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Indigenous language reclamation programs are considered an important way to reclaim 
indigenous identities and empower indigenous community members. Yet, without enough 
considerations for the participants, they could inhibit the language learning of those par-
ticipants. The goal of this article is to empower Ryukyuan indigenous language learners 
using compassionate listening practices to support their learning. The author focuses on 
language reclamation activities targeting new speakers of the Yaeyaman language. The aut-
hor analyzed interviews with new speakers (learners) of Yaeyaman and conducted video-
recordings. This article identifies the following three issues: (1) linguistic purism, (2) ling-
uistic insecurity, and (3) lack of ethical principles. These problems seem to hinder new 
speakers’ motivation to learn and speak their heritage languages. The author found that the 
emotions and feelings of new speakers are often overlooked and thus, suggests that new 
learners can be empowered by addressing their feelings through compassionate listen prac-
tices. Hence, we need to focus on the emotional support of language learners. The article 
proposes using compassionate listening practices to empower language learners who are 
embedded in social power struggles both from outside and inside the language community. 

Introduction
Over the past decades, many initiatives to revive, revitalise or reclaim indigenous 
languages and identities have sprung up around the world. Some of these language 
revitalisation projects involve changes of national policies while others are highly 
localized. Although indigenous language reclamation projects often aim at address-
ing historical domination over indigenous populations, such projects have the po-
tential to “endanger endangered languages” if they are applied without conscious 
awareness and careful plannning (Whaley 2011). This article focuses on the context 
of indigenous language reclamation, in the Ryukyus (see figure 1). The Ryukyuan 
language family consists of at least five distinct languages, traditionally spoken in 
the Ryukyus, a chain of islands in the southwest region of Japan. The Ryukyuan 
languages are either definitely or severely endangered according to the standards 
set out in the UNESCO Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger. A group of new 
speakers are emerging in different regions of the Ryukyus both through local ini-
tiatives and through different collaborative projects with researchers (e.g. Sakihara 
and Oyakawa 2021; NPO-hands-on, no date; Port Language Revitalisation Project 
2020; Topping 2021; Zlazli 2021). 
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Figure 1. East Asia with Ryukyu Islands.

Although recognized by most linguists as sister languages of Japanese, Ryukyuan 
languages have historically been treated in Japan as hōgen, or dialects of Japanese, 
and are still viewed as such by many Ryukyuan islanders. This view of Ryukyuan 
languages as  hōgen resulted from an ideology of Japan as a monolingual nation 
(Heinrich 2012) and has been a major obstacle to language preservation in the Ry-
ukyus. Intergenerational transmission of Ryukyuan was mostly broken in the early 
1950s, and most Ryukyuan people born since the 1970s are monolingual Japanese 
speakers (Anderson and Heinrich 2014). A more recent study in one community in 
the Northern Ryukyus, on Okinoerabu Island, shows that people in their 40s have 
linguistic knowledge of their local languages and are therefore passive bilinguals of 
Japanese and the local language (Yokoyama and Kagoyama 2019). 

Among different Ryukyuan communities, this article focuses on one, the Yaeya-
man language. After the Ryukyu Kingdom (1479–1879) was annexed in 1872 by Ja-
pan, the Yaeyama Islands were integrated into Okinawa Prefecture under the mod-
ern administration of Japan in 1879. The term ‘Yaeyaman language’ is often used 
when these linguistic varieties are described in English (Heinrich et al. 2015). The 
people from Yaeyama, however, use different terminologies, depending on areas 
and islands to describe their linguistic varieties. For instance, the terms, sumamuni1 
or sïmamuni are used by members of different communities. Each village has its 
own terms for their traditional speech practices such as meeramuni (a variety in 
Miyara) or kumoomuni (a variety in Kohama). Each village in Yaeyama has its own 
history as well as culture, languages, traditions, and identities (Matsuda 2008; Miki 
2003; Miyagi 1972).

Previous Research 
Previous studies show that the discourse of “endangered” languages could possibly 
do harm to the community if used without careful considerations (Davis 2017; Hill 
2002). Universal ownership, hyperbolic valorization, and enumeration were identi-
fied as difficulties related to this emergent discourse of “endangered” languages (Hill 
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2002). Universal ownership refers to an idea of saving languages because these lan-
guages belong to all of humanity while hyperbolic valorization refers to viewing these 
languages as valuable “treasures” or “priceless” wealth. Enumeration means enumer-
ating speakers or languages using a highly colonial way of “counting” speakers left. 
Recently, some studies argued that the discourse of endangerment does not serve the 
needs of their speakers or signers and propose a shift of discourse when referring to 
minoritized languages. For instance, Leonard (2012, 359) defines language reclama-
tion as “the larger effort by a community to claim its right to speak a language and to 
set associated goals in response to community needs and perspectives.” Roche, Kroik 
and Maruyama (2018, 7) define indigenous efflorescence as process-oriented term 
to draw attention to “the creative, dynamic nature of the contemporary indigenous 
moment.” Indigenous efflorescence involves something exceeding the recreation of 
the past, the return to a former state of being.” These authors argue for the need to 
respond to community needs and perspectives and to shift scholarly focus to the fluid 
or dynamic nature of indigenous (language) reclamation. 

In the last decades, the discourse of language endangerment has become domi-
nant among scholars as well as among the public in the Ryukyus. Locally initiated 
language revitalisation projects are emerging in different areas across the Ryukyuan 
archipelago, without official governmental recognition of Ryukyuan “dialects” as 
languages in their own right (Ishihara 2016). Along with a number of emerging 
language revitalisation activities, both prefecturally funded and locally initiated, 
numerous “new speakers” (O’Rourke et al. 2015) of indigenous languages are 
emerging. New speakers refer to those speakers of indigenous vernaculars who did 
not acquire these vernacular languages at home as their first languages, but rather 
acquired these languages outside of the home, often through the education system 
or as an adult learner (Costa 2015; O’Rourke et al. 2015; Williams 2019). The notion 
of the “new speaker” was introduced into the field of language revitalisation that 
is already populated with two terms that carry a great deal of ideological weight: 
the “semi-speaker” and the “native speaker” (Jaffe 2015). While the terms “native-
speaker,” “semi-speaker” or even “rusty-speaker” have been used in previous re-
search in the context of endangered languages, “new speaker” as a concept sheds 
lights on the future-oriented processes in language reclamation. 

By using the term “new speaker,” language reclamation researchers challenge the 
belief in the automatic complete competence of “native speakers” in their “native 
languages” (Doerr 2009, 39). The concept of new speaker focuses on the process of 
language learning and also shows that linguistic competence is a product of complex 
process involving education, language and cultural policies in a given society. Chal-
lenging these beliefs around “native speakers” and “competence” is important in the 
context of language reclamation where language learners learn indigenous minori-
tized languages as heritage. The concept of the “new speaker” therefore raises ques-
tions about “nativeness” as a source of authority and as a target in the upward move-
ment of language revitalisation and the creation of new speakers. The concept entails 
hope for the future; “he or she evokes an upward movement away from language shift 
and loss rather than an inevitable downward slope” (Jaffe 2015, 23). 

New speakers have been largely ignored as a linguistic group in the Ryukyuan 
contexts, despite the fact that such speakers are a necessary part of reversing lan-
guage shift (RLS) in minoritized endangered languages. This is a result of native 
speakers often being considered as the only legimitate representatives of a linguistic 
community. Therefore, I investigate the following questions: 
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What kind of experiences do leaners of Yaeyaman experience in their language learning 
journey to become new speakers?

How can we frame language revitalisation/reclamation projects to support new speak-
ers’ language learning journey? 

The Researcher’s Positionality 
While language community members have increasingly written about indigenous 
languages around the world, they still rarely serve as primary voices in scholarly 
outlets. As the author, I thus focus this paper on the perspectives of indigenous2 
community members and learners of indigenous languages (e.g. Leonard 2018), 
both of which are categories to which I myself belong. As Nakagawa (2020) 
writes, Ryukyuan islanders tend to have differences visibly, culturally, linguisti-
cally, historically, and spiritually from “mainland” Japanese. In this article, I in-
clude voices and experiences of new speakers of Ryukyuan languages to provide a 
picture of social dynamics within indigenous language communities. 

Among the different varieties of the Yaeyaman language, meeramuni, Miyara 
Yaeyaman (henceforth, Miyaran) is the author’s heritage language, a language(s) of 
ancestors and family which is not a majority language in the nation state (see e.g. 
Van Deusen-Scholl 2003). As is the case for most individuals belonging to younger 
generations in the Ryukyus, I did not have the chance to learn this language in my 
childhood. My grandparents and some relatives are full speakers of Miyaran. I started 
learning it as an adult with the help of recordings and materials made by linguists 
as well as traditional speakers of Miyaran (see more in Hammine 2021). While be-
ing a cultural (partial) insider sometimes works to my advantage, the positionality of 
the researcher might also affect my research process negatively. This research might 
have limitations due to the positionality of the researcher on account of my subjective 
emotions, relationships with research participants and communities. 

Research Methodology  
This research draws from a framework of indigenous Methodologies (Kovach 2005; 
Smith 1999; Wilson 2008). Fundamental to indigenous Methodologies is the rec-
ognition that language is a social practice, and as a consequence, working with an 
endangered language entails social engagement with careful consideration of social 
dynamics and needs that underline language use (e.g. Whaley 2011). By employing 
indigenous Methodologies as a research framework, I view science as being insepa-
rable from art, and religion and knowledge as also being approached through one’s 
senses and intuitions (Wilson 2008, 55). In this framework, research is understood 
as a holistic process of decolonization. As Smith (1999, 41) writes, decolonization is 
not the rejection of Western theories but rather, it is about centering our concerns 
and worldviews and then coming to know and understand theory and research 
from our own perspective and for our own purposes. Therefore, indigenous Meth-
odologies as a framework enables the researcher to focus on instances where new 
speakers of Ryukyuan face difficulties or struggles the during the language acquisi-
tion process. This framework allows me to focus on not only mere acquisition of 
a language, but also participants’ feelings and emotions concerning their language 
learning journey. Indigenous methodologies enable our indigenous experiences to 
come forward, and I aim at providing a possible efflorescence of indigenous lan-
guages and identities (Roche et al. 2018). 
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This research also draws from a framework of Participatory Action Research 
(Filipović 2019). Participatory action research enables researchers to become in-
volved with language reclamation for communities. Thus, the research process has 
been interactive, involving educational activities of Yaeyaman both inside and out-
side the village. During my fieldwork in Yaeyama, I conducted language lessons 
at Miyara Elementary School on Ishigaki island and produced learning materi-
als including a series of language learning podcasts. I translated some children`s 
stories (“the Gigantic Turnip” by Aleksey Nikolayevich Tolstoy and “Three Billy 
Goats Gruff,” a Norwegian folktale) into Miyaran (Hammine 2020). In April 2020, 
I started a community radio program with two other speakers/teachers, in which 
each of us uses different varieties of Ryukyuan. Since 2019, I have also conducted a 
Yaeyaman language study group in which members meet occasionally with youth 
from the Yaeyama islands. Employing Participatory Action Research, my role both 
as a researcher and activist plays a fundamental role in this research. 

To capture emotions of both new speakers and native speakers of Yaeyaman, I 
employed the practices of listening and letting emotional pain be accepted by oth-
ers, and deployed the practice of “compassionate listening”, a practice proposed by 
Diana L. Rehling in 2008. Compassionate listening is used in the field of psychol-
ogy and clinical studies to refer to a practice which allows the researcher to build a 
strong relationship with their interlocutors. It is influenced by Carl Rogers’s idea of 
empathic listening (Rogers 1980, 142) as well as therapeutic listening described by 
Wolvin and Coakley (Wolvin and Coakley 1996, 262):

Compassionate listening is a form of active listening that begins with the intention to 
be present with the person for “when we are mindfully present, calm and compassion-
ate, we radiate a powerful field that reassures, comforts and calms others. (Youngson 
2012, 113)

I have come across with some moments of compassionate listening during language 
reclamation process, regarding the Yaeyaman language. In my doctoral disserta-
tion, I wrote of a moment when my grandmother started crying upon learning 
Yaeyaman after some months of rejection (Hammine 2020, 66). Such moments of 
emotional transformation seem to create significant change in new speakers’ lan-
guage practices in other minoritized linguistic communities since these moments 
are critical junctures in a language trajectory when people make significant shift 
towards the target language (Walsh 2019). For instance, Walsh (2017) suggests that 
language learners experience a spectrum of emotions during the process of becom-
ing new speakers ranging from shame, fear, and frustration to excitement, joy and 
pride (Walsh, 2019). Emotions, ranging from happiness and pride to frustration 
and shame, play a key role in the language trajectories of new speakers.

Compassion is an old word, explains Rehling (2008), with the Latin roots of 
“comm,” meaning together, and “pati,” meaning to suffer – a kind of shared suffering. 
Across time, traditions, languages and cultures, compassion remains a powerful con-
cept that moves human beings beyond our self and beyond pity. Being compassionate 
in the context of indigenous language reclamation might help not only learners, but 
also social actors including researchers to be aware of the different needs of the new 
speakers. In compassionate listening, the primary objective is the recognition of our 
connectedness, which is also related to rationality and accountability as emphasized 
in indigenous Methodologies. The recognition of connectedness is important to cre-
ate and nurture new speakers of indigenous languages such as Yaeyaman. 
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Data for this research were collected from native speakers of Yaeyaman (N=5), 
colleague researchers (N=2), new speakers (learners of Yaeyaman: N=7), and my-
self as a language learner, activist, and researcher. Based on principles from an eth-
ics committee of my institution, consent forms were created by the researcher and 
signed by all the participants. My data consisted of field notes from language learn-
ing classes (N=35 classes/ one hour each session), audio/video/texts recordings of 
language practices with the participants, and semi-structured interviews with new 
speakers and native speakers. Semi-structured interviews lasted from one to two 
hours. Participants’ age varied but most of the new speakers, both male and female, 
were in their twenties to forties. Native speakers of Yaeyaman include both male 
and female speakers from seventy years of age. Using video and audio recorders, 
Interviews were conducted using a mix of Yaeyaman and Japanese. Due to Co-
vid-19, some of the interviews and classes were conducted using the online plat-
form, Zoom. All of the interviews were transcribed, translated and analyzed by the 
researcher. In the analysis, different themes related to endangerment, revitalisation, 
and reclamation of Yaeyaman were generated. The following section will summa-
rize themes related to new speakerness in Yaeyaman.

Linguistic Purism and Compromise
Although the term ‘the Yaeyaman language’ is often used in English to refer to 
linguistic varieties spoken on the Yaeyama islands, speakers of Yaeyaman seem 
to have different understandings of what the Yaeyaman language is. For instance, 
the following is from an interview with one of my teachers who is also a native 
speaker of one linguistic variety of the Yaeyaman language. Here, we have been 
discussing how to make people, adults specifically, interested in learning the Ye-
aeyaman language.

“MH: As long as you know, when people did not have a common language do you think 
people from shika-aza [shika-section of Ishigaki city] spoke shikamuni to each other, 
and people from meera [miyara-section of Ishigaki city] spoke Miyaran to each other? 
How do you think people used to communicate? 

P1: We use hyōjungo [Standard Japanese], like I said before. When we cannot under-
stand each other, we use Standard Japanese. 

MH: I see; it is quite chaotic. 

P1: Now I have been making a sumamuni kentei3 [language proficiency exam], but 
we are just making a word-to-word dictionary. It is not enough. We need to make 
educational materials, textbooks and so on. This is already too much work for me. We 
need to make for each village, shikaaza, meera, sabu, kabira…. each one for each 
village. But, I have always thought that because in Yaeyama, we have so many people 
who study Yaeyaman music so if we approach them, I have a hope that they might 
be interested in learning the language as well. So I think the first step is to make them 
interested in learning the language. 

(Interview, 26 March 2021, conducted in Japanese)

As P1 identifies, there is an issue of purism (or compromise) when creating educa-
tional materials. Since Yaeyaman has never been standardized with an official status 
of language, there are many linguistic varieties within Yaeyaman. Native speakers 
struggle with different varieties among what we call Yaeyaman. P1 also implies the 
need to include art and music in language learning. We continued: 
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MH: Now, I have been mostly interested recently about when the term yaimamuni is 
used, how common it is. 

P1: There is no such term as yaimamuni, it is just a way to describe the different varie-
ties. There are different varieties within this term, yaimamuni such as shikamuni. So the 
use of this term is a little bit off. It sounds strange. 

MH: Do you think it is something made up? 

P1: Hmm, yes. 

MH: Do you know when people started to use it? 

P1: It is used only from outside by outsiders, like people from Okinawa or Miyako.

MH: As a native speaker of sumamuni, do you feel it sounds a little off when people 
say yaimamuni? 

P1: Yes. It is the same idea as when people from Miyako and Okinawa say that they are 
going to Yaeyama. We also say when we go to Okinawa, we say we will go to Okinawa, 
right? So maybe it is normal to use the term…maybe.

(Interview, 16 March 2021)

The extract from above is one example of how the term yaimamuni sometimes is 
used and imposed from outside. It shows that within what is referred to as yaima-
muni, or the Yaeyaman language, there is a high degree of diversity and different 
layers of social groups. The difficulty of determining mutual intelligibility within 
Yaeyaman is also mentioned in other work (Lawrence 2000; Pellard 2013). In addi-
tion, people from villages tend to have a strong identity which sometimes is distinc-
tive from other parts of Yaeyama. Those (indigenous) identities are embedded in 
social dynamics and power relations within/outside Yaeyama. 

Currently, speakers, local initiatives, learners and new speakers of Yaeyaman are 
following the classifications of the Yaeyaman language. In reality, when one of my 
students, one new speaker, has their heritage language from a different commu-
nity of Yaeyama, it creates an issue related to a question of compromise or purism. 
Language teaching and learning as part of revitalisation/reclamation efforts often 
values the most traditional variants. On one hand, it is important to keep focus-
ing on linguistic diversity within Yaeyaman, while it is difficult to keep up with 
all the needs of different heritage language learners. Hence, new speakers tend to 
learn a new language which they feel comfortable using. In a context of language 
reclamation/revitalisation of “the Yaeyaman language,” my heritage variety might 
be different from my teacher’s and my student’s heritage variety of Yaeyaman. I am 
experiencing, as in other contexts of small or minoritized languages, a dilemma 
between purism and compromise. Purist ideologies affect the language attitudes 
of traditional speakers, regarding which linguistic variety is  “true,” “real,” or “au-
thentic,” and which are widespread enough to create problems for efforts to sup-
port minority languages with a small native-speaker base (see Dorian 1994). New 
speakers’ experiences of language purism stem not only from the outside but also 
from traditional speakers themselves. To empower learners and speakers of those 
languages, purist ideologies and attitudes should be avoided. Instead, pluralistic 
fluid understanding of languages and cultures, could encourage both learners and 
teachers of indigenous languages to learn/speak those languages comfortably. 
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Linguistic insecurity of “new speakers”
Linguistic purism at work seems to increase “insecurity” of new speakers of Yaey-
aman. While discussions around native-speakerness in the context of a majority 
language such as English have been concerned with the linguistic, social and politi-
cal implications of its spread as a global language, in the case of minority languages, 
the focus on native-ness has been on language loss and a concern with preventing 
potentially threatened languages from endangerment or “extinction.” In contrast 
with the contested privileges associated with being a native speaker of a majority or 
global language, in minority language contexts the protection of the native speaker 
community becomes the focus of attention for language planners, revitalisation 
movements and sociolinguists (O’Rourke and Pujolar 2013; Smith-Christmas et 
al. 2018). The Yaeyaman speech communities were “imagined and re-imagined” 
through authentication, and as part of this process, native speaker communities 
were “reified and idealized as repositories of the ‘true’ speakers” (see also O’Rourke 
and Pujolar 2013, 61 for a case for Irish communities). 

In other contexts, new speakers often navigate multilingual repertoires and en-
gage in struggles for legitimization because the type of language they use may be 
seen as inauthentic compared to “native” speakers. For example, O’Rourke and Pu-
jolar (2013) further argue: 

Problematizing nativeness and the native speaker concept in the context of language 
revitalisation and minority language research helps understand the ways in which spe-
cific social groups and linguistic forms acquire legitimacy. This in turn connects with 
the ways in which national belonging and authenticity are defined and experienced and 
the multiple ways that social actors construct and negotiate their sense of ownership in 
relation to the language and the community of speakers to which they wish to belong. 
(O’Rourke and Pujolar 2013, 61)

In the case of the Ryukyus, while the focus of most research on Ryukyuan languages 
has traditionally been on documentation of native speakers’ linguistic varieties, fo-
cusing instead on potential new speakers reveals the possible emotional instability 
of learners of indigenous languages. In the case of Yaeyaman, the focus on native-
speaker-ness has sometimes caused “linguistic insecurity” (Abtahian and Quinn, 
2017) for learners who are considered as “semi-speakers” or “rusty-speakers” (e.g. 
Anderson, 2014). The relationship between linguistic insecurity and language shift 
in multilingual communities is neither straightforward nor necessarily causal, but 
speakers’ expressions of linguistic insecurity are also often correlated with shift to-
ward the dominant language, with speakers then demonstrating shame or embar-
rassment about using the minority language wrongly. 

New speakers, or people who have been described as “semi-speaker” tend to ex-
perience “inflicted shame” in speaking indigenous languages accompanying a shift 
to widespread use of Japanese, which is perceived both as more prestigious and 
more useful in a multilingual context. This inflicted shame seems to be reported in 
other indigenous language learning contexts (García 2009, cited by Wyman 2009). 
In the context of Yaeyama, these “semi” or “rusty” speakers who do not speak the 
traditional “true” variety tend to view themselves negatively because they are not 
able to produce “correct” language for researchers or for the future generations. 
This could prevent them from learning and speaking the Yaeyaman comfortably. 
Being labelled as not good enough as a “true speaker,” speakers who do not speak 
these linguistic varieties face difficulties in their self-esteem as a speaker or a 
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learner of these varieties. For instance, the following example demonstrates a mo-
ment where a new speaker was labelled as an inadequate speaker from outsiders:

P3: Once I left the island, I felt that I lost even the passive ability of understanding Yaey-
aman. I thought that once I got a job on the mainland, I lost my ability in Yaeyaman. 

P2: Based on what I learned talking with other people, I’d advise you to speak it. You’re 
not speaking it, so it’s clear you’re a beginner of Yaeyaman.

P3: I am not comfortable.

P2: When you spend time with native speakers of Yaeyaman, you should speak it, not 
only listen to them, but from your side, you should speak it. 

P3: Yes, I think so.

P2: A native speaker is not a teacher who can explain all the details of grammar of Yaey-
aman. You do not have the basics of Yaeyaman, so I want to help you. 

(Focus group interview, 31 January 2021)

The interview extract above raises a question: when a heritage learner or speaker 
would like to speak and learn Yaeyaman, who is “good” enough to speak the lan-
guage? The above excerpt shows P3, as a possible new speaker of Yaeyaman, who is 
learning it. P3 (community member) is also being told “you do not have the basics” 
by P2 (a person originally from outside). Being labeled as inadequate puts leaners 
in a position of being judged as not sufficient enough from the outside. By putting 
the speakers into these categories imposed from outside, speakers and learners of 
indigenous speech are made to feel insecure of speaking their own mother tongue, 
which is observed by indigenous researchers outside of the Yaeyaman context as 
well (e.g. Abtahian and Quinn 2017). This adds to the collective pain as a commu-
nity and prevents younger generations from speaking and learning indigenous lan-
guages. Understanding the possible inflicted shame that new speakers experience 
might be crucial to encouraging language reclamation for Yaeyaman.  

These labels of non-native-speaker leaners, “semi-speakers” or “rusty speakers” 
could possibly lead leaners of Yaeyaman to feel insecure of learning or speaking their 
heritage languages. The process is subtle, but it could lead to exclusion of potential 
new speakers of indigenous languages. Although it is not their fault that they are 
semi-speakers, rusty speakers, or non-speakers of their heritage language, they are 
constantly reminded from outsiders they know little and make mistakes when they 
speak their languages. This kind of attitude from both native speaker community 
members and external researchers does not assist comfortable language learning ex-
periences; hence, it does not create a safe space for new speakers to speak in their 
heritage language. Individuals who are involved in language reclamation projects as 
either language activists, educators or researchers should be aware of the fact that 
leaners who have potential for becoming new speakers have a tendency of being to 
be afraid of speaking their languages since their repertoire is often seen as not “good 
enough” (see also Abtahian and Quinn 2017; Anderson 2014). Without consideration 
of their emotional transformation and obstacles, new speakers cannot start speak-
ing their language comfortably. Researchers should be careful about putting learners 
and speakers of these languages into simple categories of language proficiency. This 
categorization also relates to an issue of what constitutes “traditional” speakers or “na-
tive” speakers of Yaeyaman. Linguistic purism, as an ideology of “nativeness,” acts as 
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an obstacle for learners to acquire Yaeyaman. For many indigenous people who did 
not have a chance to acquire their indigenous heritage language(s), such assessments 
based on mere linguistic competence could hinder their motivation to learn their 
heritage language.

Revisiting Ethical Principles 
Social dynamics in each social group in Yaeyama should be carefully examined based 
on ethical principles. Ethnical principles include that of careful consideration of emo-
tional aspects of new speakers with a practice of compassionate listening. As an ad-
ditional example of such moments, I share my experience with a colleague. When I 
started organizing workshops for potential new speakers in collaboration with other 
researchers, I started crying one day while explaining how I was feeling about learn-
ing my heritage language in front of a linguist friend (field note, December 1st, 2019). 
I have been told that my skills in Yaeyaman are broken, and full of mistakes. The ex-
periences of learning and making mistakes in Yaeyaman made me conscious of this. 
This experience is normal as a learner of a heritage language. Additionally, traditional 
speakers suffering from local histories of linguistic oppression have sometimes con-
fronted me with negative attitudes, without being conscious of how these confronta-
tions affect me (see also Roche 2021). In cases such as this, compassionate practices 
can play a crucial role. My friend listened to me without telling me what to do. I 
felt embarrassed after this experience because I had been completely turned to tears, 
however, it was necessary for me to express how I feel (field note, December 1st, 2019).

After starting a language study group in the Yaeyama community, I realized that re-
searchers’ attitudes could influence those people who do not speak these vernaculars 
perfectly and are potential new speakers. For instance, researchers’ attitudes could 
embarrass community members if they are made to feel as though they “know noth-
ing” about their own language. Although the group activity was interrupted by the 
Covid-19 crisis, leaners who are mostly in their 20s requested to continue online, 
where we now meet once a week for one hour. Some of the leaners have shared with 
me similar experiences when being confronted by outside researchers who study the 
Yaeyaman languages and cultures. The following is from one of the interviews with a 
leaner of Yaeyaman:

MH: Is there anything that you wish other people to know about Yaeyama? Other peo-
ple who are not from Yaeyama.

P4: I wish people would understand that young people from Yaeyama know very 
little, or almost nothing of the Yaeyaman language. And I wish people acknowledge 
this as a premise…. I don’t know how to say…but I sometimes…. Sometimes I was 
told by outsiders that I know so little… it is like almost being blamed for not knowing 
about my island.

MH: Hmm. Yes. 

P4: Maybe it is a little harsh to say this but when I get asked like…. why do you know 
nothing about the island although you are from here? I have seen these situations be-
fore, so…I saw this happen to us several times, I feel that it is so not fair. Because we 
were educated and raised in this way. It was a good thing not to know about our own 
islands. That’s how we were raised.

(Interview recorded on January 15th, 2021)
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Language learners who are trying to become new speakers have an emotional fear 
of speaking their languages because they perceive that they are not good enough. As 
the above excerpt shows, community members tend to show these emotions when 
they are told that they are not taught about the language and about the island. By 
being blamed for not knowing their own heritage, it makes it even more difficult 
for potential new speakers to speak and learn their heritage language. Not only na-
tive speakers, but also new speakers’ voices should be included. To encourage their 
linguistic repertoire to grow is a process of emancipation and decolonization. Based 
on Yaeyaman and Ryukyuan epistemology, there is a need to develop a safe space for 
compassionate listening practice. 

As previous studies of other contexts of minoritized languages show, new speak-
ers experience emotional transformation (Pujolar and Puigdevall 2015; Walsh 
2019) since language is related to who we are and how we position ourselves in the 
world. Emotions matter because the prospect of losing who we are as a result of 
language loss is an emotional experience (e.g. Shimoji 2017). Understanding why 
people in the Yaeyama islands do not wish to speak Yaeyaman languages also en-
tails understanding its history of layers of colonization. Memories of jintōzei [head 
taxation based on height of people] and forced relocation by the Ryukyu kingdom, 
are still being told during my sanshin music practices and on other occasions. Older 
generations have experienced double colonization with the Ryukyus and then with 
Japan. Immersing myself in these memories with older generations means under-
standing our history, and why ancestors took efforts not to transmit a “backward” 
culture or language to us children. These experiences should never be taken for 
granted by researchers who come to the language community. By coming to do 
research on local indigenous languages, rather than with or for indigenous language 
communities, researchers could possibly do harm to its community members. 
These researchers’ ethics need to be carefully examined according to principles laid 
out by the communities in question. 

Conclusion and Implications 
Without understanding the meaning of the language learning process, research-
ers may hinder new speakers from acquiring their heritage language. I identified 
the following three issues: (1) Linguistic purism and compromise, (2) Linguistic 
insecurity of new speakers, (3) Ethical principles. Essentialist views of indige-
nous languages and linguistic purism seem to hinder new speakers’ motivation 
to learn and speak their heritage languages. The problem of linguistic insecu-
rity can interfere with intergenerational communication between new learners/
speakers and traditional/native speakers. In addition, although documentary lin-
guistic research has “a concern for supporting speakers and communities who 
wish to retrieve, revitalise or maintain their languages” (Austin 2016, 148), lan-
guage documentation often prioritizes the “best” speakers, and so could add to 
the insecurity of “lesser” speakers. Linguistic insecurity, among speakers who are 
labelled as “semi” or “rusty” does not help new speakers to learn their heritage 
language comfortably. The labeling of speakers who have partial knowledge as 
‘inadequate’ does not encourage them to speak in their heritage languages. For 
this reason, we see that documenting variation and explicitly addressing speak-
ers’ perception of variation in endangered language communities is a necessary 
part of documentation and revitalisation efforts. With respect to documentation, 
this may include the recognition and documentation of regional dialectal varia-
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tion but should also include the documentation of within-community variation. 
Including documentation of the variants that are used by young people within 
the speech community, for instance, is one way of validating those varieties. It is 
important for future research to include the the voices of people who have been 
marginalized. Also, I suggest that ethical principles on how to communicate with 
new speakers are important in encouraging comfortable learning of indigenous 
languages. New young learners experience pressure to act, speak, and think in 
ways that are affirmed by allies with essentialist and purist attitudes toward in-
digenous languages and cultures. In order to heal, grow and raise new speakers of 
Ryukyuan languages, I propose including compassionate listening practices into 
language learning programs.

The aforementioned issues relating to linguistic purism, linguistic insecurity of 
new speakers, and ethical principles for the language speakers should be addressed 
from the perspectives of community members. In order to do this, I suggest that 
compassionate listening practices should be integrated in language reclamation 
programs. Building on Diana L. Rehling’s principles, I propose the following five 
principles for including compassionate listening practices in the context of foster-
ing new speakers (see Rehling, 2008):

1. Avoid trying to fix the problem or giving advice unless specifically asked. 
Sometimes we just want to be listened to and have our feelings heard. When 
people feel hurt, we need empathy, rather than advice. It’s natural to want to 
help and offer instant solutions to someone, but advice might not be what that 
person needs at that moment. For instance, when a community member is 
starting a study group for new speakers of Yaeyaman, it is important to listen 
to their needs and their ways of doing so. Sometimes researchers immediately 
criticized the way in which the group was initiated by the community, based on 
academic “expertise”. Sometimes, it is important to listen to community mem-
bers, rather than playing the role of “expert.” Although people might appreci-
ate the advice, this dynamic could ultimately lead people in the community to 
abandon initiatives they are trying to start. 

2. Be patient if people cannot explain their feelings right away. This is rel-
evant to listening practice within a circle of learners. Sometimes it takes 
time for a person to find words to express what he or she is feeling. Learn-
ing indigenous language requires emotional transformation. Silence and 
patience from teachers or traditional speakers helps people give voice to 
their feelings. When we start discovering our heritage and our language 
through study groups or through language learning activities, learners ex-
perience emotions. These emotions need to be listened to and the listener 
must be patient enough to let the person express their feelings when they 
are ready. 

3. As a listener, do not take other peoples’ feelings or expressions personally. 
They are his or her feelings and don’t necessarily match your own. Compas-
sion means accepting others’ feelings for what they are (Berlant 2004). Thus, 
as a listener, we also need to be aware that these expressions of emotion are 
not necessarily intended to criticize individuals. It is important not to take 
these emotions as personal criticism. 
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4. Do not feel attacked when a speaker/leaner expresses feelings that concern 
you. Give speakers and learners a safe space to express their feelings. Some-
times it helps to ask, ”Can I have a safe space right now? I need to talk about 
something that bothers me.” When Yaeyaman community members have 
been critiqued for what they have started, this principle is important.

5. Use reflective listening, a technique that makes the other person feel under-
stood and cared for. When you say, ”I understand that you are hurting right 
now,” or ”I hear that this is a difficult time for you,” your student/teacher/
colleague/partner will be encouraged to tell you more about the problem. If 
you say, ”I can’t understand why you feel that way,” or ”that doesn’t make 
sense to me,” they will shut down.

The process of language maintenance, reclamation and revitalisation depends 
on communication between different generations of speakers (intergenerational 
transmission, Fishman 1991). I suggest these above five principles of compassion-
ate listening could work in language reclamation contexts. The process of decolo-
nization needs empathy, effort, patience, reflective listening and a safe space. The 
compassionate practice with validating voices and negative/positive feelings of new 
speakers might help them grow their identities and linguistic repertoire comfort-
ably. Researchers, social actors, practitioners and educators, including myself, are 
encouraged to listen to the voices of new speakers’ as well as native speakers voices 
and their emotional change and transformation. This practice of compassionate 
listening might also relate to ethical concerns. 

To conclude, language revitalisation and reclamation is a process of decoloniza-
tion, which is not easy. It takes time to change the dominance of certain languages, 
because this process of change is not only about the language itself, but connected 
to attitudes, pain, and emotional transformation. There is no practical way of de-
colonization, and decolonization should not be used as a metaphor: applying com-
passionate listening in order to promote language reclamation in Yaeyama allows 
the project at hand to stay focused on an essential component of colonialism in the 
geographies in question (see also Tuck and Yang, 2012). Rather, I used indigenous 
methodologies as a framework to bring voices of new speakers of indigenous lin-
guistic varieties spoken on Yaeyama to show that the process of decolonization is 
rather messy and not linear process. It is an overlapping, complicated, meaningful 
and long process. When I encounter challenges, I read other work by indigenous 
researchers, which usually helps (Smith et al. 2019). There is a need to improve edu-
cation and professional training, focusing on listening skills such as compassionate 
listening for speakers of the Yaeyaman language. There is also a need to recognize 
the multiple linguistic, cultural and intercultural resources that exist in the land 
which will enable individuals from communities to construct pluralistic indigenous 
identities that are compatible with the modern world. Only once multicultural and 
multilingual educational policy becomes based upon the emotional experiences of 
new speakers, will indigenous learners of these varieties be enabled to construct 
their identities as new speakers. 
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Endnotes
1 Sïma or suma refers not only to a community or village, but also a home (Karimata, 2013: 

25).
2 The term Indigenous is often contested in the Ryukyus.
3 The Shimakutuba [community language] Center on Okinawa Island initiated the project. 

In 2020, they initiated a proficiency test for linguistic varieties spoken in the south of 
Okinawa Island. For the Yaeyaman varieties, people have been asked to help the center 
and currently we are in the process of making an exam for Yaeyaman. (Interview, on 26th 
March).
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