. This is the language 

unique to Okinawa. I wish I could speak it. 

I would feel cultural loss of Henna, if we lost it.... We [younger generations] have 

to share this language. 

Both these Ryukyuan and non-Ryukyuan speakers reasoned that the Ryukyuan language 

is important to be spoken as the language of the community, a language that makes them 

distinctive Okinawan people of Henna Village and spiritually coimects them to their 

homeland. They strongly believe that Henna has its own history, culture, and identity 

inherent in their mother language. 

Seven out of the 20 disagreed that speaking Ryukyuan is important. The reasons 

are below. 

Ryukyuan speakers 

The Ryukyuan language is important. I feel affiliation to people I speak to 

in Ryukyuan. I don't want people forget about it because it is the language 

of the community where they were bom. But, times change.... To be 

academic and for educational purpose, speaking Japanese is more 

important than Ryukyuan. 

Yes, [it is important] because of the time. It is ok at that time. It would be 

nonsense in our high school years. First of all, we felt inferiority due to 

our language use. If we could have used a common language [Japanese], 



75 

we could have spoken to people from other regions, in an equal position. 

Because we only knew Ryukyuan, we had a feeling of inferiority. 

It is not important. I consider the time for speaking Ryxikyuan in my 

childhood as a loss... The Ryukyuan language is for professional people 

[linguists, Ryukyuan dancers and singers, etc.].... there are not books 

written in Ryukyuan.... if Ryukyuan is needed, it would be spoken. 

It is important to transmit and maintain Okinawan culture, but to consider 

it as necessary is another story. I am not sure about this. In this time, 

Ryukyuan is useless... I would teach English to my children if I could 

speak English. 

Non-Ryukyuan speakers 

Well, there are not many people who speak it. Why don't we just speak 

Uchina- Yamatoguchil 

The Ryukyuan language should be remembered, but I am content with the 

current language situations [Okinawans' speaking Japanese, Ryukyuan, 

and Uchina-Yamatoguchi], 

[No, it is not important,] speaking only some Ryukyuan phrases or words 

do not cause any convenience to my life [although] I do not want to lose 

them because it has been there. 

It is important to note that many of the 20 participants, whether they agreed speaking 

Ryukyuan is important or not, shared these positive and negative perspectives. They 
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recalled the low prestige of the Ryukyuan language and the discriminatoiy treatment they 

experienced every day as Ryukyuan speakers. These negative perspectives are 

transmitted to non-Ryukyuan speakers. To many Henna participants, the Ryukyuan 

language is considered not useful in today's society. It is not viewed as being important 

for school education attaiimient, for employment, or even as an effective communication 

tool. Rather, they point out, Ryukyuan can create communication difficulties for young 

people. Unfortunately, several of the participants in this study indicated that they are 

satisfied with today's language situation in which Ryukyuan is limited to cultural 

domains such as plays, songs, and dances while Japanese is viewed and valued as being 

the most prestigious and revered language in Okinawa. At the same time, the Ryukyuan 

language is perceived as a communal asset and therefore functioned to provide a sense of 

who they are, specifically to Ryukyuan speakers, since they grew up with this language. 

For instance, Mark Phillips (53 years of age) grew up with Ryukyuan but today speaks 

mostly Uchina-Yamatoguchi, although he once was very conscientious about his ability 

to speak standard Japanese. He stated that he identifies with being Japanese more than 

being Okinawan. He dislikes hearing Ryukyuan spoken by young (female) television 

announcers on because it sounds unnatural to him. He does not see speaking Ryukyuan as 

important. As well, Kathy Bird (53 years of age) stated that the image of the Ryukyuan 

language has been associated with "the uneducated", yet she finds a sense of belonging 

and pride in being bom in a Ryukyuan speaking village. Kathy believes that Ryukyuan 

should be spoken. Kate Clark (19 years of age), non-Ryukyuan speaker, stated that she 

tries not to speak Ryukyuan phrases because she thinks Ryukyuan is a bad language. 
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Ironically, through her involvement with Ryukyuan musical play in Japanese and 

partially Ryukyuan in high school, she became interested in Ryukyuan and now thinks 

speaking this language is important and cool. 

Overall, despite the negative perspectives toward Ryukyuan which were instilled 

in Okinawans, particularly during the periods of imperial Japanese and USCAR 

administrations, it appears that these two groups of Okinawans, in some way or another 

recognize the importance of Ryukyuan, whether that be its association the Okinawan 

culture and traditions or in their daily lives. 

B. Japanese 

All the participants recognized the importance or the necessity of the Japanese 

language in their lives. Furthermore, Japanese is considered a public language or a 

language spoken by "educated" individuals. The following interview excerpts exemplify 

the linguistic beliefs and the language ideologies of the participants, however they may 

be considered as representative of the Henna people in general. 

Ryukyuan speakers 

[Japanese] is the standard language of Japan.... Okinawa is small. 

Newspapers and everything else are written in Japanese. 

It is necessary because only knowing the Ryukyuan language is not acceptable to 

be in our society. 

It is important. This language helps me to easily talk to unknown people or 

strangers. 
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Speaking Japanese lets you talk to [the mainland] Japanese people equally. 

[Japanese] is important to increase our academic knowledge, to express our own 

feelings and thoughts. We need Japanese. 

I don't think I need Japanese in my life, but people who make speeches in public 

need this language.... children need it to make it through the globalizing world. 

Today's Okinawa, well, how do you say, well, [acquiring Japanese] was the 

foremost requirement for assimilation into Japanese society. Without it, perhaps, 

many people could not go to mainland Japan and get a certain level of academic 

education. That's what I think. 

I need [Japanese] to do business talk. 

Non-Ryukyuan speakers 

Important. Especially when you talk to [the mainland] Japanese people. 

I [especially] use it when I talk to the older generations or people who I do not 

know but have to talk to. 

It is important to communicate with people. 

You cannot communicate with people with only speaking Ryukyuan. The standard 

language [Japanese] is our base for communication. 

C. Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

As I mentioned in the former chapters, Uchina-Yamatoguchi, or Okinawanized 

Japanese, is not recognizable even by Ryukyuan speakers because of over one hundred 
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years of contact between Ryukyuan and Japanese. In a sense, Uchina-Yamatoguchi is a 

Creole and thus not often recognized as such by its speakers. In this study, I attempted to 

determine how the participants recognized Uchina-Yamatoguchi in order to determine its 

vitality as a single or base language and its relationships with Okinawan identity. In this 

process, a number of the participants provided their understanding and definition of this 

language. However, understanding their perspectives of their language use, specifically 

of Uchina-Yamatoguchi, was one of the challenges of this study. 

Eleven out of 12 Ryukyuan-speaker participants reported Uchina-Yamatoguchi as 

a mixed language of Ryukyuan and Japanese: the only one did not know the formal 

linguistic term for this particular language. Among the seven youngest, non-Ryukyuan 

speakers, four knew the linguistic term. One participant, a college student, learned the 

academic definition in college. She explained the "difference of the original dialects and 

the created dialects in Okinawa and the dialects we, young people, think we use. [But] it 

is not the real Ryukyuan," 

When the academic definition of Uchina-Yamatoguchi was described as 

"Okinawanized Japanese" and some examples were given to the interviewees, three of 

the 20 participants (two Ryukyuan and one non-Ryukyuan speaker) denied using it. The 

rest of the 17 participants stated that that it was very likely that they spoke this language. 

However, 15 of the 17 indicated that they were not sure how often they spoke it. This 

uncertainty about their spoken language behaviors can be attributed to the fact that their 

speaking of Uchina-Yamatoguchi is a natural part of their daily lives and they therefore 

were not conscious of its use. Yet, there were some of the participants who indicated that 



80 

they can recognize the difference between Okinawans' and non-Okinawans' speeches on 

TV programs. Interestingly, some participants had already coimected or could connect 

the Uchina-Yamatoguchi with a famous Uchina-Yamatoguchi story about a Native 

Okinawan boxer who won the world championship in 1967. In an interview afiter 

winning the championship, he was asked the question, "What would you do now if you 

were not a boxer?" He answered in Japanese, "I would be walking on the seashore." In 

Ryukyuan, "one who is walking on the seashore" means "a fisherman." His speaking in 

Japanese in a Ryukyuan sense confused the interviewer and mainland Japanese television 

audience, but brought wry smiles to Okinawan audience. This is a famous story shared 

by many Okinawans because it highlighted the position of the Ryukyuan language and 

culture in the mainstream society of Japan. 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi has more dimensions than the Ryukyuan and Japanese 

languages. The participants viewed Uchina-Yamatoguchi positively and negatively and 

showed an affinity to and denial of it. They rated the importance of speaking Uchina-

Yamatoguchi lower than the speaking of Ryukyuan or Japanese. Only 6 out of the 20 

participants positively and reluctantly accepted its importance. They reasoned that it is 

convenient or necessary for Okinawans to commtmicate so that they "cannot forbid" its 

use. The rest of the 11 participants across the different generations denied or were 

uncertain of its importance. The main reason is because they perceived Uchina-

Yamatoguchi as a "wrong," "incomplete," or a "halfway" language that could cause 

misunderstanding in communication with mainland Japanese people. For instance, Lucy 

Kelly (LK; 82 years of age) viewed Uchina-Yamatoguchi as a problematic language, but 
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important part of her Okinawan ethnic identity. In the interview excerpt below, Lucy 

explained why Uchina-Yamatoguchi is considered a "common Japanese language" for 

Okinawans. 

YM: Do you know Uchina-Yamatoguchi? 

LK: Yes. I know it. [Started laugh] 

YM: What is so funny? 

LK: There was a person, who said, ^^Hito hakkari abirashiteV (You guys 

make me keep talking [because you do not listen to me!]). This is 

what you call Uchina-Yamatoguchi... .This is a story during 

[WWII]^^. Students, every [elementary] school pupil in the 

neighborhood were often called to be assembled. They had to learn 

about trenches and how to use bamboo spears. This happened during 

the war, the time of crisis, so even pupils had to come out [on the 

street] and stand at attention. There was a leader, usually a senior 

pupil, who said to his followers, ''Hito bakkari abirase naiyou!" 

(You should not make me keep talking, [listen to me]). [Laughs] 

Many of his peers, senior pupils, and younger pupils were 

there... But, nobody said [his speech] was wrong, although they 

sensed it. They thought it was wrong. But, nobody said it was wrong. 

You know, this little speaker was a leader and his followers were just 

kids. They did not listen to their leader and kept talking to each other, 

World War II started in 1939, however, the landing of the US military in Okinawa began in 1945. This is 
a story that takes place before the landing. 
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so the leader said, "/fzYo bakkasi abirasetel" [Laughs]. He was a 6^^ 

grade student. 

Lucy laughed every time she repeated the little leader's Uchina-Yamatoguchi 

because she empathized with the little leader's situation. She knew that speaking 

Japanese was a difficult task to achieve in those days because she experienced it when 

she went to Kyoto Prefecture for temporarily work in her young adulthood. As Lucy 

explained above, they were all trying their best to learn to speak Japanese and this is why 

nobody said anything about the leader who gave his command in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. 

This is also why the story of an Okinawan boxer remains a popular story today. Both 

stories represent the collective experiences of the Okinawan people, including their 

struggles to acquire "standard Japanese." 

The ethnic affiliation to Uchina-Yamatoguchi is also evident among the younger 

generations of Okinawans. In the excerpt below, Eddie Martinez (EM, 34 years of age), 

a Ryukyuan speaker, acknowledges that he knew of the story of the Okinawan boxer and 

viewed the speaking of Uchina-Yamatoguchi in it as a symbol of Okinawaness-although 

he also considered speaking it as problematic. 

EM: Okinawans do not speak [Uchina-Yamatoguchii] consciously... I think 

Okinawan people cannot fully express their thought to mainland Japanese 

people [with this language]. 

YM: Do you mean Uchina-Yamatoguchi causes misunderstanding [among 

them]? 

EM: Well, this could be one of the problems. 
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YM: Do you think it is important to speak Uchim-Yamatoguchi? 

EM; I think [speaking Uchina-Yamatoguchi] is good because it has 

Okinawaness in it. Perhaps, [Okinawan] people do not speak it 

consciously. I think it is good because its stories are left as a result [of the 

speaking Uchina-Yamatoguchi]. 

Non-Ryukyuan speakers in this study also believed that Uchina-Yamatoguchi was 

a unique and important part of being Okinawans. David Lane (24 years of age) and his 

wife, Becky (22 years of age) stated that they feel Okinawan when they speak or hear 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi because it "includes some Ryukyuan words in it" or "sounds as if 

we're speaking Ryukyuan." In the case of Jack Bird (19 years of age), he felt his 

Okinawaness when he recognized that the "Japanese" spoken by young Okinawan 

musicians in a television show was different than standard Japanese. Today there are 

several nationwide television programs broadcasted in Uchina-Yamatoguchi. For 

example, a drama series in Uchina-Yamatoguchi, "Churasan^^," was broadcasted by 

NHK, the Japanese Broadcasting Association, in 2001. This drama became popular in 

the mainland Japan and resulted in the acceptance of Uchina-Yamatoguchi as a Japanese 

language by Okinawans and people from the rest of Japan. 

Despite its association with Okinawaness, the majority of participants do not 

accept Uchina-Yamatoguchi as a substitute for the Ryukyuan language. Eight out of 20 

participants indicated that they think Uchina-Yamatoguchi is or will/may become a 

common dialect for Okinawans while 12 individuals denied this possibility. 

It means "beautiful" in Ryuicyuan. 
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Everyone says kurnyo ("going" in Uchina-Yamatoguchi, but "coming" in 

Japanese) for ikuyo ("going" in Uchina-Yamatoguchi and Japanese). See, it [the 

phrase, kuriiyuu] is linked to the Ryukyuan language! 

[Uchina-Yamatoguchi] is acceptable to be a dialect of Okinawa. I could express 

some thoughts that I could not express in Japanese! 

It does not become a dialect in Okinawa. Only a few Ryukyuan words can be 

found in it. 

It is closer to Japanese, so it cannot become a dialect [like Ryukyuan]. 

It is used by many Okinawans, why can it not be our dialect? 

When valued for its Okinawaness, participants reasoned that it would be more 

likely that Uchina-Yamatoguchi may become an acceptable language for Okinawans. 

This reasoning is demonstrated by Annie Ross, a 64 year-old participant. In the excerpt 

below, Annie excitedly explained why she thinks that Uchina-Yamatoguchi may become 

a dialect for Okinawans in the future. 

Young people understand [Ryukyuan]! They understand [Ryukyuan] if I mixed 

[Ryukyuan and Japanese]! Even now, when communicating with young people, 

when I use Henna Ryukyuan with Japanese, [they understand]. When I spoke 

only Henna Ryukyuan, they have a stupid look. 

One Ryukyuan speaker explained that because of "incompleteness" of Uchina-

Yamatoguchi as a language, it can never replace Ryukyuan, "It's not going to be a 

substitute for Ryukyuan at all. It is a halfway language. Something halfway can never 
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replace its origins. So Uchina-Yamatoguchi does not become Japanese, it does not 

become Ryukyuan." Another Ryukyuan speaker reasoned, '"[Uchina-Yamatoguchi] 

cannot be in a position of Ryukyuan. You carmot understand Okinawan culture such as 

Ryukyuan music in Uchina-Yamatoguchi."' One non-Ryukyuan speaker explained it this 

way; "I don't think [Uchina-Yamatoguchi] will become a substitute for the Ryukyuan 

language. Both of Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchi are used by Okinawans. But both 

are different branches in the same department." 

At any rate, it is true that Uchina-Yamatoguchi is consciously and unconsciously 

a dialect of Henna and the Katsuren Peninsula and associated with Okinawan social 

identity. One Ryukyuan speaker and some non-Ryukyuan speakers observed that 

Okinawans can distinguish where they are from to each other from their accent of 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi. Specifically, Nick (32 years of age), David (24 years of age) and 

Kate (18 years of age), reported that they use chi at the end of their speech whereas their 

peers from other villages or regions use dii or tii. Ryukyuan speakers use these words at 

the end of a sentence as a derivational suffix. Obviously, although these young 

Okinawans cannot converse in Ryukyuan, they use Ryukyuan words and phrases in their 

Uchina- Yamatoguchi. 

V. Toward Ryukyuan language revitalization 

The attitudes of participants toward a renewed use of the Ryukyuan language 

correlated strongly with their perception of the cultural importance of the language and 

confirmed that those who are conscious of cultural maintenance and societal change of 
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the village society advocates the language renewal. All 13 participants (9 Ryukyuan 

speakers and 4 non-Ryukyuan speakers) who considered speaking Ryukyuan as vital to 

enriching their cultural and spiritual life strongly advocated Ryukyuan language renewal. 

Additionally, Leo Kelly (54 yeas of age) and David Lane (24 years of age) agreed 

Ryukyuan renewal with some conditions. Leo, a Ryukyuan speaker, reluctantly supported 

this idea. He explained that the idea is acceptable because today's Okinawans are the 

social equals of the mainland Japanese. David, a non-Ryukyuan speaker who was 

satisfied with the current language situation in the village, also reported that Ryukyuan 

should be maintained, adding that Ryukyuan should not be a subject to be learned 

through focused study, but rather it should be acquired naturally through daily life. 

The rest of the five participants either do not believe that the Ryukyuan language 

needs to be revitalized or are content with the current language situation (three Ryukyuan 

speakers and two non-Ryukyuan speakers). They highlight either economic value of the 

Ryukyuan language in the present Okinawan society or the hierarchical relationships of 

the language used in their daily lives. Lily Phillips (78 yeas of age) expressed, "There are 

many other things that Okinawans should learn in Japanese." Her son, Mark (54 years of 

age) took the same stance, "If Okinawans need Ryukyuan, it wdll be naturally 

revitalized." He further mentioned that a language will be revitalized if it is needed for 

their life and used as an example the adoption of English by people in undeveloped 

countries. Bill House (48 years of age) at first questioned the whether village children 

would be able to understand aspects of their culture, such as traditional dance, without an 

understanding of Ryukyuan, yet later, he reversed this position, reasoning that Ryukyuan 
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renewal is unnecessary because Uchinanchu^" are able to communicate to each other in 

Uchim-Yamatoguchi. Non-Ryukyuan speaker, Lori Kelly (25 years of age), said "You do 

not have to revitalize a language which has not been used. [Ryukyuan] words you learn 

naturally are enough." Thomas Phillips (18 years of age), non-Ryukyuan speaker, stated 

that speaking Japanese and Uchina-Yamatoguchi is enough for his life. 

Although, the majority of the participants supported the revitalization of the 

Ryukyuan language, this has yet to be fully materialized. This is partially because they 

are not conscious and conscientious of their language use. Six participants (Lucy Kelly, 

Annie Ross, Rose King, Robert Johnson, Lori Kelly, David Lane) reported that they did 

not consider their language behaviors, including the language they speak to their children 

and grandchildren, until they were interviewed for this study. In spite of this, the 

interviewees made several recommends for Ryukyuan language renewal. Interviewee 

Lucy Kelly emphasized the significance of speaking Ryukyuan with children. Eddie 

Martinez (34 years of age) said, "We first have to speak [Ryukyuan] at home." Paul Bird 

(74 years of age) said "whenever you see your grandchildren, keep talking in Ryukyuan." 

According to those interviewees, one of the most important components to the 

revitalization of the language was the involvement of the older generation of villagers in 

the creation of learning activities for the village. Possible activities include combining 

language and cultural learning, such as folk crafts or telling stories in Japanese and 

Ryukyuan. These suggestions are derived from the participants' view of the current social 

formation of the families, which has shown to be currently favoring the nuclear family 

It means Ryukyuans/Okinawans 



88 

unit. Another commonly suggested outlet for teaching of Ryukyuan was through 

traditional community activities, such as Eisa or Jyugoya. Creation of new community 

celebrations specifically related to the language such as "Ryukyuan Days" were also 

listed as the means of promoting the language in Henna Village. 

Participants also provided concerns and potential obstacles for Ryukyuan 

language revitalization. Annie Ross (AR: 64 years of age) and Ross King (RK: 44 years 

of age) pointed to the lack of Ryukyuan skills among parent generations as being the 

biggest obstacle to the revitalization. 

AR: [To revitalize Ryukyuan] parents have to speak to their children, but some of 

parents do not even speak the "real Ryukyuan" these days. I think that my 

generation is the only one which can speak to them in Ryukyuan. 

RK; At school, in the village, or at home, I wish that we [my generation] could 

have learned both Ryukyuan and Japanese. I wish they could have taught me 

both separately. Growing up, there was a trend to speak Japanese, unlike 

now. I wish that we had learned beautiful Ryukyuan at home from our 

grandparents, including the formal styles of speech, in addition to standard 

Japanese at school.... because the "enforcement of Japanese" at school was 

only "halfway", my language skills are also only "halfway". I am not 

confident with my Ryukyuan skills. I don't know any formal styles of 

Ryukyuan speech. I now feel that the only language that I have is Uchina-

Yamatoguchi. It is kind of O.K., we still can communicate with this 

language, for instance, if we are employed in mainland Japan. But it is not 
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perfect. We should have learned both [Ryukyuan and Japanese]... instead of 

forbidding [speaking Ryukyuan], we should have learned both together: 

standard Japanese in school [and] Ryukyuan at home. Today, there are story 

telling meetings in Ryukyuan for children [to let them leam Ryukyuan], 

They should teach us first! 

In fact, many of the young parents interviewed, such as the Lanes (the youngest 

couple in the study) who are not Ryukyuan speakers but expressed that Ryukyuan 

renewal is important. 

Finally, another obstacle that was identified by interviewees was the code-

switching of elders. Robert Johnson (39 years of age) observed that grandparent 

generations switched their language to Uchina-Yamatoguchi, when they talk to children 

at recreational activities at the village hall. Bill Hall observed that some elders are even 

accustomed to speaking Uchina-Yamatoguchi with each other. The ultimate solution for 

these obstacles according to Bill and Erick Ross (41 years of age), was to change 

people's fundamental conceptions of language, focusing specifically on creating the 

belief that Ryukyuan is a necessary part of their lives. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION 

Before one can determine where to go, one must know where they have been and 

where they are. Thus, one of the goals of this study was to identify the various factors 

that have over the years contributed to language loss and shift in Henna. Through the 

interviews of the participants, it has been demonstrated that the process of language shift 

in Henna is complex, multifaceted and continuous. When one gains a deeper 

understanding of the process of language displacement, it becomes more viable to find 

solutions to reverse this trend. As a number of the participants in this study have 

indicated, this legacy of oppression continues to impact contemporary Okinawans in 

ways that are not always understood by others and themselves. In short, Ryukyuan 

language loss and shift is in part an indicator of prevalence of the "anti-

Ryukyuan/Okinawan" ideology at present. In this chapter, I consider the implications of 

this study for the Henna people and their way of life. I also consider the possibilities of 

renewal of Ryukyuan as revealed by the perspectives of the participants in this study. 

I. The implications for Ryukyuan 

The Indigenous people of Henna, like many other Indigenous communities 

around the world, have experienced centuries of colonization by foreign nations and 

assimilative forces that pressured Okinawans to change in many ways in order to "fit" 

into the mainland Japanese society. Acquisition of Japanese was the best way for 

Okinawans to claim that they were "Japanese." Alarmingly, an outcome of centuries of 

homogenizing pressures has resulted in unfavorable ideological changes towards their 
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own Okinawan culture, language, and Indigenous identities. This study reveals that the 

changes in the villagers' attitudes toward their mother tongue occurred over three 

generations. The most intense period of language change, namely Ryukyuan language 

shift occurred between the 1960s to early 1970s, when political, economic, and social 

changes and pressures to assimilate mounted. During this period, Okinawans attempted to 

disassociate with the United States Civil Administration of the Ryukyus (USCAR) and to 

return to the Japan as Japanese citizens. Additionally, during this period, Okinawans 

willingly acquired Japanese in school despite experiencing demeaning and harsh 

punishment for speaking their mother tongues. At the same time, there was an enormous 

exodus to Japan of young Okinawans who were pursing employment or higher education 

opportunities. With increased contact with the external Japanese world, many Okinawans 

quickly acquired Uchina-Yamatoguchi, often at the expenses of their mother tongue. As 

one older participant attests in the following excerpt, being able to acquire formally styles 

of Ryukyuan speech took conscious effort from not only the learner but also from the 

speakers or one's teachers of this language who were often one's grandparents and 

parents. 

If parents had disciplined their children's language, they would be able to speak it 

[formal styles of Ryukyuan speech] carefully and selectively. I was not 

disciplined in this way, so I cannot speak it... This is not your friends' task, but 

your relatives'. 
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Many parents and grandparents were unsure of what language was best for their 

children and grandchildren, such as Kathy Bird (KB; 53 years of age) below. While other 

such as Annie Ross (AR; 64 years of age) chose not to teach Ryukyuan to her children 

for the sake of educational success. It was a period in Okinawan history when many 

parents and grandparents were trying to make the best language choices for their 

offspring, and not realizing how these choices would impact them the vitality of 

Ryukyuan and the future of the Okinawan way of life. 

KB; My young brother could understand Japanese but he could not speak it so he 

was often quiet. Then later, the Japanese people around him wondered if he 

was mute. After I heard the story, I thought that we should teach Japanese 

to our children.... When our oldest brother had a son, we ended up needing 

some way to let the child and his great-grandmother communicate. I 

wondered if we were entering a period with no Ryukyuan. There was a tacit 

understanding; we had to speak Japanese to our children. 

AR: Japanese is everywhere now. Even at home, people mainly speak 

Japanese. Parents who experienced 'language enforcement" 

movement do not teach Ryukyuan. It started in my generation when 

we were instilled with... we just thought that the Ryukyuan language 

is not good for education, for providing an educational advantage. 

We thought we had to speak Japanese to our children. 

This change in the language ideology of Henna villagers resulted in one's own 

Ryukyuan proficiency, as Bill Hall (48 years of age) explained in the following excerpt; 
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I can express my thoughts in Ryukyuan if I consciously try to, but my 

Ryukyuan language does not come out easily. This difficulty might be 

perceived as disrespectful in conversation, so I use a convenient language 

[Uchina-Yamatoguchi] instead. I guess that I have gotten use to this 

language. 

As this study's finding has shown, Ryukyuan is perceived as a communal assets 

associated primarily with Okinawan culture and history whereas Japanese is viewed as 

the language of opportunity necessary for education, employment and basic 

communication in Japan. Uchina-Yamatoguchi contains characters of the both languages, 

Ryukyuan (Ryukyuan-ness/Okinawaness) and Japanese (Japaneseness). The results of 

this study indicate that on the whole the people of Henna are not deeply concerned about 

Ryukyuan language loss; they are comfortable with it being a language of culture (i.e., 

song, dance, plays, etc.). Paradoxically, many of them connected Okinawan-ness with 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi yet disregarded the importance of its use in Japanese society and 

often labeled it as a "wrong Japanese" or less Ryukyuan. Yet, despite the lower status 

given to Uchina-Yamatoguchi, it continues to play an important linguistic role for 

Okinawans by serving as an identity marker for them. It is especially important to the 

younger generations of Okinawans, particularly those who cannot speak Ryukyuan, 

because it serves as their cultural dialect or language. In addition, even Ryukyuan 

speakers speak this language. 

Perhaps Uchina-Yamatoguchi has proven to be a very convenient language for 

Okinawans because it plays many roles for them. This may be one of the reasons as to 
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why it has gained ground in Okinawa. We have learned from the participants in this 

study that Uchina-Yamatoguchi allows Okinawans to simultaneously and conveniently 

represent themselves as being Okinawan and Japanese, which was not possible when 

speaking either Ryukyuan or Japanese, due to language history in Okinawa. In part, this 

language use is indicative of the resilience of Okinawans, claiming their Okinawaness in 

this language, which was once subject to eradication. If this is the case, then it can safely 

be said that Uchina-Yamatoguchi is serving as a cultural bridge for the Okinawa and 

Japanese cultures. This unique role of Uchina-Yamatoguchi also explains why some 

participants described it as a different language or as an "offshoot" of Ryukyuan. They 

perceive Uchina-Yamatoguchi as representing that part of Okinawan culture and this is 

why Ryukyuan songs, plays, and poems are not translated into Uchina-Yamatoguchi. 

Uchina-Yamatoguchi may also explain why younger non-Ryukyuan speakers, who have 

not been given opportunities to hear Ryukyuan, in this study, tend to value their 

Ryukyuan language skills more than older Ryukyuan speakers. 

Taken as a whole, Uchina-Yamatoguchi has the potential to gain acceptance as a 

dialect of the village and encourage solitary among Okinawans at a time when the 

village's social network is weakening and globalization reaches Henna. Yet, Uchina-

Yamatoguchi is also on the way to the language standardization because the participants 

view it as "a type of wrong Japanese." In fact, some older generations pointed out that 

even in the Japanese speech of young Okinawans, an Okinawan accent are less heard. 

This indicates that Uchina-Yamatoguchi has become standardized. As long as 

Okinawans themselves see it as a "wrong language", the sense of Okinawan-ness that is 
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carried in Uchina-Yamatoguchi is subject to correction. If this becomes the case, it is 

destined to fade away as the forces move the language closer to standard Japanese. 

In summary, these findings of language preferences and attitudinal and 

ideological characteristics of Henna people on one hand reveal that the people of Henna 

are adapting to a new era by acquiring new skills and languages, a positive sign for their 

physical survival. On the other hand, they suggest that as the people of Henna move 

towards unification with the Japanese society, they are moving further away from the 

foundation they have inherited from their ancestors. Yet, without the origin of the 

Okinawaness, how long can our existence as Okinawans last? Otherwise, Okinawans 

would have to deny our collective experience and identity and wait long enough till it is 

forgotten. Is this acceptable for Okinawans? Would the unborn generations accept this? 

II. The future of the Ryukyuan language 

A significant finding of this research is that, despite the current language situation 

in the village, 75 % of the participants (15 out of the 20 participants) stated that they 

believe that Ryukyuan needs to continue in order to enrich their cultural lives and 

therefore it is crucial that ways to continue its transmission to the future generations of 

Okinawans are sought. Although they do not advocate speaking only Ryukyuan; they 

clearly understand that bilingualism and biculturalism is dependent on Ryukyuan renewal 

and the acquisition of Japanese. Specifically, Japanese is necessary for the political, 

economical, social, and ever-increasing global life, while Ryukyuan is necessary for the 

survival of their cultural identities. 
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Many Ryukyuan speakers have become accustomed to speaking Uchina-

Yamatoguchi to each other and to the youngest members of their village, the children and 

grandchildren. I witnessed this in my participant observations and a number of 

participants have reported similar situations of code switching. For example, Robert 

Johnson (39 years of age) reported that he has observed during community events that 

elders speak Ryukyuan to each other and Japanese to children. Although he has witnessed 

some start speaking Ryukyuan to children, they quickly give up and switch back into 

Japanese. Obviously, for some people, keeping in the Ryukyuan language when talking 

to learners is easier said than done. 

Another related finding which impacts the vitality of the three Okinawans 

languages, in particular, Ryukyuan, is the contradicted ideological beliefs about language 

held by Henna people, both speakers and non-speakers of Ryukyuan. They found 

relatedness of Ryukyuan/Okinawan culture and Ryukyuan but also they had negative 

images towards languages. Even those who think Ryukyuan is important to be spoken 

had a negative image such as "uneducated" or "barbarian." As illustrated by the current 

language practices of Ryukyuan speakers who switch into Uchina-Yamatoguchi when 

speaking to the village children or young adults, there exists a strong and often 

unconscious belief in the power and prestige of Japanese. The older generation, ironically, 

the generation that grew up immersed in Ryukyuan, were the most adamant supporters of 

Japanese. Many of these speakers of Ryukyuan indicated that they once believed that 

speaking the Japanese language was more important than speaking Ryukyuan, especially 

for children. 
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Others pointed to a difficulty of ideological change because their society as a 

whole does not work for Ryukyuan renewal. They point to the need to re-transform the 

Okinawan society. Fishman (1996b) explained this: 

Re-vemacularization requires not only inter-generational language 

transmission, but societal change. More than a language involved. If you are 

going to change the language, you have to change the 

society... revemacularization requires changes in established informal 

conventions and their reinforcement for various directions, from status-gain, 

from friendship-gain, and from affection-gain (pp. 192-193). 

Inter-generational language transmission at the community level is necessary for 

the re-building Henna community. At present there are no grass-root activities for this 

purpose. However, we also know at least a few Henna Ryukyuan speakers who have 

taken on the responsibility of passing on the Ryukyuan language. Paul Bird and Eddie 

Martinez are examples of the "reversal of attitudes toward language," or the re

vemacularization of Ryukyuan. 

In conclusion, the decision as to regenerate this language is entirely up to the 

main stakeholders of Ryukyuan, the Henna people. The future of Ryukyuan is entirely 

dependent upon the people acknowledging these difficulties and taking on the challenge 

of perpetuating the language in spite of these obstacles. Ryukyuan revitalization is not 

only the matter of language but also part of the larger struggle of cultural survival which 

was oppressed by the mainstream society of Japan. The loss of language and culture take 

place easily unless certain individuals find the self-determination to take steps against the 
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loss. Then, the most important key to reversing Ryukyuan language shift and loss is 

assessing the value with which the villagers regard their cultural life and whether they are 

willing to take action to reverse this shift. This will be next step to be taken for Ryukyuan 

language revitalization for Henna. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

CONCLUSION 

I shall end where I began, with the story of my father and my desire to learn my 

mother language. Through this research endeavor, I have learned so much about my 

community, my heritage language, and my family. Most importantly, I have learned that 

although my father did not teach me our heritage language, Ryukyuan, he never 

disregarded Ryukyuan/Okinawan culture. He has always participated in the traditional 

events of our community. I remember when I was in elementary school, while I studied, 

he faithfully practiced his role in a Ryukyuan musical play, kumiudoi, every night. He 

was one of main actors in the play. He participated in small wrestling gatherings at the 

village plaza, which are not held any more. Every year, he made a rope for a tag-of-war, a 

village game. I also remember him asking me if I was interested in learning Okinawan 

history. I think he was worried that I was not learning this important history in school, 

where only the history of Japan was taught. Yet, when I was practicing Eisa Dance in my 

early 20s, he was not very supportive. I understand now that my father, like many of his 

peers, was ambivalent about the maintenance of Ryukyuan/Okinawan culture. It was this 

experienced period of oppression and discrimination which influenced their decisions not 

to pass on the cultural knowledge and language of the Okinawan people. I am the product 

of this historical legacy that Okinawan people have experienced. I understand now why I 

can not speak Ryukyuan and why my desire to learn it remains. It is the language of the 

past, present and future of Okinawans and / am a link to the future of Okinawan people. 
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APPENDIX A 

The Okinawa Times 2001 Survey Results 
{Okinawa Times, [Morning] pp. 44-45, T' ed.) 

100 respondents out of approximately 1.3 million Okinawan people 

Question 1; Do you want to preserve Ryukyuan? 
1. Yes-94 

Question 2: What do you think about Uchina-Yamatoguchi [a hybrid language]? 
1. T otally positive-19 
2. Reluctant but supportive-14 
3. Oppose but supportive 10 
4. Totally negative/oppose-20 

Question Two: What do you think at)out the Hybrid 
Language? 
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Question 3: Which language do you think useful if we write Ryukyuan? 
1. All Hiragana (one of regular Japanese characters)-15 
2. All Katakana (one of regular Japanese characters, often used for foreign languages)-

20 
3. Mixture of Kanji (Chinese character) and hiragana-35 
4. Mixture of Kanji and Katakana-2>Q 

Question 4: What do you think about the present situation of Ryukyuan? 
1. Already extinct-1 
2. Eventually extinct-37 
3. Barely transmitted-32 
4. Reformed and transmitted-30 
5. Correctly transmitted-0 

Question 5; How many years are of the Ryukyuan lifespan? 
1. 1,000,000 years-1 
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2. Less than 20 years-41 
3. Never extinct-18 
4. 20 years-17 
5. lOyear-14 
6. 2 years-1 

Question 6: What kinds of strategies do you think we need to transmit Ryukyuan? 
1. Use at home (50 year old male) 
2. Teaching Ryukyuan music at school (53 year-old male) 
3. Establishing events as administrative and/or local events (34 year-old female) 
4. Use of subtitle for Ryukyuan play on TV (40 year-old male) 
5. Increasing TV and radio programs in Ryukyuan (28 year-old male) 
6. Creating space for Ryukyuan and its speakers (38 year-old female) 
7. Raising self-esteem as Okinawan (30 year-old male) 
8. No need of transmission of Ryukyuan; a language changes (56 year-old male) 

Question 7: How fluently do you speak Ryukyuan? 
1. Totally-24 (all respondents are over 40) 
2. To some degree-21 
3. Several Ryukyuan expression and terms in conversion-34 
4. Understand it but caimot speak-14 
5. Not at all-7 

Note; All respondents whose answer was "1" were all over 40 years of age and those 
who answered "5" were all less than 30 years of age. 

Question 8: Do you know Hougen-hudal 
1. Yes-79 
2. No-21 

Question 9: Have you ever punished by using Ryukyuan? 
1. A clenched fist 
2. Slapping 
3. Hopping forward in a squatting position 
And some others but not mentioned in the article. 

Question 10: What is the image of Ryukyuan? (Plural answers allowed.) 
1. Pride-39 
2. Intimacy-74 
3. Barbaric-13 
4. Low education-3 
5. High education-5 
6. Reminiscence-32 
7. Folk songs-58 
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8. Ryukyuan play-63 
9. Outdate-0 
10. Elders-33 
11. Ashamed-1 
12. Cool-14 (majority was under 20) 

Question 12: Have you ever felt inconvenienced because you cannot speak 
Ryukyuan? 

• Yes, when speaking to elders, especially when not knowing how to be polite in 
Ryukyuan (many respondents) 

• Yes, when needed to express some nuance and meaning that only Ryukyuan can 
express (34 year-old female) 

• Yes, when listening to folksongs in Ryukyuan and watching Ryukyuan plays (35 
year-old male) 

• Yes, when in a presence of Ryukyuan-only speakers, who get nervous about 
other languages in conversion (38 year-old female) 

Others: 
• Since I can speak Ryukyuan, I rather become hesitant to speak Ryukyuan to 

others. 
• A dialect of other regions of mainland Japan was used in a textbook as an 

elementary school student, but we were not allowed to use Ryukyuan. When I 
made a composition in Japanese, I felt it untrue. 

• When teaching Ryukyuan to mainland Japanese, I am not confident about my 
language use. 
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APPENDIX B 

Interview Questions 
GRANDPARENT GENERATION 

50-70 years of age 

A. Tell me about yourself, your growing up period, and your family. 
1. Yourname? 
2. Where were you bom? 
3. Who are your parents? Where are they from? 
4. How old are you? 
5. How many children and grandchildren do you have? 
6. Where did you grow up? 
7. What are some memorable experiences growing up in Okinawa and/or other 

places? 
8. Who are important people in your life? What important lessons did they teach 

you? 
9. Do you believe that these same important lessons are being taught to children 

today? 
10. Why or why not? 

B. Tell me about the languages you speak. Ryukyuan & standard Japanese: 

1. What language did you speak first? 

2. Who taught you the language? Where or in what kinds of activities did you learn 
it? 

3. When & where did you start learning standard Japanese? (Only for people whose 
first language is not Japanese) 

4. What do you remember about learning standard Japanese? 

5. Do you still speak your first language? (When and why did you stop speaking it?) 

6. If you speak Ryukyuan, who taught you Ryukyuan? 

7. To whom do you speak it? 

8. Where do you speak it? 

9. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 

10. Do your children and/or grandchildren speak Ryukyuan? Why or why not? 
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11. Do you think you less speak Ryukyuan today? Why & why not? 

12. If you do not speak Ryukyuan, by whom, do you HEAR speaking Ryukyuan 
today? 

13. Where or in what kinds of activities do you HEAR Ryukyuan spoken today? 

14. Do Ryukyuan speakers you know well speak to you in Ryukyuan? 

15. Who are they? 

16. In what language do they speak to you? 

17. If you speak Standard Japanese, to whom? 

18. (Only for people whose T' language is not Japanese), who taught you? 

19. Where are they from? 

20. Where do you speak it? 

21. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 

22. On what occasion, do you hear standard Japanese the most? 

C. Hybrid language: 
D. Do you know '^Uchina-Yamatoguchi (the hybrid language)?" 

If yes, who do you speak with? 
E. Where do you speak it? 
F. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 
G. Do you have any thoughts about Uchina-Yamatuguchn What do you think the 

difference is between Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchil 

D. Identity and Language Proficiency 
1. What language makes you feel Okinawan? Why or why not? 
2. What languages do you speak in your everyday life? 
3. How well do you think you can speak Ryukyuan? 

E. Role of the Languages in the Family & Community 
1. Do you agree with these sentences? 
A) Ryukyuan should be spoken more. 

Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? 
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B) I want to be more proficient in Ryukyuan. 
Yes, No, I don't know, 
Why or why not? 

C) Ryukyuan is the language of elderly people 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? 

D) It is better to learn standard Japanese rather than Ryukyuan 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? 

E) It is not useful any more in modem society. 
Yes, No, I don't know, 
Why or why not? 

F) Uchina-Yamatoguchi is a substitute for Ryukyuan for Okinawans. 
Yes, No, I don't know, 
Why or why not? 

2. Is speaking Ryukyuan important for you? Why? Why not? 

3. Is speaking the hybrid language important for you? Why? Why not? 

4. Is speaking Japanese language important for you? Why? Why not? 

5. Do you want your children and grandchildren to speak Ryukyuan, now and/or in the 
future? Why and why not? 

6. What do you think will happen to Ryukyuan in the future? 

7. What language should Okinawans speak in the future? 

8. (If yes) what ideas or suggestions do you have to renew the language? 

9. Do you think schools should help kids to learn Ryukyuan? 
If Yes, how could they help children learn Ryukyuan? 
If no, why not? 

10. Do you think we need to revitalize Ryukyuan? 
11. Do you have any ideas or suggestions to revitalize Ryukyuan? 
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Interview Questions 
PARENT GENERATION 

30-40 years of age 

A. Teil me about yourself, your growing up period, and your family. 
1. Your name? 
2. Where were you bom? 
3. Who are your parents? Where are they from? 
4. How old are you? 
5. How many children do you have? Do you have any grandchildren? 
6. Where did you grow up? 
7. What are some memorable experiences in growing up in ... ? 
8. Who are important people in your life? What important lessons did they teach 

you? 
9. Do you believe that these same important lessons are being taught to children 

today? 
10. Why or why not? 

B. Tell me about the languages you speak: Ryukyuan & Standard Japanese: 
1. What language did you speak first? 

2. Who taught you the language? Where or in what kinds of activities did you learn 
it? 

3. When & where did you start learning standard Japanese? (Only for people whose 
1®' language is not Japanese). 

4. What do you remember about learning standard Japanese? 

5. Do you still speak your first language? (When and why did you stop speaking it?) 

6. If you speak Ryukyuan, who taught you Ryukyuan? 

7. To whom do you speak it? 

8. Where or in what kinds of activities do you speak it? 

9. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 

10. Do your children and grandchildren speak Ryukyuan? Why or why not? 

11. Do you think you speak less Ryukyuan today? 
Why or why not? 
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12. If you do not speak Ryukyuan, by whom, do you HEAR speaking Ryukyuan 
today? 

13. Where or in what kinds of activities do you HEAR Ryukyuan spoken today? 

14. Do Ryukyuan speakers you know well speak Ryukyuan to you? 

15. Who are they? 

16. What language do they speak to you? 

17. If you speak standard Japanese, to whom? 
(Only for people whose 1^* language is not Japanese), who taught you? 

18. Where are they from? 

19. Where do you speak it? 

20. How often do you speak it? 

21. In what occasion do you hear standard Japanese spoken the most? 

C. Hybrid Language: 
19. Do you know '"Uchina-Yamatoguchi (hybrid language)?" 

(If yes), who do you speak this language with? 
20. Where do you speak it? 
21. Do you speak it on daily basis? 
22. Do you have any thoughts about hybrid language? What do you think the 

difference between Ryukyuan and the Uchina-Yamatoguchi ? 

D. Identity and Language Proficiency: 
1 What language makes you feel Okinawan? Why or why not? 

2 What languages do you speak in your everyday life? 

3 How well do you think you can speak Ryukyuan? 

£. Role of the Languages in the Family & Community 
1 Do you agree with these sentences? 

A) Ryukyuan should be spoken more. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

B) I want to be more proficient in Ryukyuan. 
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Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

C) Ryukyuan is the language of elderly people 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

D) It is better to learn standard Japanese rather than Ryukyuan 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

E) It is not useful any more in modem society. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

F) Uchina-Yamatoguchi is a substitute for Ryukyuan for Okinawans. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

2 Is speaking Okinawan language important for you? Why? Or why not? 

3 Is speaking the hybrid language important for you? Why? Or why not? 

4 Is speaking Japanese language important for you? Why or why not? 

5 Do you want your children to speak Ryukyuan language, now and/or in the futiire? 
Why or why not? 

6 What do you think will happen to Ryukyuan in the future? 

7 What language should Okinawans speak in the future? 

8 (If yes) What ideas or suggestions do you have to renew the language? 

9 Do you think schools should help kids to leam Ryukyuan? 
If Yes, how could they help children leam Ryukyuan? 
If no, why not? 

10 Do you think we need to revitalize Ryukyuan? 

11 Do you have any ideas or suggestions to revitalize Ryukyuan? 
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Interview Questions 
CHILDREN GENERATION 

14 to 20 years of age 

A. Tell me about yourself, your growing up period, and your family. 
a. Your name? 
b. Where were you bom? 
c. Who are your parents and your grandparents? Where are they from? 
d. How old are you? 
e. Where did you grow up? 
f What are some memorable experiences growing up in... ? 
g. Who are important people in your life? What important lessons did 

they teach you? 
h. Do you believe that these same important lessons should be taught to 

your future children? 
i. Why or why not? 

B. Tell me about the languages you speak. Ryukyuan & Standard Japanese: 
1. What language did you speak first? 

2. Who taught you the language? Where or in what kinds of activities did you learn 
it? 

3. When & where did you start learning standard Japanese? (Only for people whose 
1®' language is not Japanese) 

4. What do you remember about learning standard Japanese? 

5. Do you still speak your first language? 

6. If you speak Ryukyuan, who taught you Ryukyuan? 

7. To whom do you speak it? 

8. Where do you speak it? 

9. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 

10. Do you think you speak less Ryukyuan nowadays? 
Why or why not? 

11. If you do not speak Ryukyuan, by whom, do you HEAR speaking Ryukyuan 
to^y? 
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12 .Where or in what kinds of activities do you HEAR Ryukyuan spoken today? 

13 .Do Ryukyuan speakers you know well speak Ryukyuan to you? 

14. Who are they? 

15. What language do they speak to you? 

16. If you speak standard Japanese, to whom? 
(Only for people whose T* language is not Japanese), who taught you? 

17. Where are they from? 

18. Where do you speak it? 

19. How often do you speak it? 

20. In what occasion do you hear standard Japanese spoken the most? 

C. Hybrid language: 
18. Do you know "Uchina-Yamatoguchi (hybrid language)?" 

(If yes), who do you speak with? 
19. Where do you speak it? 
20. Do you speak it on a daily basis? 
21. Do you have any thoughts about hybrid language? What do you think the 

difference between Ryukyuan and Uchina-Yamatoguchil 

D. Identity and Language Proficiency: 
1. Which language makes you feel Okinawan? Why so or why not? 
2. What languages do you speak in your everyday life? 
3. How well do you think you can speak Ryukyuan? 

£. Role of the Languages in the Family & Community 
1 Do you agree with these sentences? 

A) Ryukyuan should be spoken more. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

B) I want to be more proficient in Ryukyuan. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

C) Ryukyuan is the language of elderly people 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
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Why or why not? ( ) 

D) It is better to learn standard Japanese rather than Ryukyuan 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

E) It is not useful any more in modem society. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 
Why or why not? ( ) 

F) Uchina-Yamatoguchi is a substitute for Ryukyuan for Okinawans. 
Yes, No, I don't know. 

2. Is speaking Okinawan language important for you? Why? Why not? 

3. Is speaking the hybrid language important for you? Why? Why not? 

4. Is speaking Japanese language important for you? Why? Why not? 

5. (IF your grandparents and/or parents did not speak to you in Ryukyuan) 
Do you wish they had taught Ryukyuan to you? Why or why not? 

6. Do you want your future children to speak Ryukyuan? 
Why or why not? 

7. What do you think will happen to Ryukyuan in the future? 

8. What language should Okinawans speak in the future? 

9. (If yes), what ideas or suggestion do you have or renew the language? 

10. Do you think schools should help students to learn Ryukyuan? 
If yes, how could they help children learn Ryukyuan? 
If no, why not? 

11. Do you think learning Ryukyuan important for your future life? 
Why or why not? 

12. Do you think we need to revitalize Ryukyuan? 
If not, why not? If yes, why? 

13. Do you have any ideas or suggestions to revitalize Ryukyuan? 

Why or why not? ( ) 
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APPENDIX C 
Participants' Educational Attainment, Occupation, and 

Experience in Mainland Japan 

Interviewees 

Year 

Birth Am 

£4l»e»ti6aat 
AttainmeDt Occupation 

Past Experieaee in 
Mainland Japan 

Lucy Keily 1922 82 7th grade Farmer Work/Travel 

Lily Phillips 1926 78 10th grade Public Travel 

Paul Bird 1929 74 8th grade Farmer Travel 

Clint Wilson 1937 66 2 yrs. College Public TravelAVork 

Anne Ross 1940 64 4 yrs. College Self-employed Travel/Sch 

Leo Kelly 1947 56 4 yrs. College Public TravelAVork 

Mark Phillips 1950 53 4 yrs. College Self-employed SchAVork 

Kathy Bird 1050 53 Vocational College Self-employed SchAVork 

Bill Hall 1955 48 4 yrs. College Public Sch. 

Rose King 1958 46 High sch. Public Travel 

Erick Ross 1962 41 4 yrs. College Business Sch. 
Robert 

Johnson 1964 39 4 yrs. College Business Travel 
Eddie 

Martinez 1969 34 
High Sch.H-

Vocational Sch. Public Travel 

Nick Wilson 1971 32 4 yrs. College l*ublic Sch/Travel 

Lori Kelly 1978 25 4 yrs. College Public Sch/Travel 

David Lane 1979 24 High Sch Business Work/Travel 

Becky Lane 1981 22 2 yrs. College Business Travel 

Jack Bird 1983 19 
Currently 4 yrs. 

College Student Travel 

Kate Crarfce 1983 19 
Currently 4 yrs. 

College Student Sch/Travel 
Thomas 
PhiJJips 1984 18 High school Student Sdi'Travel 
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APPENDIX D 

Participants' Language Abilities and Behaviors 

Inter
viewee 

Year 
of 

Birth A(|e 

Proficient 
in 

Ryukyuan 

1st 
l-anguage 
UY= Uchina-
Yamatoguchi 

Formal 
Styles 

of 
Speech 

Predominan 
t Language 
of the Day Regin 

1 Lucy 
. mi 1922 YES j 

1 uy 
1926 78 Yes Ryukyuan . Jiiiy • ' 

' *• S 
ifTipOnelf jl 

rWiOa m 

<1879^-1941)1 

P«ulBW  ̂ ms 74 
' *• S 

ifTipOnelf jl 

rWiOa m 

<1879^-1941)1 ' .Cfiitt 
'VyiiSQfr. 1937 YES. J/UY 

' *• S 
ifTipOnelf jl 

rWiOa m 

<1879^-1941)1 

.Afme 
1940 64 YES 4/UY J/OY -  " •  - - - . . N  

Leo Ketly 1947 56 YES Ryukyuan No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Mark 
PliiUips 1950 53 YES Ryukyuan No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Kathy 
Bird 1050 53 YES Ryukyuan No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Bill Hall 1955 48 YES Ryukyuan No J/UY U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Rose 
King 1958 46 YES J/UY No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) Erick 

Ross 1962 41 YES J/UY No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Robert 
Johnson 1964 39 YES Ryukyuan No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Eddie 
Martinez 1969 34 YES J/UY No J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Nick 
Wilson 1971 32 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

U.S. 
Occupation 
byUSCAR 
(1945-1972) 

Lori Kelly 1978 25 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) 

David 
Lane 1979 24 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) 

Becky 
Lane 1981 22 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) Jack Bird 1983 19 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) 

Kate 
Clarke 1983 19 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) 

Thomas 
Phillips 1984 18 NO J/UY N/A J/UY 

Japanese 
Democratic 

Period 
(1945-1972) 
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