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Thank you for this opportunity. I would like to express solidarity with Indigenous comrades here and beyond. 

Although Japan refuses to identify Okinawans/Lew Chewans as Indigenous in Japan, Indigenous Lew Chewans meet the criteria for Indigenous acknowledgment set by the Japanese Diet, as demonstrated in 2019 when Japan officially recognized the Ainu people in Hokkaido as Indigenous. This recognition was granted to Ainu people’s unique language, religion, and culture, which are also present in Lew Chew. 

Since I was born in Okinawa, we have been discouraged to speak our Indigenous languages, because, if we do not speak proper Japanese, we, Okinawans, cannot be successful in society.[endnoteRef:1] Speaking Okinawan or Lew Chewan languages are seen as rebellious, unfit, or uneducated due to long-term Japanese assimilation.[endnoteRef:2] Although 90% of the population acknowledge the significance of our Indigenous languages in our everyday life,[endnoteRef:3] the 2021 public survey shows that only 10% of the survey participants have a full comprehension of our Indigenous languages.[endnoteRef:4] It should be noted that there is more than one Indigenous language in Lew Chew.[endnoteRef:5] [1:  Taira, Kazufumi. 2019. "A systematic form of Japanization in Okinawa: Japanese identity construction through a Japanization discourse in textbooks and a textbook guide." International Studies in Sociology of Education 28, no. 2: 110-126.]  [2:  Hammine, Madoka. 2021. "Educated not to speak our language: Language attitudes and newspeakerness in the Yaeyaman language." Journal of Language, Identity & Education 20, no. 6: 379-393.]  [3:  Okinaw Times. 2024. "90% of Okinawan residents think the Okinawan word 'shimakutouba' is necessary in daily life, FY2023 prefectural survey: what proportion of people use it more than 'just as a greeting'." n.d. Okinawa Times + Plus. Accessed July 4, 2024. https://www.okinawatimes.co.jp/articles/-/1349557.]  [4:  Okinawa Prefecture. 2021. "Report on the 2021 Shimakutuba Prefectural Citizens' Attitude Survey." Okinawa Prefecture Official Web Site. Accessed July 4, 2024. https://www.pref.okinawa.lg.jp/shigoto/kankotokusan/1011671/1011741/1011777/1011781.html.]  [5:  Heinrich, Patrick, Shinsho Miyara, and Michinori Shimoji, eds. 2015. Handbook of the Ryukyuan languages: History, structure, and use. de Gruyter, 2015.] 


The Lew Chewan/Okinawan languages were included in UNESCO's Red Book of Endangered Languages in 2009. Following Japan's annexation of the Lew Chew kingdom in 1879, the Lew Chewan languages faced suppression and prohibition. 

During WWII, the Japanese military ordered that speaking in Lew Chewan languages could result in execution, leading to the marginalization and near extinction of our native languages.[endnoteRef:6] In fact, the Japanese military executed Okinawans for speaking Indigenous languages, calling us “spy.” Even after WWII, discrimination continued, as Japanese assimilation was accelerated. For example, children were prohibited to speak Okinawan languages at school with punitive shame of “dialect placard (hōgen fuda).”[endnoteRef:7] Students were forced to hang it around the neck for a whole day when they spoke Okinawan languages at school. This colonial tactic was implemented on many Indigenous peoples in the world to erase Indigenous languages. Our native languages are critical to maintain and transmit Indigenous knowledge, values, and customs.  [6:  neverforget1945. 2023. "Who were the 'spies' for the Japanese army - Executed as 'spies' by the Japanese army for simply speaking Okinawan." Battle of Okinawa. april 28, 2023. https://battle-of-okinawa.hatenablog.com/entry/2023/04/28/220034.]  [7:  Hiroya, Miyagi. 2022. "Reprimands, slaps and fines for using dialect, Okinawa, schools forced to use standard Japanese." Mainichi Shimbun. Accessed July 2, 2024. https://mainichi.jp/articles/20221216/k00/00m/040/269000c.] 


Despite the UN urging, the Japanese government continues to deny the existence of Lew Chewan people and languages, refusing to acknowledge any oppression and assimilation of Lew Chewans. 

Language carries many Indigenous values that connect us with ancestors and future generations. We want our future generations to proudly speak Okinawan languages. Our Indigenous languages should be what we are proud of. This speaks to the Article 13 of UNDRIP. We demand to secure our rights to revitalize and maintain our Indigenous languages. 
