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About Me
• I was born and raised on the island of O’ahu, Hawai’i on the Leeward 
coast of the island
• My ethnicity is 50% Filipino/25% Japanese/25% Okinawan
• I am a monolingual English speaker
• I mainly identify with local Hawai’i culture
• This project is focusing on my Japanese/Okinawan heritage which 
comes from my father’s side. Insight comes from my father and 
grandmother through multiple interviews



My Japanese/Okinawan Heritage
• My paternal grandmother was born in 
Honolulu, Hawai’i
• English was her first language
• She attended Japanese school for 5 years 
in elementary school, and enrolled in 
conversational Japanese in college but did 
not apply the language in daily life
• Her parents, my great-grandparents were 
also born in Honolulu, Hawai’i. They opened a 
diner and learned how to invest in property 
while they were alive



• Her grandparents, my great-great-grandparents were born in 
Okinawa and moved to Hawai’i for more opportunities and financial 
stability. Worked on the sugarcane fields
• My grandmother moved to Los Angeles, California in the 8th 
grade with her family
• After getting married, she and her husband moved to the Big 
Island, Hawai’I to care for a sick family member
• They eventually moved to O’ahu, Hawai’i in 1974 which is where 
they both currently reside
• Though my grandmother is of Okinawan 
descent, she learned the traditional Japanese
 language and associates herself with 
Japanese local Hawai’i culture rather than 
exclusively Okinawan or Japanese



Why Hawai’i?
• The first Japanese immigrants 
arrived in Hawaii at 1885
• The first Okinawan immigrants 
arrived in Hawaii in 1900 after Japan 
reversed the prohibition of emigration 
from Okinawan Prefecture
• Looking for greater financial 
opportunity, they found work in Hawaii 
sugar cane plantation
• On the field, they performed 
laborious weeding and cutting sugar 
cane
• 1990 was when the first group of 
Okinawan laborers were established



• Hawaii business owners actively recruited Japanese 
immigrants, often sending agents to Japan to sign long-term 
contracts with young men
• In 1920, Japanese organizers joined with Filipino, Chinese, 
Spanish, and Portuguese laborers, and afterwards formed the 
Hawaii Laborers' Association, the islands' first multiethnic 
labor union, and a harbinger of interethnic solidarity to come.



Japanese vs. Okinawan Culture
• Okinawans in Hawaii faced discrimination by the local Japanese community, 
who saw them as backwards due to cultural and linguistic differences
• Most people in Okinawa speak
Okinawan Japanese, a variety of 
Japanesse influenced by Okinawan and 
Kunigamai, a Ryukyuan language spoken 
in the Kunigami District of northern 
Okinawa. There are also some words 
borrowed from English, although fewer 
than in other varieties of Japanese.



Language Variations
● Though my grandmother did not learn the Okinawan Language, she acknowledges 

the distinct dialect differences
● These videos are examples of conversations in Japanese and Okinawan

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qzzweIQoIOU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZWtnP0ft2s


About my Father
• He was born in Los Angeles, 
California
• He moved from the Big Island to 
O’ahu with my grandmother and their 
family
• My father currently lives in 
Honolulu, Hawai’i
• He is a monolingual English 
speaker
• He incorporates Hawaiian Pidgin 
as a part of his language and 
associates with local Hawai’i culture



What is Hawaiian Pidgin?
• My paternal relatives do not 
speak Japanese or Okinawan, 
but instead, associate more 
with English and Hawaiian 
Pidgin
• I also understand Hawaiian 
Pidgin and use this language 
when I am around family, local 
Hawai’i residents, and people 
who are familiar with this creole 
language.



Hawaiian vs. Hawaiian Pidgin
● Hawaiian is an official language of Hawai’i that consists of thirteen letters 

and eight consonants, including the ‘okina
● Hawaiian pidgin is a creole based English language which is spoken by 

many Hawai’i residents 
● As Hawai’i residents, we are not all fluent in the Hawaiian language, but 

respect the people, their land, and their culture
● The audio below is an example of the Hawaiian language 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ozKlHEyyhYc


• Hawaiian Pidgin has evolved from the old plantation days, 
when immigrants came from different countries to work in 
Hawaii’s sugar cane fields. First came the Chinese, Japanese, 
and Portuguese in the mid-1800s. In order to be able to 
communicate with each other and the English-speaking 
plantation owners, a common language developed that 
borrowed words, phrases, intonations, and grammatical 
structures from these 4 different languages. When the 
Okinawans, Puerto Ricans, Koreans, and Filipinos started 
immigrating to Hawaii around 1900, bits of their distinct 
languages were also thrown into the mix.



Examples of Hawaiian Pidgin

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1ZWtnP0ft2s


Japanese Influence on Hawaii Language
·  Hawai’I has transformed Japanese culture in the context of Hawai’I 
residents. They have incorporated Japanese words into Hawai’i slang. 
Some examples are listed below



·  Japanese established Buddhist temples in Hawai’i
·  Obon, or Bon Dan festivals are celebrated in Hawai’i in June and 
August to honor ancestors
·  I do not speak any languages other than English, but my culture is still 
represented through the food, shopping, and tourism in Hawai’i

Japanese/Okinawan Influence on 
Hawai’i Communities



What Does All This Mean to Me?
·  Hawai’i has always felt like home to be because of the 
Japanese and Okinawan influences on the Hawai’i culture
·  Hawaiʻi’s economy depends on Japanese tourism, 
businesses and investments.  Tourism is the state’s number one 
industry. 
·  Because of this, I was always surrounded by people of the 
same ethnicity as myself. However, I struggled with my identity 
since I did not feel strongly connected to my Filipino or 
Japanese/Okinawan culture
·  From this experience, I have learned how many generations 
were born in Hawai’i which explains my immediate family’s 
cultural ties to the local culture. 



How Do I See Myself Now?
·  Through interviewing my family history and learning about our 
heritage, my connections to the Hawai’i resident culture has been 
solidified.
·  My ethnicity is Filipino/Japanese/Okinawan, but I associate with the 
local Hawai’i culture
·  Hawai’i culture is a blend of many other cultures which is what makes 
it so special and unique



How Do I See Myself Now?
·  I used to be ashamed that I did not know 
the language of my ethnicities, but I have 
learned that I am a product of my ancestors 
and their cultural values. I understand the 
mixture of Japanese slang such as “bocha” 
and “bobora” along with Hawaiian Pidgin 
because that is the language they used. 
These words and phrases are used in my 
family’s daily life, and after moving away from 
Hawai’i, I have grown a greater appreciation 
for the languages and communities I was 
raised in and hope to pass these values down 
to my children.
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