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Thank you, Mr. Chairperson 
My name is Shisei Toma from Okinawa in Japan. I am a member of the 

Association of the Indigenous Peoples in the Ryukyus. This is my first time to 
attend UN meeting and I am very glad to be here. First of all, I would like to say 
thank you to WGIP for their twenty-one years of their work. I strongly hope that a 
meeting like this will continue as before. 

We often think little of languages, but they are one of the main factors of our 
culture. We have a very tragic history in which our Okinawan language, was limited 
by the Japanese government from 1940 to the 1945. During World War II, Japanese 
imperial army prohibited us to speak Okinawan language because they could not 
understand it. If we spoke our language, they suspected it to be espionage and 
punished us. 

After WWII, and after Okinawa was returned to Japan in 1972, the Okinawan 
language was strictly prohibited in our own schools, and the students who spoke the 
language were punished by hanging a board called hogenfuda around their necks. 
In this process, the existence of the Okinawan language nearly died out. today, 
young people rarely have the chance to use their traditional language, and many of 
them cannot speak it. Once you do not use your own language, it will become a dead 
language or a sleeping language. If it is a sleeping language, you can bring it back, 
but once language dies we cannot recover it. 

A difference in language within a country is not a handicap, but it is an 
important character of various languages. One who speaks a different language 
from mainstream should not be discriminated only because of its difference. It is not 
right to prohibit it just because you do not understand it. To respect others culture 
is very important, and the same thing can be applied to languages. 

In the Meiji era, the modern system of education was introduced in Japan, and 
in that process traditional music was excluded, and only foreign (western) music 
v.-as taught in schools. It was the only country which did not teach their traditional 
music. Recently, the Ministry of Education an$ Science in Japan aiimiuttu t iuo 
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mistake and started to teach the traditional music in classes experimentally. 
In order to recover the Okinawan language once prohibited in schools, it is 

necessary to introduce it in education. This is the only way to revive the language 
before it becomes a dead language. For this purpose, it is necessary that the 
standard for the rights to languages of the indigenous peoples be established, and 
we sincerely hope that some kind of measure should be taken by the Japanese 
government. Also, we would like to learn the way to retain our own language by 
ourselves, from the experience of other indigenous peoples in the world. 

As I said earlier, the difference in language is a very important heritage of 
our culture. We should not oppress or make it as a source of discrimination. We, the 
Okinawans, do not have to feel the difference from mainland Japanese as a 
handicap and we should develop it as an important factor of our culture. Thank you. 
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