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Who is “Okinawan”?

The Ethnic Identity of Okinawan Immigrants in Colonial Taiwan
MATSUDA Hiroko™

This paper examines the construction and transformation of Okinawans’ ethnicity in Taiwan
under Japanese rule (1895-1945). First, the paper will demonstrate that “Okinawa” is neither
monolithic nor homogeneous, but rather covers diverse regions of the Ryukyu Islands. Okinawan
migrants in colonial Taiwan did not organize much collective action with the goal of developing
the collective identity of “Okinawans”, and overcame regional divisions. Nonetheless, it is
important to note that many individual Okinawans did actively try to enhance their social and
economic position. Some of their strategies were to transfer their legal address, and/or to change
their name, in order to cover up their Okinawan background. Indeed, the boundary of
Japanese/Okinawan was never fixed, but instead destabilized by these micro-politics of
Okinawan migrants themselves. This paper suggests that the configuration of Okinawan
migrants’ job distributions in Taiwan partly explains why they did not develop the collective
identity of “Okinawan”, and why name changes and transferring of legal addresses were so
common among them. The paper also draws attention to the second and third generations of
Okinawan migrants, who have been given less attention by previous studies. Identities of
Okinawan migrants who were brought to Taiwan by their parents and subsequently raised in
colonial Taiwan were rather complicated, and dissimilar from their parents who chose to come to
Taiwan for economic reasons. This paper argues that scholars should pay more attention to the
diverse and multiple identities of Okinawan migrants, so as to understand why they migrated to

Taiwan and how they lived in the colony.
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