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Documenting, Teaching, and Revitalizing Uchinaa-guchi: the Future of the Okinawan Language
Stewart Curry, Kyoko Hijirida, and Leon Serafim (University of Hawai‘i at Mänoa)

Overview: Okinawan as a moribund language

Aging speaker population
Most Okinawans under the age of 45 are monolingual in Japanese, and while those roughly 45 to 75
may understand and use some Okinawan (generally preferring Japanese), it is mostly those 75 and older
for whom Okinawan is a living language (and even these are bilingual in Japanese).

Official promulgation of Japanese and discouragement of högen
This state has come about due to active Japanese-only policies after the annexation of the Ryukyus to
Japan in 1879 through the end of World War II. The ascendancy of Japanese continued during the
American occupation period, as a means of expressing solidarity with Japan and support for reversion.
Japanese is the language of modern life — media, education, business, etc. — in Okinawa.
Compounding the problem for Okinawan is the popular notion that it is a dialect of Japanese rather
than a distinct language related to Japanese: a dialect in danger seems of less concern than a language in
danger.

Okinawan today
There has been a steady and perhaps growing interest in public use of Okinawan, including radio,
television, and internet. Traditional and contemporary Okinawan music, and traditional theatre are
popular as well.
In addition, actual educational efforts are being made, with the production of language texts and
teaching programs undertaken by various entities.
The idea that Okinawan — compared to other moribund languages — is relatively healthy and has
perhaps bright prospects can be reasonably advanced. The speaker population is still fairly large, and
use of the language, though limited in domain, is steady. Okinawan has also received a comparatively
large amount of documentary attention and interest. It also has an indigenous written tradition, dating
from 1532 with initial compilation of the Omoro söshi, right up to the present day.
Conservationists working on languages in danger of complete disappearance may reasonably wonder:
why Okinawan? Our response: a good foundation begs to be built upon, not only in Okinawa itself, but
in the world-wide Okinawan diaspora as well.

Okinawan reference works in English (and other languages of the Okinawan diaspora)

Rationale for creation of non-Japanese reference works
Nearly all reference documentation of Okinawan is in Japanese, which limits access to materials by the
general community of linguistics scholars, and by interested non-scholars in heritage communities where
Japanese has limited currency. (The Okinawan diaspora numbers some 670,000 persons, including 50,000
in Hawai‘i.)
Extant and planned works
The Center for Japanese Studies at the University of Hawai‘i sponsored the publication of the first such
work since Chamberlain’s 1895 grammar and dictionary, the Okinawan-English Wordbook, published in
2006. Currently in preparation under the sponsorship of The UH Center for Okinawan Studies is Compleat
Okinawan — a Comprehensive Portrait of its Modern and Historical Vocabulary, a full-scale dictionary of the
language. In addition, as the majority of the Okinawan diaspora is in Latin America, publication of
localized Wordbooks in Spanish and Portuguese is under consideration.

Selected resources
www.rokinawa.co.jp
www.okinawabbtv.com
ryukyu-lang.lib.u-ryukyu.ac.jp/index.html
Kishi Masanobu, trans., 2001. Wannee mayaa du yaru [original: Natsume Soseki, Wagahai wa neko de aru].

Naha: Shinpö Shuppan. ISBN4-916224-06-X C0095
yuntakusabira.ti-da.net
Sakihara, Mitsugu, 2006. Okinawan-English Wordbook. Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press.
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Sample page from the Okinawan-English Wordbook, 2006
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Sample page from fore-matter of the Okinawan-English Wordbook, 2006
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Sample page from the Compleat Okinawan, in preparation
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Sample page from prospective Libro de palabras okinawense-español
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Revitalization of Uchinaa-guchi In Hawai‘i
Community-Based Uchinaa-guchi Classes

Uchinaa-guchi Class at the Lanakila Senior Center
In June of 1985, Takenobu Higa, with the assistance of Chiyoko Shiroma, initiated an Uchinaa-guchi
class at the Lanakila Senior Center.
Uchinaa-guchi Class at the Hawai‘i Okinawa Center
The Uchinaa-guchi class at the Hawai‘i Okinawa Center (HOC) began in 1996 based on ideas and
discussions generated in a meeting of program officers.
Media-Oriented Community
KZOO 1210, an AM radio station in Honolulu, has developed strong ties with the Okinawan
community. Keiko Ura, a native Okinawan, has been a central figure in the promotion of an Okinawan
language program for young people in Hawai‘i Okinawan communities since 2001.

Institution-based Classes: Uchinaa-guchi Courses at the University of Hawai‘i at Mänoa
Okinawan Language and Culture courses JPN 471 and JPN 472 are offered by the Department of East
Asian Languages and Literatures. The courses were implemented in 2004; currently Kyoko Hijirida
teaches JPN 471 and Leon Serafim JPN 472 (for information on course content for JPN 472, see p.9).
JPN 471 Okinawan Language and Culture Course I
(1) Okinawan Language
(2) Okinawan Proverbs
(3) Okinawan Folklore
(4) Influential People in Okinawan History  
(5) Okinawan Songs and Dance
(6) Okinawan Foods
(7) Annual Events in Okinawa
(8) Okinawan Communities in Hawai‘i
Student research and presentations

When the basic studies are finished, students are free to pursue further the themes
of their interest on their own, producing a paper for class presentation.

Course Objectives
The overall course objectives are: 1) While comprehending the linguistic significance of the Okinawa
Language, students come to understand the basic grammatical rules along with the practical
communication at the beginner’s level; 2) While understanding the culture of Okinawa, students
come to appreciate its value system and way of thinking through actual class participation; and 3)
While encouraging and enabling students to participate freely in the cultural activities of the local
Okinawan communities in Hawai’i, students attain cultural enjoyment and enrichment.

Teaching Strategies
For class activities, unique Okinawan values such as yuimaaru (cooperative way of thinking and
doing) are adopted and practiced in the classroom. Students are divided into six groups which offer
help to other class members as needed.

Using the Okinawan-English Wordbook as a language tool
The Wordbook is used to introduce new vocabulary so students can read works such as short stories,
serving as a first step to guide students toward independent reading of folk tales and other works.

Future Agenda
Okinawan language textbooks

Instructional Materials Used for the Course
Wakai hitotachi no tame no Uchinaa-guchi nyümon, Shigehisa Karimata
Champuru Handbook, Kyoko Hijirida and Tomoko Oshiro
Okinawan-English Wordbook, Mitsugu Sakihara, ed. by Stewart Curry
Uchinaa nu kurashi tu nkashi-banashi, Okinawago Fukyü Kyögi Kai
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キジムナー  Tale of Kijimuna

んかし
昔、

やんばる
山原ぬ

さち
崎
むとぅぶ
本部んかい

さーたーやー
砂糖屋ぬあたん。

さーたーやー
砂糖屋ぬ

あがりかた
東方んかい

1
ウスクぬ

うふきー
大樹ぬあたん。うぬ

きー
樹ぬ

にむとぅ
根元んかいキジムナーが

しみか
住家そー

たん。キジムナーや
たけふどー
背丈

くー
小さしが、

あか
赤
がん
茶
たー
髪そーてぃ

いっぺー
大変

  ２ ぐるむん
敏 捷や

てぃ、
うみわざ
魚業ぬ

かってぃ
上手なてぃ

いゆ
魚ぬ

みんたま
目玉びけーん

とぅ
取てぃ

か
食むたん。キジム

ナーや
なち
夏
ふゆ
冬
あみ
雨ぬ

ふぃー
日ん

かじ
風ぬ

ふぃー
日ん

めーにち
毎日

い ざい
夜漁しーが

っん
出じてぃ

３
ゆるっとぅ

くら
暮ちょーたん。

　キジムナーぬ
しみか
住家そーるウスクぬ

うふきー
大樹ぬ

とぅな
隣いんかいカマデーとぅマカテーんでぃ言

る
わか
若
みーとぅんだ
夫 婦ぬ

くら
暮ちょーたん。ある

ゆる
夜、カマデーやキジムナ

ーとぅ
まじゅー
一緒ん

い
夜
ざい
漁んかい

っん
行じゃん。キジムナーや

しぐ
直に

すー
潮
ぐち
口

んかい
ちゅふぃさ
一足

いっ
入たがやーんでぃ

うむ
思たれー、

なみ
波ぬ

うぃーはーえー
上駆足っし

っん
行じゃん。カマデーやキジムナー

しじゃまん
様子見ち

うふどぅんもーい
大 仰 天さん。

キジムナーやカマデーんかい
ふぇー
早くなーふぇーくなーんち

あぎ
急

まーちゃん。

　カマデーがキジムナー
くしうー
後追てぃ

っん
行じゃれー、イラブチャー、タマン、ミーバイ、

いるいる
色々ぬ

いのー
内海

いゆ
漁ぬ

ま じま
山積っとーたん。やしが、

い
魚よー

む る
全部

みんたま
目玉ぬねーらんたん。

みんた
目玉まー、キジムナーが

か
食だんでぃぬ

くとぅ
事やたん。

うっ
多さぬ

いゆ
魚ぬ

なーか
中にカマデーが

し
好ちゅ

る
たく
蛸ぬ

みー
見らん。

ぬー
何やてぃ

みー
見らんがんでぃ

とぅー
問たくとぅ、キジムナーや「

わん
私ねー

たこー
蛸

し
好かん

くとぅ
たこー
蛸

とぅ
取らん。また、

っちゅ
人間ぬ

ふぃー
屁とぅ

てぃーだ
太陽

し
好かん。あんし

わん
私

ねー
ふぃる
昼

ひなかきー
日中樹ぬ

しみか
住家をぅてぃ

まが
曲とーてぃ

あこーくろー
黄 昏に

うき
起てぃ

うみわざ
漁業す

ん」カマデーやキジムナーとぅ
どぅし
友達になてぃ

めーにちいゆ
毎日魚

くわっちー
馳走そーた

しが、
かな
愛さる

とぅじ
妻ぬマカテー

しか
寂らーさしみてぃ

めーゆる
毎晩夜漁んかい

まじゅー
一緒ん行かんだれーならんなたくとぅ、

みーとぅん
夫婦だーいるいる相談

さん。
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　あんし、
あるふぃー
或日ぬ

くとぅ
事、相談さるぐとぅにキジムナーが

しみか
住家そーるウスクぬ

にー
根

や
焼ちゅ

る
くとぅ
事になたん。

ふぃーじー
平常ぬ

い
夜

ざ
漁えー

めー
前ぬ

うみ
海んかいどぅ

い
行ちゅたしが、うぬ

ふぃー
日や

かに
兼

く ばる
久原ぬ

めー
前ぬ

とぅ
遠さる

ふぃ
干

し
瀬んかい

い
行ちゅる

くとぅ
事になたん。

しぇー
幸うぇーに

うみ
海ん

とぅり
凪てぃ

ふぃり
干

すー
瀬なてぃ

いゆ
魚ん

うほー
多く

とー
採とーたしが、

あった
急にキジムナーが

はな
鼻
ふぃる
広ぎてぃ

わん
私

し みか
住家ぬ

やちかざ
焼臭すんでぃ

い
言ち、

ちし
岸ん

かい
ん
向かてぃ

い っ さ ん
一目散

ばーえー
駆足すたん。うぬ

しじゃま
仕様

ん
見ちゃる

か ま で ー
カマデーや、

とぅじ
妻ぬどぅ

ふぃーち
火付きたし

が
わか
解らん

ふーじー
様子っし、

き じ む な ー
キジムナー

う -
追てぃ

はー
走えーなたん。キジムなーや

すみか
住家ぬ

めー
燃とーし

ながみ
眺

てぃ
ちるだい
落胆っし、カマデーんかい

ん
向かてぃ

４ なだ
涙 ぐるまーいっし、

ちゅー
今日から

わん
私ねー

ま ー
何処をぅ

てぃ
くら
暮すがやーんでぃ

５ な
泣ちかかたん。やしが、

いじじゅーむん
気丈者のキジムナーやシンナナ

ばし
橋ぬ

すば
側

ぬウスクぬ
あ
在しぇーんでぃ

い
言ち

しぐ
直に

はーえー
駆足っし

っん
行じゃん。うりから

あとー
後、キジムナーぬ

うとぅさたー
音沙汰ねーらんなたんでぃ

い
言る

くとぅ
事やん。キジムナーや

とぅくる
地域にゆってぃ「キムナー」

「セーマ」「ブナガヤー」んでぃん
っゆ
言ん。

　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　

注：① ウスク「アコウ」　② 敏捷やてぃ「すばやい」　③ ゆるっとぅ「平穏に」
　　④ 涙ぐるまーっし「涙ぐんで」　⑤ 泣ちかかたん「泣いてよりかかった」
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キジムナー　Tale of Kijimuna

んかし
昔、

やんばる
山原ぬ

さち
崎
むとぅぶ
本部んかい

さーたーやー
砂糖屋ぬあたん。

さーたーやー
砂糖屋ぬ

あがりかた
東方んかい

!
ウスクぬ

うふきー
大樹ぬあた

ん。うぬ
きー
樹ぬ

にむとぅ
根元んかいキジムナーが

しみか
住家そーたん。キジムナーや

たけふどー
背丈

くー
小さしが、

あか
赤

がん
茶
たー
髪そーてぃ

いっぺー
大変

" ぐるむん
敏捷やてぃ、

うみわざ
魚業ぬ

かってぃ
上手なてぃ

いゆ
魚ぬ

みんたま
目玉びけーん

とぅ
取てぃ

か
食むたん。

キジムナーや
なち
夏
ふゆ
冬
あみ
雨ぬ

ふぃー
日ん

かじ
風ぬ

ふぃー
日ん

めーにち
毎日

い ざい
夜漁しーが

っん
出じてぃ

#
ゆるっとぅ

くら
暮ちょーたん。

1) Find the meanings of the words listed below using Okinawan-English Wordbook.

ことば 読み方 意味 頁
東 agari p.5
ウスク usuku p.199
大 ufu- P.188
キジムナー kijimunaa n. a tree fairy; a tree spirit p.93
背丈 taki-fudu P.172
赤茶髪 aka-gantaa p. 7
大変 ip-pee p. 71
敏捷 guru-mun p.51
上手 katti p.90
目玉 min-tama p.118
びけー bikee p.17
食むん kamun p.84
夜漁 ijai p.69
ゆるっとぅ yuruttu p.226

注）Noun (place) + んかい：　Noun (place)　＋　に

2) Summarize the paragraph in your own words.
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Okinawan language revitalization in Okinawa — and elsewhere

Identifying the language in space and time
Just what is this thing called Okinawan? It is typically said to refer to the common language of the most
heavily populated areas of the prefecture, roughly from Naha in the south to just past the Kadena area,
the area of the old Chüzan Kingdom, which eventually encompassed all of the Ryukyus. This common
language is thought to be based either on the language of the old capital of Shuri, or else the language of
Shuri’s former commercial town, Naha. For traditionalists, Uchinaaguchi is the speech of Shuri, and for
those who think of the most vibrant and heavily populated area, it is the speech of Naha. Shuri is also
the dialect that is considered to be the direct descendant of Old and Middle Okinawan. The different
viewpoint is encapsulated in two dictionaries that share the same name, Okinawago Jiten, or Dictionary
of Okinawan. The earlier one, from 1963, is a lexicon of the Shuri language, and the latter, from 2006, is a
dictionary of the Naha dialect.

Okinawan in the context of Ryukyuan
Hattori Shirö believed that all of Northern Ryukyuan was really one language, but with a great deal of
variation from village to village. Hattori also pointed out that a deep linguistic divide separated any
Ryukyuan dialect from any Japanese dialect.

Linguistic legacy in the diaspora
The bulk of emigrants from Okinawa came from the areas roughly co-equal with the Chüzan Kingdom,
although a fair number came from just north of there. The question of just what should be called
Okinawan is close to a moot point for them.

From recording Okinawan to teaching Okinawan
Since the 1970s, the weakening of Ryukyuan dialects has been a concern for scholars. Uemura Yukio and
others began large-scale work to record at least a homogeneous data-set for each dialect. Professor
Karimata Shigehisa of the University of the Ryukyus, who studied under Prof. Uemura as an
undergraduate, has continued this work in field linguistics and in teaching Okinawan as a living
language. Now that Prof. Miyara Shinshö is teaching Okinawan as well, Prof. Karimata has focued on
teaching the language of Miyako. In addition, the Okinawa-go Fukyü Kyögikai [Society of Okinawan
Language Revitalization] may soon support the teaching of Okinawan in the public school system, with
the cooperation of the Prefectural Board of Education.

From Okinawa to the diaspora in Hawai‘i — and beyond
Excerpts from the society’s intermediate reader, Uchinaa nu kurashi tu nkashibanashi, and material from
another textbook, Shinpen · Okinawa no bungaku, on Ryukyuan literature, which includes a great deal of
material in the classical language, have been used in UH’s second-semester Okinawan Language and
Culture course, JPN 472.
Two scholars have come to Hawai‘i at different times to study the local Ryüka — or Ryukyuan poetry —
scene: the late Kadekaru Chizuko, of Okinawa Kokusai Daigaku, and Professor Nakahodo Masanori, of
the University of the Ryukyus. The latter has been known to say that the Ryüka production scene in
Hawai‘i is more vibrant than that in Okinawa. The new generation here includes large numbers of
people who are eager to learn more Okinawan.
So Okinawan is also being taught in the diaspora, including non-university classes in Hawai‘i and South
America. For the younger generation, a sufficient knowledge of Japanese can be a big stumbling block.
For people such as these, Prof. Mitsugu Sakihara compiled his English-Okinawan work, on which the
OEW is based. Work will continue on its successor, and as time passes, on the creation of more and
more English-language-based study materials.

Selected references
Kokuritsu Kokugo Kenkyüjo, eds. 1963. Okinawago jiten (Dictionary of Okinawan). Tokyo: Ökurashö

Insatsukyoku.
Uchima Chokujin and Nohara Mitsuyoshi, eds. 2006. Okinawago jiten: Naha högen o chüshin ni (Dictionary

of Okinawan, Based upon Naha Dialect). Tokyo: Kenkyüsha.
Hateruma Eikichi, gen. ed., & Okinawaken Kyöiku Bunka Shiryö Sentä, eds. Shinpen · Okinawa no

Bungaku (The Literature of Okinawa, new edition). Naha: Okinawa Jiji Shuppan.
Okinawago Fukyü Kyögikai (= Uchinaaguchi Firumiiru Jinmi nu Kwai), eds. Uchinaa nu kurashi tu

nkashibanashi (Okinawa’s Daily Life and Folk Stories). Naha: OFK.


