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This dissertation is a sociolinguistic study of the ideologies about language, 

culture and ethnicity among Japanese immigrants and descendants in Brazil (hereafter, 

Nikkeis) who gather at a local Japanese cultural association, searching for what it means 

to be “Japanese” in Brazil. This study focuses on how linguistic behaviors are 

ideologically understood and associated with cultural activities and ethnic identities. 

Using the language ideologies framework, it seeks to describe the ways in which Nikkeis 

negotiate and create social meanings of language in both local and transnational contexts.  

Nikkeis are an overwhelmingly celebrated minority group in Brazil. In this 

context, the cultural association serves as a site where symbolic cultural differences are 

constructed by those Nikkeis who strive to identify themselves as a prestigious minority. 

This study demonstrates that the Japanese language is one of the important resources in 

performing the Nikkei identity. At the same time, due to an on-going language shift, 

Portuguese as a means of communication is becoming increasingly more important for 

cultural transmission. Thus, the members of the association, which include both Japanese 

monolinguals and Portuguese monolinguals, are in constant negotiation, trying to strike a 
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balance between symbolic values of Japanese, pragmatic values of Portuguese, as well as 

their own language competencies. 

The goal of this project is to answer the following three research questions: 1) 

What social meanings do Nikkeis assign to Japanese and Portuguese, and how does this 

perception affect Nikkeis’ identity formation? 2) What are the characteristics of linguistic 

practices in the association and how do the speakers use available linguistic resources to 

construct identities? 3) How can this study inform us about the transforming reality of 

the Japanese Brazilian community in this global age? 

Contributions of this study include furthering of the sociolinguistic research on 

language ideologies, linguistic practices and identity construction in an immigrant 

community. It also contributes to the study of language shift, by underscoring the role of 

language ideologies in rationalizing language choices. This project is also significant for 

the study of Japanese diaspora in Latin America, providing the 

first sociolinguistic investigation of a Japanese cultural association in Brazil. 
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Chapter1: Introduction 

“After all, the Japanese face, it is both in the past and in the future, even nisei (child of an 
immigrant) or sansei (grand child of an immigrant), if you have Japanese blood, you are 
Japanese. This is, even if you are called sansei or yonsei (great-grand child of an 
immigrant), the roots are after all Japanese. So, considering that, I wish there would be 
people left who understand Japanese as long as possible, even for one or two more years 
longer. That’s what I’m thinking. I hope they would become a bond that ties Japan and 
Brazil. I think, then, there might be something good in the future too.”  
 

Kawaguchi1, a Japanese immigrant, interview 10/11/2008  
(translated from Japanese) 

 
“How to integrate with the Brazilian population? So, there has to be a bridge. The bridge 
has to be the Nikkeis. Right? And we are Brazilians. We are not Japanese. We are 
Brazilians, right? So those are the Nikkeis, you know, who will become the bridge, in my 
opinion. But we are Brazilians. […] We are descendants. But we live in a nation where I 
believe that, the language we have to speak well is Portuguese. Isn’t it? So, it is like what 
we have to improve is, like the very relationship with the real Brazilian community, isn’t 
it?” 

 
Luciana, a grandchild of Japanese immigrants, interview 10/13/2008 

(translated from Portuguese) 
 

This dissertation is a sociolinguistic study of ideologies about language, culture 

and ethnicity among Japanese immigrants and descendants in Brazil (hereafter, Nikkeis) 

who gather at a local Japanese cultural association in the state of São Paulo, where each 

generation of Nikkeis continues its search for what it means to be “Japanese” in Brazil. 

Adopting the approach that considers identities as constructed, rather than purely 

grounded in demographic categories (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Pavlenko & Blackledge, 

2004), this study investigates how Nikkei identity emerges vis-à-vis people of their 

homeland and their host country. It examines the ways in which informants of this study 

negotiate and create social meanings of language in both local and transnational contexts, 

                                                
1 All names are pseudonyms. 
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and how they make use of the available linguistic resources for the construction of 

identity.  

Although Brazilians at large recognize them simply as “Japanese”, based on their 

physical characteristics, Nikkeis’ own perspectives about their identity are much more 

complex. This study attempts to reveal Nikkeis’ ideologies about language, culture and 

ethnicity, by examining language ideologies surrounding the bilingual linguistic 

resources available to them, and how these ideologies relate to the formation of multiple 

layers of cultural and ethnic identity (e.g. as Nikkeis, immigrants, members of the wider 

Brazilian society, members of a Japanese cultural institute, karaoke singers and haiku 

writers). In particular, it focuses on the ways in which Nikkeis construct their identity 

based on linguistic practices such as code choice between Portuguese and Japanese, as 

well as use of mixed code. It also examines two cultural activities that employ the 

Japanese language, karaoke singing and haiku writing. In doing so, this study also 

attempts to reveal Nikkeis’ perceptions about contemporary Japan, Japanese people, and 

their place in the Brazilian society.  

Japanese communities in Brazil have undergone dramatic social changes during 

the past several decades that encompassed events such as World War II, oppression, and 

recent re-connection to their homeland. Now, Nikkeis are a highly celebrated minority 

group in Brazil, because of their socio-economic status, a positive image of Japan, and a 

positive perception of what is considered to be the Japanese culture (Tsuda, 2000). In this 

context, participation in Japanese cultural activities at a Japanese association can be 

understood as the construction of distinctiveness from non-Japanese Brazilians, which 

maximizes the cultural benefits of being a privileged minority.  
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The site of this study is a local Japanese association that will be referred to as 

NIKKAI,2 where Japanese immigrants, descendants and non-Japanese Brazilians get 

together on a daily basis to engage in various cultural as well as linguistic activities 

including Japanese karaoke singing and creation of Japanese haiku poetry. Although 

NIKKAI is an institute that centers on the Japanese culture, the Japanese language is not 

always recognized as the most important language. The members have varying, 

sometimes conflicting views about their own language and identity. This setting allows 

investigation of the members’ language ideologies projected on daily linguistic practices, 

as well as on their verbalized expressions regarding the preferred language of 

communication within the association.  

This study combines an ethnographic description of the community with an 

analysis of their linguistic practices. Most of the data analyzed in this dissertation were 

collected over 6 months of fieldwork research within NIKKAI, between June and 

December of 2008. The rest of the data were obtained during preliminary visits to the 

association during 2006. The data consist of field notes taken during participant 

observation, recordings of interviews and naturally occurring discourse, as well as 

Japanese haiku pieces presented during haiku club meetings. Participant observation was 

conducted in 7 sub-divisions of NIKKAI, including the karaoke club and the haiku club 

that are discussed extensively in this dissertation. Also, a total of 50 Nikkeis and 3 non-

Nikkei Brazilians were interviewed.  

Rather than providing a generalization about the overall Japanese population in 

Brazil, this study is intended to be a useful case study about the linguistic situation of a 

                                                
2 NIKKAI（日会）is an acronym of Nihonjin-kai (日本人会), which means “Japanese people’s 
association”. In this dissertation, the capitalized representation, NIKKAI, is used to indicate the specific 
local association in this study, as well as to avoid confusion with similarly spelled word Nikkei (Japanese 
immigrants and descendants).  
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specific transnational community. Although NIKKAI is a large association, there are also 

many Nikkeis living in town who do not participate in its activities. Therefore, it is 

assumed that those who do gather at NIKKAI are likely to have a stronger sense of ethnic 

affiliation, compared with those who do not participate. It is hoped that this study will 

promote further research into other immigrant communities that could be compared with 

the case described in this study.  

 

1.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions this project attempts to answer are as follows:  

1) What social meanings do Nikkeis assign to Japanese (spoken in Japan 

and in Brazil) and Portuguese, and how does this perception affect 

Nikkeis’ identity formation? 

2) What are the characteristics of linguistic practices in NIKKAI and how 

do the speakers use available linguistic resources to construct 

identities?  

3) How can this study inform us about the transforming reality of the 

Japanese Brazilian community in this global age?  

 

1.2 LANGUAGE, CULTURE AND ETHNICITY 

This section briefly describes how the relationships among language, culture and 

ethnicity are treated in this study. In this study, the three elements are understood as 

independent, but interacting, and together they contribute to an individual’s identity (See 

figure 1.1). As many studies on the language and culture of ethnic minorities show, they 

are dynamic and responsive to contact with dominant societies, world events, politics, 
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social ideology, etc. (e.g. Gal, 1979; Fishman, 1985). Because of their integrated nature, a 

change in one aspect often affect the others. As is the case with the Nikkeis in this study, 

the transforming nature of language, culture and ethnicity is especially salient in 

immigrant communities, where community members constantly find themselves striking 

a balance between “where they are from” and “where they are at.”  

 

Figure 1.1: Language, culture and ethnicity 

 

 

Although language is simultaneously a part of, an index of, and a symbol of both 

ethnicity and culture (Fishman, 1985, p. xi, p. 505), both ethnicity and culture have many 

other aspects. In the case of the Nikkeis in Brazil, race, rather than language, is the 

strongest marker of ethnicity (Tsuda, 2000), and many aspects of the Japanese culture, 

such as dress, food and art forms are transmitted without using the Japanese language. 

Although for some ethnic groups, language may be an indispensable part of their 

ethnicity (e.g. Woolard, 1989, p.1), the case of the Nikkeis agrees with Fishman’s (1985) 

claim that ethnocultural identity is more attitudinal than behavioral, and can continue 



 6 

much longer than the life of an ancestral language. In the Nikkei community examined in 

this study, along with the language shift from Japanese to Portuguese, the Japanese 

language is taking on an increasingly symbolic role, as opposed to a communicative role, 

for expression of cultural and ethnic identity (See Ch. 7 and Ch. 9). The interplay of 

language, culture and ethnicity will be revisited and discussed more in detail in the 

concluding chapter (See section 9.2). 

 

1.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

This study builds upon a wide body of theoretical and empirical work in 

sociolinguistics and anthropological linguistics. In particular, it draws on work that 

highlights the importance of language ideologies in identity construction (Schieffelin, 

Woolard, & Kroskrity, 1998), especially in transnational, language contact situations 

(Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). This section lays out the theoretical framework for this 

study.  

 

1.3.1 Language ideologies 

In examining the linguistic construction of identities, this dissertation investigates 

speakers’ language ideologies, that is, speakers’ beliefs about language. In particular, it 

concerns how individuals’ ideologies about language intersect with their ideologies about 

other social aspects, such as culture and ethnicity, as well as the power structure of a 

community.   

There has been increasing recognition of language ideologies within the past few 

decades among researchers in many fields including linguistics, anthropology and 

sociology. Studies of language ideologies have focused on various aspects of the 
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relationship between language and society, and correspondingly, there has been a wide 

range of definitions offered with differing emphases (Kroskrity, 2004; Woolard & 

Schieffelin, 1994). For example, Silverstein, one of the pioneers of the theory defines 

linguistic ideologies as “any sets of beliefs about language articulated by the users as a 

rationalization or justification of perceived structure and use" (1979, p. 193), with 

emphasis on the role of speakers’ linguistic awareness. For this project, however, since it 

concerns a language contact situation, involving multiple, conflicting views about 

language and society, the definition adopted is the one proposed by Irvine; “the cultural 

(or subcultural) system of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, together with 

their loading of moral and political interests" (1989, p. 255), which explicitly refer to the 

socio-political perspective of ideologies.  

 

Language ideologies as a cluster concept 

Considering the complexities of the interplay between linguistic and other social 

practices, Kroskrity’s treatment of language ideologies as a cluster concept is profitable 

when investigating language ideologies from multiple angles. Kroskrity (2004) identifies 

five converging dimensions of language ideologies, involving (1) group or individual 

interests, (2) multiplicity, (3) awareness, (4) mediating functions, and (5) identity 

construction.  

The first dimension is reminiscent of Irvine’s definition of language ideologies 

introduced above. Kroskrity states, “language ideologies represent the perception of 

language and discourse that is constructed in the interest of a specific social or cultural 

group” (2004, p. 501). The perception is often tied to the group’s social, political and/or 

economic position. Ch. 6 of this dissertation analyzes conflicting views about the 
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appropriate language that should be used within NIKKAI. As will be illustrated, those 

who believe that Japanese should remain the language of public speaking, as opposed to 

others who are more comfortable with Portuguese, have distinctive political 

considerations about the role and position of NIKKAI.  

The second dimension, “multiplicity of ideologies” is useful when investigating 

social divisions within a community, such as class, gender, and generations, which have 

significant impacts on divergent ideological perspectives among speakers. In this 

dissertation, Ch. 5 deals with differing understandings that Nikkeis of different 

generations express about their language and ethnicity. Also, as will be demonstrated in 

Ch. 6 and 7, the ideological division between the Japanese-speaking generation and the 

Brazilian-speaking generation is particularly salient within NIKKAI.  

The third dimension, “awareness of speakers” deals with community members’ 

varying degrees of consciousness about their ideologies. The ideologies may be 

expressed implicitly or explicitly. Kroskrity cites Philips’ (2000) study to illustrate that 

variation can be also observed among different sites. In her study of Tongan lea kovi (bad 

language), Philips analyzes two kinds of sites, domestic settings and legal settings. While 

the ideologies produced remain tacit at home, they are verbally expressed in the 

courtroom, as a part of legal procedure. The distinctions of the two sites, a “site of 

ideological production” and a “site of metapragmatic commentary” (Kroskrity 2004, p. 

505) have an implication for the research method. This study employs both participant 

observation and interview methods that allow the investigation of both the actual use of 

the language and the metalinguistic commentary from the informants about languages.  

For the fourth dimension, Kroskrity states “members’ language ideologies 

mediate between social structures and forms of talk” (2004, p. 507). This dissertation as a 

whole seeks to describe how Nikkei’s understanding about their culture and ethnicity is 
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mediated through linguistic practices and how their beliefs about languages are 

rationalized. This dimension can be explored through Irvine and Gal’s semiotic processes 

of linguistic differentiation (2000), which will be discussed later in this section.  

Kroskrity’s fifth dimension concerns language ideologies in identity construction. 

That is, “language ideologies are productively used in the creation and representation of 

various social and cultural identities” (Kroskrity, 2004, p. 509), such as nationality and 

ethnicity. Scholars have long treated a shared language as the key element that defines 

boundaries of social groups (e.g. Anderson, 1991). However, while standardization of a 

language may help in constructing national or ethnic identities, it also leads to 

sociolinguistic stratification in which people who do not speak the standard variety are 

subordinated. Within the context of NIKKAI, as it will be discussed in Ch. 6 and Ch. 7, 

the code choices of public speakers have a crucial impact on the empowering and/or 

marginalizing of its members based on their linguistic competencies. At the same time, as 

exemplified by Zentella’s study (1997) about Puerto Ricans in New York, there are also 

cases in which switching between two codes demonstrate a hybrid identity of the 

speakers. Code switching as political strategy, including that of dual identification, will 

be explored in Ch. 7.  

As this study concerns language choice in identity construction, the following two 

sections explore language ideologies in identity construction and language choice 

respectively.  

 

1.3.2  Language ideologies in identity construction 

Although early sociolinguistic studies on linguistic variables mostly focused on 

finding correlations between linguistic features and pre-established social identities such 
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as class, age, and sex (e.g. Labov, 1966, 1972), more recent studies have recognized 

identity as social positioning that is discursively constructed through discourse (e.g. 

Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Unlike the early variationist approach, the latter, constructionist 

approach treats identity as negotiated, and it takes more agency and choice of the 

individual speakers into consideration. Adopting the constructionist approach, this study 

treats identities as dynamic processes negotiated through everyday social interaction. At 

the same time, however, it also recognizes that not all identities are negotiable (Pavlenko 

& Blackledge, 2004), and that the negotiation of identities are constrained by various 

social factors. For example, for the Nikkeis in this study, no matter how strongly they 

highlight their “Brazilianness,” the Brazilian society at large would still consider them 

“Japanese,” because of their Japanese physical appearance. Moreover, as will be 

discussed in Ch. 7, ways of speaking, including choice of code are culturally, socially and 

linguistically sanctioned.  

Recent works have also emphasized multiplicity of identities that a speaker can 

take, where “each aspect of identity redefines and modifies all others” (Pavlenko & 

Blackledge, 2004, p. 16). In addition, as Bucholtz and Hall point out, speakers’ 

positionalities are affected by multiple levels of social structure that include not only “a) 

macro-level demographic categories”, which early variationists mostly explored, but also 

more flexible “b) local, ethnographically specific cultural positions” and “c) temporary 

and interactionally specific stances and participant roles” (2005, p. 592) This study takes 

identity as fluid and shiftable across contexts, and examines immigrants’ and 

descendants’ multi-layered identities in a global as well as local context. By analyzing a 

conversation among informants about the positions of Nikkeis in Brazil and in Japan, Ch. 

5 of this dissertation explores aspects of identity as multiple and shiftable, and emergent 

in specific interaction.  
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In addition to the view that identity is constructed in locally situated interaction, 

researchers have also seen identity as constructed over time. As Ochs (1993) writes, “The 

social constructivist approach to social identity captures the ebbs and tides of identity 

construction over interactional time, over historical time, and even over developmental 

time (p. 298).” By examining haiku practice within NIKKAI, Ch. 8 of this dissertation 

demonstrates how haiku writers learn to narrate certain kinds of stories in their haiku over 

time, forming a collective identity that centers around their struggles and hopes as 

agricultural immigrants.  

Below, three theoretical frameworks useful in the study of language ideologies in 

identity construction are discussed. This study employs the theory of indexicality (Ochs, 

1992; Silverstein, 1976) in examining how certain linguistic practices come to convey 

social meanings. Also, Irvine and Gal’s (2000) Semiotic processes of linguistic 

differentiation and Bucholtz and Hall’s (2004, a, b) Tactics of intersubjectivity are used to 

illustrate how speakers position themselves in relation to “others” significant in the local 

context.  

 

Indexicality  

Indexicality (Ochs, 1992; Silverstein, 1976), is understood as a mediating link between 

language ideologies and linguistic practice. According to Ochs, a linguistic index is 

“usually a structure … that is used variably from one situation to another and becomes 

conventionally associated with particular situational dimensions such that when that 

structure is used, the form invokes those situational dimensions” (1996, p. 411). Ochs 

(1992) also argues that the indexical link between a linguistic form and a social identity 

can be direct or indirect. The indirect index takes a twofold process; first it connects 
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linguistic resources with a certain stance or activity, which in turn indexes a certain social 

category. Taking the Japanese sentence-final particle ze, and wa, as examples, Ochs 

illustrates that ze directly indexes coarseness, which then indirectly indexes the male 

voice, based on the social image of males. Thus, ze can be employed in one’s discourse to 

signal the male gender. Similarly, wa, which carries a delicate quality, is indirectly linked 

with the female voice. In language contact settings, as this study demonstrates, not only 

micro-level linguistic features, but also languages or dialects themselves can carry a 

certain indexical value such as solidarity and status.  

 

Semiotic processes of linguistic differentiation  

This project also draws on notions of semiotic processes proposed by Irvine and 

Gal (2000) for the understanding of the ideologies behind linguistic differentiation, 

namely iconization, erasure, and fractal recursivity. Just like indexicality, these three 

processes are involved in the ideological linking between linguistic features and social 

phenomenon. However, Irvine and Gal’s model focuses more on the act of constructing 

differences.3 These notions provide a framework for identifying and analyzing the 

semiotic processes in which members of the Nikkei community differentiate themselves 

from mainstream (non-Japanese) Brazilians and/or from Japanese people in Japan. The 

first two processes, iconization and erasure, are particularly useful in this study.  

First, iconization “involves a transformation of the sign relationship between 

linguistic features (or varieties) and the social images with which they are linked” (p. 37). 

For example, some Japanese immigrants and descendants criticize the modern Japanese 

                                                
3 With regards to the difference between indexicality and iconization, Bucholtz and Hall also note that the 
direction of the processes is opposite. That is, “Indexicality produces ideology through practice, while 
iconization represents practice through ideology” (2004a, p. 380).  
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language spoken in Japan, for seemingly excessive use of lexical borrowings from 

English, linking them with the Americanization of modern Japanese people and a 

perceived loss of Japanese traditions. Use of English borrowings becomes iconic of the 

“Americanized” Japanese people. Secondly, in erasure, details of linguistic practices that 

do not fit the ideology in question become invisible. Erasure is observed in this study 

when some of the speakers who criticize “impure” Japanese spoken in Japan ignore their 

own language mixing of Japanese and Portuguese. These processes are discussed in Ch. 

5.  

 

Tactics of intersubjectivity  

This project also adopts Bucholtz and Hall’s view of identities as relational 

phenomenon that “emerge only in relation to other identities within the contingent 

framework of interaction” (2005, p. 605). Bucholtz and Hall (2004a, b) propose three 

pairs of overlapping, complementary dimensions of relationality, which they term tactics 

of intersubjectivity. The three pairs are, 1) adequation and distinction 2) authentication 

and denaturalization, and 3) authorization and illegitimation. With this model, Bucholtz 

and Hall aim to highlight the “situatedness” of identity construction, viewing identity 

formation as a practice situated in a specific context. They also intend to depart from the 

oversimplified view of identity as merely the construction of sameness and difference, 

breaking the single axis down into a broader range of relations.  

The first pair, adequation and distinction, concerns the establishment of a socially 

recognized similarity and difference in identity formation. By employing the term 

“adequation” Bucholtz and Hall emphasize that for an individual or a group to achieve a 

position similar to some other individual or group, one does not need to be identical to 
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the other. Rather it is enough to be socially recognized as alike within the particular 

interactional settings in question, where differences can be ignored. In the same way, 

when differences are highlighted, similarities may be downplayed. The second pair is 

authentication and denaturalization, which concern the processes of constructing 

genuineness and artifice of languages and language users. Bucholtz and Hall use the term 

“authentication”, instead of the widely used “authenticity” to avoid the sense of 

essentialism and to highlight the agency of social actors in the process of constructing 

realness. On the other hand, denaturalization is the process that asserts non-genuineness 

of an identity. The third pair, authorization and illegitimation, foregrounds institutional 

power in identity formation. Linguistic standardization is an example of authorization 

that involves the imposition of a national identity. By linguistic standardization, a certain 

variety of language is made to be the standard language of a nation, gaining 

institutionalized status. While one variety is authorized, other varieties are illegitimated 

and labeled as non-standard.  

Viewing the process of identity construction with Bucholtz and Hall’s model is 

helpful in examining immigrants’ and descendants’ social positioning in a transnational 

context as well as within the local context of the Japanese association. In examining the 

transnational context, this study draws on these tactics to analyze the ways in which 

Nikkeis relate to non-Japanese Brazilians as well as to Japanese people in Japan. For a 

local context, this model is used to examine how members of the local association with 

differing language competencies and ideologies negotiate their identities through 

strategic language use.  
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1.3.3 Choice of bilingual resources 

One of the main concerns of this study is code choice between Japanese and 

Portuguese made by the members of NIKKAI, and their use of available bilingual 

resources. This study takes the view that code choice is partly ideology-based, as each 

language typically indexes different sets of social values (Ochs, 1992). It examines the 

speakers’ choices at two different levels. First, Ch. 6 focuses on code choice at the 

community level.  It examines participants’ metalinguistic discourse obtained through 

interviews, in which they talk about which language should be used in the association. By 

analyzing the metalinguistic comments, it attempts to reveal community-wide 

understandings about their languages and culture. Then, Ch. 7 focuses on interactional 

strategies of code choice employed by individual speakers. In particular, it examines 

language use in public speaking, where a speaker may choose to speak in Japanese, 

Portuguese or code-switch between the two as they see fit.  

Code switching can be broadly defined as “an individual’s use of two or more 

language varieties in the same speech event or exchange” (Woolard, 2004 p. 73-74), 

although researchers do not always agree on precisely what counts as code switching. 4 

This dissertation concerns the social function of code-switching rather than linguistic 

structural constraints. Since Blom and Gumperz’s (1972) pioneering study on the use of 

standard and dialectal features, there have been numerous studies viewing code switching 

as strategic (e.g. Canagarajah, 1995; Heller, 1992). Studies have found that code 

switching can be employed to negotiate interpersonal relationships (Myers-Scotton, 

1993), or to initiate changes in the structure of conversation (Gumperz, 1982). Studies 

                                                
4 One of the areas lacking consensus among researchers is the distinction between code switching and 
borrowings. For the purpose of this study, the term “code-choice” is used as an umbrella term that broadly 
indicates speakers’ deployment of available bilingual resources. 
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such as Heller (1992), on the French-English bilingual situation in Canada, also looked at 

code switching from a political perspective.  

For an investigation of code choice, this study draws upon the audience design 

model proposed by Bell (1984, 2001), and Bourdieu’s (1991) metaphor of linguistic 

capital in a linguistic market, which are described briefly below. In this study, these 

concepts are employed in the discussion of speakers’ strategic code choice.  

 

Audience design 

Audience design is “a strategy by which speakers draw on the range of linguistic 

resources available in their speech community to respond to different kinds of audiences 

(Bell, 2001, p. 145). In Bell’s model, “audience” includes not only addressees, who the 

speakers primarily accommodate, but also auditors, overhearers, and even 

eavesdroppers. Addressees are known to be present, ratified as participants, and 

addressed by the speakers. Auditors are known, ratified, but not addressed. Overhearers 

are known, but neither ratified nor addressed. Lastly, eavesdroppers are unknown, neither 

ratified nor addressed. In addition to the audience design that focuses on a responsive 

dimension of language choice, Bell (1984, 2001) also highlights the importance of an 

initiative dimension, in which the choice of style or code itself initiates a situational 

change. Bell calls initiative choice “referee design”, through which “the linguistic 

features associated with a reference group can be used to express identification with that 

group” (2001, p. 147). The notion of referee design is reminiscent of one of Bucholtz and 

Hall’s tactics, adequation, described above.  
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The audience factor in language choice is especially crucial in a bilingual 

situation that involves groups of monolinguals who do not share a common language. 

Bell writes,  

 

The sharper the linguistic differences between codes, the larger the issue of 

intelligibility looms, the stronger are the pressures to accommodate to the 

audience, and hence the greater the influence of peripheral members on the 

speaker. Use of a language which is unintelligible to any interlocutor defines that 

person out of the audience. It is the ultimate in dissociative behaviour, designating 

the uncomprehending hearer an ungratified eavesdropper, a nonmember, even a 

nonperson (1984, p. 176).  

 

Given the impact of speakers’ code choice on intelligibility by the audience, 

audience design is a valuable framework for the analysis of public speeches made in 

NIKKAI, where the audience often includes both Portuguese monolinguals and Japanese 

monolinguals.  

 

Linguistic capital in the linguistic market 

Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of language as a symbolic system of power is also 

useful in investigating code choice in a bilingual community, especially in exploring how 

one language is valued over the other. His theory views linguistic behavior as a kind of 

symbolic capital, which can be converted into other kinds of capital, such as economic 

capital, in a specific market. Linguistic capital is not evenly distributed, and those who 

own the capital control the market.  
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Bourdieu provides an example of the mayor of a town in Béarn, France, who gave 

a speech in the local language, Béarnais, in honor of a local poet. His code choice was 

perceived as a “thoughtful gesture” by the local population – especially since the French 

language is generally accepted “as the only acceptable language for formal speeches in 

formal situations” (1991, p. 68). By knowingly breaking the convention and therefore 

exploiting the linguistic hierarchy, the mayor was able to appeal to the local linguistic 

market, maximizing his profit, in this case, gaining political capital. 

 Within NIKKAI, speakers with different language competencies possess 

different symbolic values, and they are empowered and/or marginalized in different 

contexts. While elderly Japanese speakers may have a status as founders of NIKKAI in 

one context, they may be marginalized in other contexts where Portuguese is replacing 

Japanese as a language of public speaking. Ch. 6 and Ch. 7 of this dissertation explore the 

ways in which language practices and identity negotiations are bound in a political power 

balance, considering code choice as a means of drawing upon linguistic capital. 

 

1.4 OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION  

Having provided an overview of the theoretical framework, this section describes 

the organization of the dissertation. The next three chapters describe the setting of the 

present study. Ch. 2 introduces the Japanese population in Brazil, providing historical 

background, the linguistic experience of Nikkeis in the course of history, and their recent 

reconnection to the homeland. Ch. 3 provides a linguistic background, discussing 

characteristics of Japanese spoken by the immigrants and their descendants. It describes 

the Japanese-Portuguese language contact and Japanese dialect contact situations. It also 

touches upon the post-war ethnic language movement in the community. Ch. 4 illustrates 
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the fieldwork site and the research method. It introduces the site of this study, NIKKAI, 

and the informants. It also describes the methods of data collection.  

Ch. 5 describes major aspects of the informants’ complex identity. It investigates 

ideologies about being “Japanese” in global and local contexts analyzing how their 

identity emerges vis-à-vis people of their homeland and the host country, focusing on the 

roles of languages for the emerging identity.  

The following three chapters focus on NIKKAI. Ch. 6 examines informants’ 

conflicting views on the use of Japanese and Portuguese in public speaking within 

NIKKAI. After discussing the overt expression of language ideologies, the next two 

chapters investigate actual linguistic practices within NIKKAI. Ch. 7 and 8 focus on 

specific groups of NIKKAI, the karaoke club and the haiku club respectively. Both 

karaoke singing and haiku writing have inherent relationships with the Japanese language 

and ethnicity. Ch. 7 deals with the karaoke club, where immigrants, descendants and non-

Japanese spouses get together and sing in Japanese. This club has participants of all ages, 

including a significant number of Japanese monolinguals and Portuguese monolinguals. 

Thus it serves as a fruitful site to examine how both linguistic and ideological barriers are 

negotiated. Ch. 8 deals with the haiku club, and it investigates the process of poetry 

production through which the participants’ ethnic as well as linguistic identities are 

constructed. Unlike the karaoke club, only those who are fluent and fully literate in 

Japanese can participate in the haiku club, although the analysis of the haiku practice 

provides evidence of language contact as well as the writers’ hybrid identity. Finally, Ch. 

9 concludes this dissertation by revisiting the research questions, providing concluding 

observations about the interplay of language, culture and ethnicity, and describes the 

contributions of this study. 	 
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Chapter 2: Socio-historical Background of Japanese in Brazil  

This chapter describes the socio-historical background of the Japanese people in 

Brazil, focusing on the historical events which gave rise to the complex issues of 

language and ethnic identity among the immigrants and their descendants. Starting in 

1908, approximately 240 thousand Japanese emigrated to Brazil. Now, the estimated 

number of Japanese immigrants and descendants in Brazil has grown to 1.5 million, 

constituting the largest Japanese community outside of Japan. In the mean time, starting 

in late 1980s, about 300 thousand descendants have migrated to Japan to work. Table 2.1 

shows major events affecting the Japanese communities in Brazil.  

Table 2.1: Chronological table of the Japanese in Brazil 

1908 Immigration from Japan to Brazil started. 
1915 The first Japanese school founded in São Paulo city. 
1916 Japanese language newspaper, nippaku-shimbun first published.	 
1937 Vargas dictatorship started.  
1938 Foreign language schools, especially that of Japanese, German and Italian were 

closed down.  
1939 World War II broke out.  
1941 Publications of Japanese newspapers discontinued. 
1942 Brazil broke diplomatic relations with Japan.  
1945 Brazil declared war on Japan.  

Defeat of Japan.  
Kachi-gumi, a group of Japanese who believed in Japan’s victory in WWII 
became conspicuous.  

1946 Publication of Japanese newspaper resumed.  
1947 Japanese schools reopened.  
1953 Immigration from Japan to Brazil resumed.  
1973 Last immigration ship from Japan arrived in Brazil.  
1990 An amendment to Japan’s Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act 

was issued, which invited Japanese descendants to work in Japan as guest 
workers.  

2008 Immigration centenary.  
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2.1 PREWAR IMMIGRATION AND FORMATION OF SETTLEMENTS (1908-1930S)  

Emigration of Japanese to Brazil began in 1908. Spurred by Japan’s economic 

difficulties and Brazil’s labor shortage, approximately 189,000 Japanese entered Brazil 

during the prewar period, from 1908 to 1941. They worked at coffee plantations as 

contract laborers. Most of the postwar immigrants initially intended to stay only for 

several years and return to Japan wealthy. However, they soon realized that this plan was 

extremely difficult to accomplish. Their lives as contract laborers on coffee plantations 

were extremely harsh and their earnings were much lower than they expected. Therefore, 

they had to give up their plan of quickly accumulating wealth. They were forced to stay 

longer to earn enough money to bring back home. Eventually, Japanese immigrants left 

the plantations, acquired cheap land and formed Japanese farm settlements called colônia 

or shokuminchi (植民地 ) (literally, “colony”, but in practice both colônia and 

shokuminchi mean “immigrant community”), and they started to live together in these 

communities. These settlements concentrated in São Paulo state.  

Maeyama, an anthropologist who studies the ethnic identity of Japanese 

immigrants in Brazil, argues that the immigrants became “for the first time essentially 

‘Japanese’” (1979, p. 34) after arriving in Brazil. After more than a month of voyage, 

they landed in Brazil and encountered an utterly different language and culture, with 

which they had never been in contact. Situated in this unfamiliar ethnic environment, the 

immigrants developed a strong conceptual binary opposition between the Japanese and 

the Brazilian (Maeyama, 1979, 1982). This distinction is well reflected in the term, gaijin 

(外人, foreigner, outsider), used by Japanese immigrants to indicate the people of other 

ethnic groups, as opposed to nipponjin (日本人, Japanese). They also used such terms as 

zaihaku doohoo (在留同胞, compatriot residents in Brazil), zairyuu-min (在留民,	 
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foreign residents), and hojin (邦人,	 Japanese nationals) to refer to themselves. All of 

these terms imply a temporary status in Brazil (Maeyama 1979).  

In each local Japanese community, immigrants established a Japanese association 

called Nihonjin-kai (日本人会), for the promotion of social and cultural activities as well 

as mutual aid. The biggest concern of the Nihonjin-kai was the foundation and 

maintenance of a Japanese language school (Ninomiya, 2002). During this time, the 

initial immigrants had started to have children in Brazil, and there were also new 

immigrants arriving with their school-age children. Parents were concerned about the 

lack of Japanese education for their children, as they were planning to go back to Japan 

eventually. By 1932, there were 187 Japanese schools established in Brazil and they held 

as many as ten thousand registered students.5 The first two decades of immigration were 

also the period in which a market for the publication of Japanese language media was 

established (Mori 2004). Japanese newspapers published in Brazil were widely read 

among immigrants. There were also Japanese books and magazines published in Brazil, 

as well as imported from Japan.  
 

2.2 OPPRESSION AND WWII (MID 1930S-1940S)  

The Japanese community in Brazil suffered greatly from the nationalistic 

movement in Brazil and Japan’s involvement and defeat in World War II. As the people 

of an adversary, there were severe restrictions on their cultural activities. To make 

matters worse, there was a great deal of confusion among the Japanese over Japan’s 

defeat, which caused a crack in the structure of the Japanese community.  

Two major anti-Japanese movements occurred in 1923-1924 and 1933-1934 

(Maeyama, 1982). The first regulation that directly attacked the Japanese was the 
                                                
5 Survey by Sociedade de Difusão de Ensino de Japones no Brasil, cited in Ninomiya (2002, p. 120).  
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educational law issued by the state government of São Paulo in 1933. The state law 

included the following restrictions.   

 
• It is prohibited to teach a foreign language to children under 10 years old who are 

not literate in Portuguese. 
• Foreign language teachers must have passed a Brazilian certification examination.  
• Only textbooks which are officially approved can be used. 
• It is prohibited to use textbooks that would have a harmful influence on the 

nurturing of the Brazilian people’s spirit. (Extracted from Mori 2009, p. 52-3, my 
translation from Japanese.)  

 

The Vargas dictatorship, which started in 1937, promoted strong nationalism and 

an assimilation policy for immigrants. The new immigration law of 1938 prohibited the 

operation of any ethnic schools by aliens, especially, by Japanese, Italians and Germans 

in rural areas. All the Japanese schools were closed in 1938, although, in some places, 

Japanese language education continued secretly (Furusugi, 2004; Moriwaki, 1998). When 

the law was issued, there were 476 Japanese schools operating in Brazil, including 294 in 

São Paulo state (Mori 2009, p54).  

With the outbreak of the Pacific War at the end of 1941, Brazil broke off 

diplomatic relations with Japan, and official administrators from the Japanese 

government left Brazil to go home. Japanese immigrants thus lost their official support 

organizations. Also, the Brazilian government declared Portuguese to be the only 

appropriate language of use in public. Japanese ethnic media, including newspapers, 

magazines and books were entirely suppressed. In addition, using the Japanese language 

by any means was eradicated from public life. Immigrants could use Japanese only at 

home. There were other restrictions placed on the Japanese immigrants in Brazil 

curtailing their movement and economic freedom. They were prohibited from planning 
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meetings, they were required to obtain a permit before traveling, and many were 

relocated from the coast and from downtown São Paulo. Their assets were also frozen.  

The war ended in 1945 with Japan’s unconditional surrender. However, the 

majority of immigrants could not accept the fact that Japan was defeated. Those who 

believed that Japan had won the war were called Kachi-gumi (勝ち組,	 victory group), 

and those who recognized the defeat were called Make-gumi (負け組, defeat group). 

Radical Kachi-gumi members attacked the Make-gumi. With 23 murders, this conflict 

caused massive disruption inside the Japanese community as well as the further exaltation 

of anti-Japanese sentiment among Brazilians. Kachi-gumi continued to be active for as 

long as ten years after the end of the war.  

Publication of Japanese newspapers, magazines and books resumed in 1946. In 

addition, starting in 1948, the official operation of language schools became possible 

again. 

 

2.3 POSTWAR PERIOD (1950S-) 

With the end of the war, the majority of the immigrants were forced to abandon 

the dream of returning to Japan because of lack of economic opportunity in post-war 

Japan. They now decided to make a permanent home in Brazil. The decision triggered a 

further shift in identity among the immigrants. They were not dekasegi imin (出稼ぎ移

民,	 temporary migrants) any more. They now identified themselves as Koronia-jin (コロ

ニア人,	 people of the community), as well as Nikkei-jin (日系人, people of Japanese 

origin) (Maeyama 1979, 1982). According to Maeyama, the Koronia-jin continued to 

consider themselves Japanese, but they also recognized themselves as members of 

Brazilian society. They distinguished themselves from Japanese natives living in Japan as 
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well as from Brazilian-born descendents. Maeyama also adds that their Brazilian born 

children generally consider themselves to be Brazilian nationals although they do not 

deny their ethnic identity as Nikkei-jin. The Brazilian society at large, however, 

continued to define them as Japanese (Lesser, 1999). See Ch. 5 for more discussion of  

defining what it is to be “Japanese” in Brazil. With regards to the language spoken in 

Japanese communities at this time, a local variety of Japanese influenced by Portuguese, 

was starting to be recognized as Koronia-go (コロニア語). Koronia-go literally means 

“language of the community”. See Ch. 3 and Ch. 8 for more discussion on Koronia-go.  

After the war, having abandoned their dream to return to Japan, many of the 

Nikkei families migrated to the cities. In 1958, the proportion of the Nikkei living in the 

cities was 45% versus 55% in the countryside.  However, by 1988, this had changed 

dramatically to 89% living in the urban areas and only about 11% living in the rural 

areas.6  A major reason for this migration to the cities was the availability of higher 

education and the immigrants' belief that college degrees would lead to upward mobility 

for their children in the Brazilian society. Some of the immigrants ventured into 

commercial activities in the cities employing their family members. Others chose to 

continue to engage in agricultural production while staying close to urban areas 

(Ninomiya, 2002).  

Mori (2009) notes that the urbanization of the Japanese community had a twofold 

impact on Japanese associations. First, in pre-war rural Japanese communities, the 

Japanese population lived in concentrated areas and spoke only Japanese in their day-to-

day life. In the cities, however, the Japanese population was less concentrated.  As a 

result, the use of the Japanese language was confined to the homes except during 

                                                
6 1958 and 1988 censuses by Centro de Estudos Nipo-Bresileiro, cited in Masterson and Fuluda-Classen 
(2004, p. 246).  
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Japanese association activities. Second, in pre-war communities, Japanese associations 

played a central role by taking up administrative duties such as construction of bridges 

and repair of the roads.  Now, these duties earlier handled by the Japanese associations 

were taken care of by local governments. Associations in the cities now assumed a more 

cultural role providing a place for its members to come together, help each other, and 

provide a platform for various leisure and cultural activities.  Earlier, membership and 

participation in the local Japanese association was a given fact of life.  However, a 1988 

survey found that only 25% of the Japanese in the city participated in Japanese 

associations (Mori, 2009, p. 73). The Japanese association examined in the present study 

is an urban organization. 

From 1953 to 1973, about 50,000 postwar Japanese immigrants newly entered 

Brazil. Unlike the prewar immigrants who mostly engaged in agriculture, many of the 

postwar immigrants were trained as technicians in Japan and came seeking work in 

Brazilian industries (Ninomiya, 2002). The number of immigrants to Brazil declined 

throughout the late 1960’s and the 1970’s with rapid recovery and expansion of the 

Japanese economy. 

 

2.4 DEKASSEGUI BOOM AND RECONNECTION WITH JAPAN (1980S-)  

A dramatic reverse migration began in the 1980’s. As a result of a severe 

recession in Brazil and an acute labor shortage in Japan, immigrants and descendants 

with Japanese citizenship began to return-migrate to Japan in search of better job 

opportunities. In Japan, an increasing number of illegal foreign workers posed serious 

social problems in the 1980’s. In order to solve the problem, the Japanese government 

proposed an amendment to the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act, which 
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came into effect in June of 1990. The new policy granted Japanese descendants up to the 

third generation and their spouses the right to reside and work in Japan without 

restriction. The presumed familiarity of Japanese descendants with Japanese culture was 

one of the reasons that the government opened the door specifically to them. Their visas 

could be renewed an indefinite number of times. This revised regulation naturally 

attracted Japanese descendants from Brazil, as well as those in other South American 

countries. The number of registered Brazilians in Japan, which was 4,159 in 1988, went 

up to 56,429 in 1990, and swelled to 316,967 by 2007 (Ministry of Justice, Immigration 

Bureau Statistics). Now, Brazilians are the third largest alien group in Japan, after 

Koreans and Chinese.  

Brazilians and other South American workers who entered Japan to work are 

widely called dekasseguis. Dekassegui is a common Portuguese spelling of the Japanese 

term, dekasegi (出稼ぎ7), which indicates people who temporarily leave their hometown 

to work elsewhere. They typically work as manual laborers for what are called “3K” jobs 

– an acronym for the Japanese words, kitsui (hard), kitanai (dirty), and kiken (dangerous). 

As the term dekassegui implies, most of them go to Japan with the intention to work only 

temporarily and go back to Brazil with their savings. However, many of them actually 

stay in Japan much longer than they initially plan. Increasing numbers of dekasseguis 

stay in Japan with their families, and many of them have started to bring up children in 

Japan, others become circular migrants, going back and forth between the two countries. 

Although there are some original Japanese immigrants, who are literally returning to 

Japan, most of dekasseguis now are the children, grandchildren, or great-grandchildren of 

                                                
7 Although the original Japanese term dekasegi (出稼ぎ) is written with kanji and hiragana, nowadays, the 
katakana script of (デカセギ) is used to indicate specifically the South American workers in Japan. In the 
Japanese writing system, katakana is usually used for borrowings from foreign languages.  
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the original immigrants. Dekasseguis also include Brazilians of non-Japanese descent, 

who are married to descendants. As many of the dekasseguis do not speak Japanese and 

are culturally Brazilianized, they are typically not accepted as “Japanese” in Japan 

(Tsuda, 2003). Instead, they are generally seen and treated as gaijin8, despite their ethnic 

background. Due to the financial crisis that started in 2007, many dekasseguis have lost 

their jobs in Japan. The number of registered Brazilians in Japan declined in 2008 for the 

first time since the beginning of the dekassegui boom.  

Over the summers of 2003 and 2004, I conducted a research investigating how 

Brazilian-born Japanese descendants working in Japan learned Japanese both in Brazil 

and in Japan. The findings include that, for the workers in the study, the significance of 

learning Japanese in Japan was considerably different from what it was in Brazil. In 

Brazil, Japanese was a heritage language related to their ethnic identity. In Japan, 

however, Japanese was a means of life, which was necessary for their survival (Sakuma, 

2005). 

The dekassegui boom caused a number of changes in the Japanese communities in 

Brazil. As a natural consequence, it renewed connections between the Nikkeis in Brazil 

and their homeland. Many immigrants, for the first time after emigration, revisited Japan 

either to work temporarily or to visit their family members working in Japan. It also gave 

them the opportunity to visit their hometowns and their old relatives who never went to 

Brazil. Many descendants also experienced Japan for the first time either as workers or as 

tourists visiting family members. Also, as many people in their most productive years 

                                                
8 The term gaijin, in modern Japanese context, is sometimes used to indicate “whites” or “westerners” 
exclusively, and foreigners from other background, such as non-Japanese Asians may be referred to as 
gaikokujin (Creighton, 1995). However, the informants of this study constantly used the term “gaijin,” 
when describing how they were perceived in Japan.   
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migrated to Japan to work, the Japanese communities in Brazil lost many of their 

members.  

In addition to the dekassegui boom, another influential factor that re-connected 

Nikkeijin with modern Japan is the Japanese TV programming that became available in 

Brazil starting in 1996. Nowadays, many Japanese households in Brazil subscribe to the 

international broadcasting service of the Japanese television network, NHK, which not 

only provides the latest news from Japan, but also broadcasts in the language as it is 

spoken in Japan. A survey conducted by Centro de Estudos Nipo-Brasileiro (2002, p. 46) 

shows that 36% of Japanese families in their study watch NHK.9 The encounter with 

contemporary Japan by the dekassegui boom and the availability of Japanese TV 

programming caused immigrants to develop complex ideologies about Japanese language 

and ethnicity. See Ch5 for more discussion on their perceptions of modern Japan. 

 

2.5 TODAY 

Today, In Brazil, Japanese immigrants and descendants are viewed as a "positive 

minority" because of their presumed affiliation with the highly respected First World 

nation of Japan, their own socioeconomic success in Brazil, and their positively regarded 

“Japanese” culture (Tsuda, 2000). In a new development, intermarriages, which used to 

be unwelcomed among the immigrant generation have became more and more common. 

The census conducted in 1988 by Centro de Estudos Nipo-Bresileiro (cited in Masterson 

                                                
9 In this 2002 survey, 826 families in four local Japanese communities (Vila Carrão, Suzano, Maringá and 
Aliança) answered the questionnaire. Nakato also provides data from Aliança (2005, p. 89) and Suzano 
(2006 p. 63) about the reception of NHK broadcasting. Unlike the 2002 survey by Centro de Estudos Nipo-
Bresileiro, Nakato’s questionnaire was directed to individuals of different generations. In her data, 68.3% 
(n=28) of the immigrants in Aliança and 46.2% (n=18) of the immigrants in Suzano have access to the 
NHK programming. In both cities, informants of younger generations have less access to the Japanese 
broadcasting.  
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and Fuluda-Classen, 2004, p. 248) reports that while only 6% of nisei (children of 

immigrants) have non-Japanese Brazilian spouses, 42% of sansei (grandchildren of 

immigrants) and 61% of yonsei (great-grand children of immigrants) are married to non-

Japanese. Those with mixed ancestry are called mestiço.  

Local Japanese associations are also facing a further change. As described above, 

many associations are suffering from a declining number of participants as old 

immigrants are passing away and many adults have left to Japan to work as dekasseguis. 

Nikkeijin of the younger generation are also often not interested in maintaining the 

traditional structure of the associations. However, at the same time, some youth, mostly 

teenagers of Sansei or Yonsei, have become interested in certain aspects of the modern 

Japanese culture, including animation, comic books, Japanese pop songs as well as 

performing arts such as taiko (drumming) and yosakoi soran (dancing). Although these 

cultural aspects are not necessarily a part of the original immigrants’ heritage, some local 

Japanese associations offer venues for the interested youth to get together and practice 

these cultural activities. The youth groups are generally open to non-Japanese Brazilians 

as well.10  
 

                                                
10 Yamanouchi (2002, 2003) also points out that Japanese youth who formed a Japanese youth association 
in São Paulo city consider their culture as “Japanese Brazilian culture (cultura nipo-brasileira)”, and not 
necessarily “Japanese culture”.  
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Figure 2.1: A Japanese Brazilian family  

Yoshihashi family gets together on New Year’s Eve. Following Japanese tradition, Mrs. 
Yoshihashi prepared buckwheat noodles. Following the Brazilian tradition, the two 
daughters were wearing white dresses. Far left is the author. (All photographs are from 
the author’s collection.) 

 

 

 

2.5.1 The year 2008: immigration centenary 

The fieldwork for this study was conducted from June to November 2008. The 

year 2008 coincided with the immigration centenary of the Japanese in Brazil. Reflecting 

the strongly positive status of Nikkeis in Brazil, the centenary was widely celebrated, 

garnering enormous attention from inside and outside of the community. Numerous 

events, including ceremonies and festivals were held in various locations. Many local 

Japanese associations also constructed memorial monuments, such as Japanese gardens 

and torii, a red gateway that symbolically marks the entrance to a “Japanese” space.11 

These events and monuments are usually financially supported by Brazilian local 

governments and corporations as well as Japanese organizations, corporations and 

                                                
11 Torii, in Japanese context is a gateway at the entrance to a Shinto shrine. However Shintoism has lost its 
spiritual connotation in Brazil. It is usually considered as something merely “Japanese”.  
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individuals. The centenary also attracted media attention, resulting in wide coverage on 

TV, in magazines and newspapers. Pages of Brazilian newspapers shown in Figure 2.2 

illustrate the significant public attention to the immigration centenary from outside of the 

Japanese community.  
 

Figure 2.2: Brazilian newspaper issued on June 18th, 2008, on the official 100th 
anniversary of the immigration.  

Left: Newspaper supplement of Folha de São Paulo. On the cover page of the special 
edition, the headline says “日本移民１００周年”(100 Years of Japanese immigration) 
and the title in the middle says “Retrato dos ‘Nossos Japoneses’” (A Portrait of ‘Our 
Japanese’).  
Right: An advertisement by the State government of São Paulo. A rice bowl is put on the 
state flag of São Paulo, hiding the map of the state. The message below the flag says 
“Quem veio de tão longe para trabalhar e crescer com a gente, merece mesmo un lugar 
especial em nossos corações.” (Who came from so far to work and to grow with us, they 
truly deserve a special place in our hearts.)  
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Below: An advertisement by a shopping mall in São Paulo, MorumbiShopping. With the 
Japanese national flag, “Eu ●	 SP” reads as “Eu Amo SP” (I Love São Paulo), which is 
supposedly an appropriation of the famous “I ♥	 NY” rebus.  
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Chapter 3:  Linguistic Profile of Japanese Brazilian Community 

This chapter outlines characteristics of Japanese spoken in Brazil among Japanese 

immigrants and descendants. The linguistic situation of Japanese communities in Brazil 

can be described both as a case of dialect contact as well as a case of language contact in 

an ethnic-minority enclave. In addition, there is an ongoing language shift from Japanese 

to Portuguese, and it has been predicted that Japanese will eventually be replaced by 

Portuguese (Kanazawa and Loveday, 1988; Nakato, 2005, 2006). A great majority of 

isseis (immigrants), except those who immigrated as young children, speak Japanese as 

their dominant language, and most sanseis (grandchildren of immigrants) speak 

Portuguese as their dominant language, although both groups include a small number of 

bilingual speakers. Niseis (children of immigrants) include Japanese monolinguals and 

Portuguese monolinguals, as well as bilinguals with a correspondingly varying linguistic 

repertoire.  

The aim of this chapter is to set the linguistic background of this dissertation, 

which concerns the social meaning of Japanese, Portuguese and mixed use of the two in 

construction of Nikkei identity. The first half of this chapter, sections 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3, 

introduces a local variety of Japanese called Koronia-go (language of the community). 

Then, the second half, section 3.4, describes two ethnic language movements which 

occurred in the community in the 1960s through the early 1970s.  

 

3.1 KORONIA-GO 

A variety of language spoken in Japanese Brazilian communities is often referred 

to as Koronia-go. Koronia is a word of Portuguese origin (colônia) that indicates 
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“immigrant community”. –Go (語) is a Japanese suffix, meaning “language”. Together, it 

literally means “language of the community”. Koronia-go is neither a linguistically 

defined, nor a stable variety. There is great variation among individual speakers. 

Generally, the term indicates the Japanese language spoken in Japanese communities in 

Brazil, which has some aspects that are different from the Japanese spoken in Japan. This 

dissertation considers Koronia-go as a variety of Japanese that encompasses various 

phenomena that occur as a consequence of Japanese-Portuguese language contact and 

Japanese dialect contact12. The phenomena include the use of Japanese regional dialects, 

as well as lexical borrowings, code-switching, semantic shifts, phonological and morpho-

syntactic integrations involving Portuguese.  

There have been many descriptions of Koronia-go written by immigrants, 

descendants and visitors from Japan, going as far back as the late 1950s (e.g., Handa, 

1980a, b; Kato, 1994; Kuyama, 2000a, b; Nagao, 1975, 1977; Nomoto, 1969 a, b; Ota, 

1959; Suzuki 1979, 1982). At this date, the most comprehensive description of Koronia-

go can be found in a book, Burajiru Nikkei, Okinawakei imin syakai ni okeru gengo 

sessyoku [Language contact in Japanese and Okinawan immigrant communities in Brazil] 

(2009), by Kudo, Mori, Santo, Lee and Nakato. Nakato (2009) summarizes the 

characteristics of Japanese spoken in Brazil as pointed out in the preceding studies. These 

features include (1) the use of borrowings from Portuguese, (2) the mixed use of regional 

dialects mainly from Western Japanese, and (3) vocabulary and usage specific to the 

Nikkei society (Nakato, 2009, p. 216). Declined and simplified use of honorifics has also 

                                                
12 Because of the dekassegui boom, Japanese-Portuguese language contact is also seen in Japan. Ishi 
(2000) calls the variety observed in Japan “Dekassegui-go”. However, the language contact due to 
dekassegui should be distinguished from Koronia-go, as the linguistic structure, as well as socio-historical 
backgrounds of the two varieties are significantly different.   
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been reported (e.g. Suzuki, 1982). Nakato adds that Japanese language spoken by 

Hawaiian Nikkeis also share these features.  
 

3.2 MIXED USE OF BILINGUAL RESOURCES  

This section explores the mixed use of Japanese and Portuguese by speakers of 

Koronia-go. Although the kinds of language mixture discussed in this section are 

typically classified as “code switching” or “borrowings,” there is no consensus among 

researchers on the boundary between the two (Winford, 2003). Since this dissertation 

concerns the social functions of such language mixture, rather than the structural aspect 

of it, these two terms are distinguished only in the broad sense. In this dissertation, 

“borrowings” indicates language mixture at lexical level, including a single word or short 

phrases. On the other hand, “code switching” involves language alternation of larger 

linguistic units including the clause and sentence.  

One of the most salient characteristics of Koronia-go is borrowings from 

Portuguese into Japanese (Kuyama, 2000a, b; Suzuki, 1979). Example 3.1 is a narrative 

from an immigrant. The speaker is an 81-year-old female from Yamagata prefecture 

(Tohoku region, Eastern Japan) who immigrated to Brazil when she was 9 years old. 

Elements of Portuguese origin are in bold.  

 

Example 3.1: Mixed use of Japanese and Portuguese 

From 817_Honma, interview, 9/18/08 
 

1. ichiichi   marido-ga,   ano feira-ni        tsure-te  it-tari, nanka-shite  
tudo 

    every time  husband-NOM13, INT market-DAT  take-and  go-etc., such things-do  all 
                                                
13 List of abbreviations 
DAT: dative marker 
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  “Every time, the husband, uh takes [her] to a market and does all such 
things.” 

 
2. kondo kodomo-ga  okkiku nat-tara,      kanarazu 
    then     child-NOM       big         become-when always 
  “Then when the child grew up” 
 
3. kodomo-ga ano mamãe-ni hitori    tsui-te       ika-nakat-tara 
    child-NOM   INT   mom-DAT   one person follow-and go-NEG-if 
  “if one child, uh doesn’t accompany the mom,” 
 
4. não sabe     voltar porque não sabe  nem ler, não sabe       nem 

falar 
    NEG know3PS return because  NEG know3ps EMP read, NEG know3PS EMP speak 
  “[the mom] doesn’t know how to return, because [she] doesn’t know how to  
  speak or read.”  
 
5. perde-shi-tara, moo rua perde shi-tara uchi-ni     kae-rare-nai 
    loose-do-if,            EMP street lose      do-if        home-DAT  return-POT-

NEG 
  “If [she] gets lost, if [she] loses her way, [she] won’t be able to go home.”  
 
6. ai  annano, annano      nossa difícil  ne14 
    INT such thing, such thing, INT  difficult TAG 
  “Ah such a thing, such a thing is so difficult, right?”  

 

In this excerpt, there are many Portuguese elements in otherwise Japanese 

sentences. The borrowings include nouns (e.g marido and feira, in line 1), a verb (perde, 

in line 5) an adjective (difícil, in line 6) and interjections (e.g. ai, in line 6). Nouns are by 

far the most frequently borrowed items, and they encompass a basic vocabulary including 

such items as personal pronouns, kin terms and numerals (Kuyama, 2000b). The nouns 

                                                                                                                                            
INT: interjection 
NEG: negative  
NOM: nominative marker 
POT: potential  
TAG: tag  
TOP: topic marker 
3PS: third person singular 
14 The last element in line 6, ne, can be interpreted as the Japanese sentence final particle “ne”, or the 
Portuguese contraction of “não é” which is also pronounced as “ne (spelled as né)”. 
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are case marked in Japanese, as in marido-ga (husband-NOM) and feira-ni (market-

DAT).15 Verbs are also often borrowed, taking third person singular form16 followed by 

the Japanese auxiliary verb-suru. In the above example, perde-shi-tara (line 5), perde is 

the third person singular form of perder (to lose) followed by the Japanese auxiliary verb 

–suru (do), which is inflected for the conditional as in –shi-tara (-do-if). Adjectives, 

adverbs and interjections are also often borrowed. 17  The phonological pattern of 

borrowed items generally follows that of Japanese, although there are variations among 

speakers (Kuyama, 2000b). In the example above, there are also code-switches to 

Portuguese (in line 4).  

Koronia-go also involves semantic loans, in which the meanings of Japanese 

lexical items are extended under the influence of Portuguese synonyms.18 For example, a 

Japanese verb nageru (to throw) obtained the new meaning, “to play (sports),” because of 

a Portuguese verb jogar which indicates both “to throw” and “to play (sports)”. One may 

say gorufu-o nageru, meaning “to play golf”.19 Another commonly observed term that 

went through a semantic shift is tsukamu (to grip), which gained the meaning “to catch (a 

means of transportation)” from the Portuguese verb pegar. For example, onibusu-o 

                                                
15 Rua perde-shi-tara (street lost-do-if), in line 5, is an exception where the noun rua is not followed by 
the object case marker –o. The word order still shows the Japanese (S)OV pattern, rather than the 
Portuguese (S)VO pattern.  
16 In fact, it is not clear if the third person singular form is borrowed or if it is actually the infinitive form 
from which “-r” is dropped. For regular Portuguese verbs (e.g. perder), the third person singular form (e.g. 
perde) is identical to the infinitive form without “-r”. Because irregular verbs are usually not borrowed 
(Kuyama, 2000b) it is difficult to say if the borrowed form is the third person singular or the infinitive.  
17 For morphological integration of adjectives and adverbs, see Kyuama (2000b). The integration pattern 
of nouns, adjectives, and adverbs are similar to that of English and other European items borrowed in 
Japanese spoken in Japan, discussed by Loveday (1996). For English verbs, the infinitive form of the verbs 
are borrowed, followed by the Japanese auxiliary verb, –suru.  
18 Higa, in his discussion of Japanese spoken in Hawai lists items that went through similar semantic loans 
as a result of Japanese-English contact (1974, p. 35).  
19 Nagata’s study (1991) conducted in a Japanese community in Assaí, in the state of Paraná, shows 29.2% 
(n=21) of immigrants and descendants use the verb nageru for playing baseball, as in yakyuu-o nageru, 
while in standard Japanese, the verb yaru or suru (both meaning “do”) would be used.  
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tsukamu (to catch a bus) is a commonly used expression among immigrants. There are 

also calques, or loan translations, in which Japanese morphemes are employed to make a 

new compound by literal translation from Portuguese. For example, Suzuki (1982), who 

examined Koronia-go expressions used in Japanese language newspapers20 mentions an 

expression, shoogyoo-jikan (商業時間, commercial time), which is a translation of 

horário commercial. It indicates “business hours.” In standard Japanese, the same 

concept is expressed as eigyoo jikan (営業時間).  

Suzuki (1982) also notes expressions and usage seen in Koronia-go, which are not 

necessarily influenced by Portuguese, but emerged through the unique experience of the 

immigrants. For example, the term yookoku (養国), literally means “foster country,” 

indicates Brazil. Yookoku contrasts with bokoku (母国), “mother country” or Japan. 

Bokoku is a standard Japanese expression, while yookoku is used only in Brazil. Ch. 8 

explores the use of Koronia-go, including these Brazilian-born Japanese words, in 

immigrants’ poetry.  

 

3.3 JAPANESE DIALECT CONTACT  

In addition to Portuguese-Japanese language contact, another important aspect of 

Koronia-go is Japanese dialect contact that resulted in immigrant koines (Siegel, 1985), in 

which features from different dialects are mixed and leveled. Japanese dialects can be 

divided into two major areas: Eastern Japan and Western Japan (Shibatani 1990) and they 

are mutually intelligible for the most part.21 Although there were people from all over 
                                                
20 The online version of a Japaese newspaper Nikkei Shimbun (Jornal do Nikkey) has a page 
(http://www.nikkeyshimbun.com.br/colonia-go.html) that is entitled Koronia-go Jiten (Koronia-go 
dictionary). The page lists Koronia-go expressions, which are used in their articles, and their definitions.   
21 There were also Ryukyuan languages that Okinawan immigrants brought, which are unintelligible to 
Japanese speakers. Although there is a large Okinawan population in Brazil, it did not have a significant 
impact on Koronia-go spoken by non-Okinawan Japanese.  
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Japan who immigrated to Brazil, the majority of immigrants were from the western 

region. There were especially large numbers from the Chugoku and Kyushu regions. As 

many of the early immigrants are from rural areas, they spoke regional dialects of their 

native localities, resulting in dialect mixing (Nakato, 2009). Kudo (2009) and Nakato 

(2009) report immigrants’ use of certain regional dialect features that do not exist in the 

speakers’ own native varieties. Kudo shows an example of a jun-nisei (immigrant who 

left Japan as a child) from Kagawa (Shikoku region, Western Japan) using two negative 

forms, Western -sen and Eastern -shinai, in one conversation (2009, p. 17-19). The same 

speaker also uses the Eastern copula –da, instead of the Westeran –ja.22 Kudo also 

reports the use of two progressive aspect forms, Western -shiyoru and Eastern -shiteru 

used by a jun-nisei from the Eastern region as well as by a descendant.  

 

3.4 ETHNIC LANGUAGE MOVEMENTS 

As described in Ch. 2, section 2.3, Japanese immigrants started to call themselves 

Koronia-jin (people of the community) after they made the decision to make Brazil their 

permanent home. The term Koronia-go, and discussion of it also emerged around the 

same time in the late 1950s (Mori, 2009). There are numerous essays written by 

intellectuals that tell us how they viewed the unique variety spoken in Koronia.23 In 

particular, two ethnic language movements that occurred around the 1960s to early 

1970s, reported by Mori (2004), are worthy of attention for the purpose of this 

dissertation, as these movements involve the construction of immigrants’ identity through 

                                                
22 This data thus also shows that although Western dialects in general seem to be stronger in Japanese 
communities, it is not always Eastern features that are leveled out.  
23 See Mori (2004, 2009) and Santo (2003, 2009) for reviews of such essays.  
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Koronia-go. One is the ethnic language education movement and the other is ethnic 

literature movement.  

The Japanese language education movement was led by a journalist, Zempachi 

Ando, who advocated a new model of language education for the unity of Koronia. With 

Ando’s exertion, the first postwar Japanese language textbook, Nippongo (The Japanese 

language), was edited in 1961. A pamphlet that contains editorial remarks distributed by 

the publication committee describes the need for Japanese language education 

appropriate for Koronia, which should be different from the language education in Japan.  

The followings are excerpts from the editorial remarks.  

 

For the prosperity of our Koronia, it is essential that isseis, niseis and sanseis are 
tied closely together and join forces. Cooperation starts from understanding, and 
understanding arises from where the language is well understood. This is the 
primary reason for making niseis and sanseis learn Japanese. […] Our children 
are pure Brazilians and are responsible for the glory of this country. For the 
people who are growing up with this destiny, it is not at all appropriate to provide 
a textbook that aims to “foster a Japanese national.” […] Thus, for a long time, we 
have been hoping to have a textbook that is appropriate for the Brazilian national 
circumstances and the reality of Koronia […] The content of the new textbook 
intends to foster appropriate pride as Japanese Brazilians, and to educate people 
who can contribute to the progress and development of their home country, Brazil 
(Nippaku, 1961b, p. 1-3, my translation from Japanese).  

 

In this statement, Japanese language education is linked with raising Japanese 

Brazilians, who are different from Japanese nationals. The new textbook includes many 

stories about Brazil and Koronia, in contrast to the pre-war textbook that had more stories 

about Japan. The Japanese language of the new textbook also incorporates borrowings 
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from Portuguese, although the use is restricted to nouns.24 The following is a short 

excerpt from the textbook. The story is about a co-op that the people in a Japanese 

community had organized. Borrowings are in bold, followed by Portuguese 

representations in parentheses.  

 

Example 3.2: Excerpt from 1961 language textbook  

1. 組合の前で、となりのおじさんにあいました。 
  kumiai no mae de tonari no ojisan ni aimashita.  
  “I met a man who is my next-door neighbor in front of the co-op.”  
 
2. おじさんは、カミニョンからアメンドインをおろしていました。 
  ojisan wa kaminyon (>camihão) kara amendoin (>amendoin) o orosite imashita. 
  “He was unloading peanuts from his truck.” 
 
3. 村の人は、カフェーでも、わたでもミーリョでも、 
  mura no hito wa kafee (>café) demo wata demo miiryo (>milho) demo 
  “The people of the village, no matter what product, whether coffee or cotton or  
 corn,  
 
4. とれたものはみんな組合に出します。 
  toretamono wa minna kumiai ni dashimasu  
  “bring everything they harvested to the co-op.”  
 (Nippaku, 1961a, vol. 3, p. 41)  
 

However, language education incorporating local features did not last long (Mori, 

2004). Although the textbook Nippongo was once adopted by about 90% of the Japanese 

schools in Brazil, it also met with criticism for its use of Portuguese borrowings. 

Especially influential opinions came from scholars from Japan, such as Kikuo Nomoto 

(1969). Their position was that Japanese should be taught as a foreign language and 

                                                
24 In the editorial remarks, the editors mention that the Portuguese borrowings are adopted so that younger 
students can be interested in the study of Japanese, without being overwhelmed. The Portuguese words are 
replaced by Japanese equivalents in later volumes, designed for older students.  
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should follow the Japanese spoken in Japan. Partly because of this criticism from outside 

authorities, the language education using Koronia-go eventually declined. During the 

1970s, the Japanese language started to be recognized as a foreign language in Brazil, as 

opposed to a language of the community (Mori 2004). 

Another ethnic movement that involved Koronia-go was the creation of a body of 

literature concerning immigrant identity (Mori 2004). The genre is called Koronia 

bungaku (Koronia literature) and it follows a general theme describing the immigrants’ 

experiences in Brazil. Some of the authors also employ Koronia-go in their writings. One 

of the most famous pieces is written by a cultural anthropologist, Takeshi Maeyama. His 

drama script “Tomate to Kompyuutaa (Tomate and Computer)” was published in 1972 

and received the Koronia Bungaku Shoo (Koronia Literature Award). The script has an 

accompanying essay by the same author, titled “Tomate to Kompyuutaa” Engi (“Tomato 

and Computer” the Origin). In the essay, Maeyama defines and praises Koronia-go as 

follows:  

 

In Koronia, some speak Japanese as their main language, and others speak 
Portuguese as their main language. However, in varying degrees, most of them 
understand and speak more or less both languages. In our life, we communicate 
by skillfully kneading them together and making choices between the two. It is 
not that the languages simply “collapse” and mix. As a strategy to survive, we 
intentionally mix and take the trouble to knead the two languages together. We 
call the current language used in our Koronia, as a result of this mixing and 
kneading, Koronia-go.  

Except this “Koronia-go,” which is the greatest cultural heritage of the 60 years of 
Koronia’s history, there is no other language that we should use to write such a 
drama that would appeal to a population which uses Japanese as their main 
language as well as the other population which uses Portuguese as their main 
language; to the first generation as well as the second generation; to members of 
the Japanese association as well as the Japanese youth association; to parents as 
well as children (Maeyama 1972, p. 116, my translation from Japanese).”  
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Maeyama’s argument is similar to that of Ando, in that both emphasize an aspect 

of the language that unites immigrants with descendants. Though Maeyama’s script is a 

creative work, many of the Koronia-go expressions in this script are actually used in 

natural conversations.25 The following excerpt is taken from a line of an old immigrant 

character who is complaining about his first-born son not helping the family. Elements of 

Portuguese origin are in bold, followed by the Portuguese representation in parentheses. 

Features from Western Japanese are underlined.  

 

Example 3.3: Excerpt from Tomate to Kompyuutaa 

1. あの野郎！なまいきに、トモーベなんか、買いやがって……。 
  Ano yaroo! Namaikini tomoobe (>automovel) nanka kai-yagatte...  

  “That idiot! He is so impudent to buy a car...”   
 
2.ふん、うちのアジューダも、まだ、ぜんぜんしよらんくせしやがって

……。 
  Fun, uchi no ajuuda (>ajuda) mo, mada, zenzen shi-yoran kuse shi-yagatte...  
  “Huh, he hasn’t even provided any help to our family at all...”  
 
3. なあ、五郎。トモーベなんか買う前に、 
  Naa, Goroo. Tomoobe (>automovel) nanka kau maeni  
  “Don’t you think, Goroo? Before buying things like a car,”  
 
4. オッセが夜学にでも行けるようにしてくれるのが、  
  osse (>você)-ga yagaku-ni demo ik-eru yooni shite-kureru-no-ga,  
  “making it possible for you to go to night school or something”   
 
5. – 順序というもんだ。な、そうだろ 
  - jyunjyo to iu mon-da. Na, soo-daro.  
  “is what is called an appropriate order. Isn’t it so?”  
 
6. – だいたいが……外人の女なんかとカーザすると 

                                                
25 This script has been cited as linguistic data in several studies (e.g. Mori, 2009; Nagao, 1977; Suzuki, 
1982). Mori (2009) provides analysis of language choice among characters of different generations.  
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  – Daitaiga... gaijin-no onna-nanka to kaaza (>casar)-suru to  
  “To start with... if you get married with a foreigner woman”  
 
7. ろくなことがありゃせんのだ。 
  rokuna koto-ga arya-sen noda. 
  “there is no good thing.”   
 
8. – な、パパイ・タ・セルトだろ、五郎。 
  – Na, papai ta seruto (>papai tá certo) daro, Goroo.  
  “Isn’t it? Dad is right, isn’t it, Goro?”  
(Maeyama 1972, p. 114. Stage directions within the script are omitted.) 
 

In this excerpt, there are several borrowings from Portuguese in otherwise 

Japanese lines. These borrowings include nouns (e.g tomoobe>automovel, line 1), verbs 

(e.g. kaaza>cazar, line 6) and a phrase (e.g. papai ta seruto>papai tá certo, line 8). Also, 

some elements from the Western Japanese dialect (e.g. shi-yoran, line 2, and arya-sen, 

line 7) are used.  

The language movements that try to legitimize and promote Koronia-go have 

been in a decline. The language shift toward Portuguese has progressed to the extent that 

there is not much hope that Koronia-go will unite Nikkeis of different generations. Still, 

at the present time, many people in the Japanese communities speak and, to some extent, 

write in Koronia-go.  

This chapter outlined characteristics of Koronia-go and two ethnic language 

movements that appropriated Koronia-go as the language inherent to local identity. 

However, little is known about how ordinary community members’ linguistic behaviors 

are informed by their language ideologies. By examining the narratives and daily 

linguistic practices of Nikkeis, one of the goals of this dissertation is to reveal the 

contemporary understanding of Japanese, Portuguese and the mixed use of the two 

among members of a local Japanese association.  
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Chapter 4: Research Sites and Methods 

This study is based on the data obtained from fieldwork conducted in a local 

Japanese Brazilian association in São Paulo between June and November of 2008. Also, 

some of the data analyzed in this study were collected during a preliminary visit to the 

association between February and June 2006. Both speech data and ethnographic data 

were gathered primarily from participant observations of various activities held in the 

association and in-depth interviews with the members of the association. This chapter 

discusses the site of this study, data collection methods, informants, data analysis 

methods, and the transcription convention.  

 

4. 1 PRIMARY SITE: NIKKAI, A LOCAL ASSOCIATION 

The site of this study is a local Japanese Brazilian association that will be referred 

to as NIKKAI. NIKKAI is located in an interior city of São Paulo state, which will be 

referred to as Bella Vista City. The city is about 100km away from the capital city of São 

Paulo, which is not only the biggest city in Brazil but also the center of Japanese 

Brazilian culture. According to the national census held in 2000 26, Bella Vista’s 

population is about one million, and approximately 0.9% of the population is Asian.  

There are three Japanese associations and one Okinawan association in Bella 

Vista City and NIKKAI is by far the largest of the four. There are also other Japanese 

associations in neighboring cities. In Bella Vista City, there are also several religious 

organizations of Japanese origin, including chapters of Nishi-honganji, Higashi-honganji, 

Tenrikyo, Seicho-No-Ie, and Soka Gakkai. Many of the NIKKAI members are also 

                                                
26 2000 census by Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística, www.ibge.gov.br 
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associated with other local Japanese organizations. For example, one can learn Japanese 

traditional dance from NIKKAI, participate in karaoke club with the Okinawan 

association, and attend religious meetings at one of the Japanese temples. 

NIKKAI provided a suitable site for this study of linguistic practices and ethnic 

identities for several reasons. First it is a very active ethnic organization, hosting various 

kinds of cultural events, activities and social gatherings that one can observe and 

participate in on a daily basis. Also, NIKKAI has as many as 27 subdivisions, each of 

them attracting different groups of people from varying generations, genders and 

language practices. At the same time, members overlap among the subdivisions. These 

divisions and overlaps provided interesting conditions for this study. Since there are 

meetings and events for specific groups, as well as for the whole association, it was 

possible to observe participants in relatively homogeneous as well as heterogeneous 

settings with regards to age, gender, and language. The rest of this section provides 

details of NIKKAI and its subdivisions. 

 

4.1.1 Overview of NIKKAI 

NIKKAI was founded in the early 1950s, and officially registered with the city in 

the mid 1950s. In the early days, the great majority of NIKKAI members were 

immigrants, and the members primarily spoke only Japanese within the association. 

Compared to its early days, NIKKAI members now have become increasingly 

heterogeneous – both ethnically and linguistically. The majority of NIKKAI members are 

now descendants, and there are also non-Japanese Brazilians participating in cultural 

activities. Many descendants, especially those from younger generations, are racially 

mixed as a result of intermarriage. Although most of the members have at least some 
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knowledge of both Japanese and Portuguese, the immigrants tend to be fluent in Japanese 

only. In contrast, many of the descendants understand Portuguese only. Details of the 

language situation of the NIKKAI are discussed in Ch.6.  

As it was described in Ch.2, the roles of Japanese associations have changed over 

time, and many local Japanese associations are suffering from a loss of participants. 

Original immigrants are aging and dying, and many descendants have also left the 

community to work in Japan as dekasseguis. Despite this situation, NIKKAI successfully 

adjusted itself to survive, attracting people of the younger generation. NIKKAI has two 

divisions that are extremely popular among the youth: groups of taiko (drumming) and 

yosakoi soran (dancing). In addition, Karaoke club attracts both the elderly and the youth. 

In some cases, adults start to come to NIKKAI because of their children who are 

participating in taiko, yosakoi soran or karaoke while in the past, it was usually parents 

who introduced their children to ethnic associations. Although NIKKAI consists of 

people of different ethnic and linguistic backgrounds, many of the participants know each 

other, and there are frequent interactions among people across generations and language 

groups. Many of them are connected as relatives either with blood relations or as in-laws.  

NIKKAI has a building site of a little over 800m2, where they have built a two-

story building with a hall including a stage, a gymnasium, two kitchens, storage rooms, 

rooms for practicing Japanese martial arts (karate, judo and kendo), and a classroom for 

Japanese language instruction among other facilities.  
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4.1.2 Departments and activity-oriented clubs in NIKKAI 

The core of NIKKAI consists of its central board of directors, which has about 

100 officers, and the 5 age-defined departments. NIKKAI also hosts 22 activity-oriented 

clubs. There are overlapping members among departments and clubs.  

 

Age-defined departments  

The 5 departments are defined by age and, in one case, gender. They are Kodomo-

kai (Department of Kids), Junia-kai (Department of Juniors), Seinen-kai (Department of 

Young Adults), Fujin-kai (Department of Women) and Rojin-kai (Department of 

Seniors). Each department has its own board of directors. As the names of the groups 

suggest, this institutionalized age grading system (Traphagan, 1998) is brought from 

Japan. Table 4.1 provides a summary of these 5 groups. There is no group specifically for 

men of around 30 to 60 years old, and for women of around 30 to 45 years old. Those 

who fall in these age ranges can still participate in NIKKAI activities as members of 

activity-oriented clubs described below. 
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Table 4.1: Summary of age-defined departments in NIKKAI 

*=Departments in which participant observation was conducted 
Lg=dominant language(s), J=Japanese, P=Portuguese 
 
 Age 

range 
Lg # of 

members 
Generation27 Members typically 

overlapping with 
Dept. of Kids 0~10 P 20 Sansei and 

younger 
Taiko, Yosakoi soran 

Dept. of Juniors 10~17 P 100 Sansei and 
younger 

Taiko, Yosakoi soran, 
Karaoke 

Dept. of Young 
Adults 

18~30 P 20 Nisei and 
younger 

Karaoke 

Dept. of 
Women* 

45~90 J/P 199 Issei and 
younger 

Dept. of Seniors, 
Karaoke, Haiku, Chorus, 
Bon-odori 

Dept. of 
Seniors* 

60~100 J 176 Issei and 
younger 

Dept. of Women, 
Karaoke, Haiku, Chorus, 
Bon-odori 

 

The central board of directors and the 5 departments are responsible for managing 

NIKKAI as a coherent ethnic organization. The 5 departments work collaboratively as 

well as independently. For example, for annual festivals held in NIKKAI, the Dept. of 

Woman is in charge of food preparation, while the Dept. of Young Adults is responsible 

for setting up and cleaning the venue. NIKKAI hosts such annual events as Festival do 

Japão (Japan Festival), Undoo-kai (Sports Festival), Festa Junina (June Festival -annual 

Brazilian cerebration), and Carnaval (Carnival) throughout the year. Some of the events, 

such as Undoo-kai, are of Japanese origin, and others, such as Festa Junina and Carnaval, 

are of Brazilian origin. Some events are open to the public and they easily attract several 

thousand people from outside of NIKKAI. Other events are more restricted, specifically 

                                                
27 Issei = immigrants, nisei = Brazilian-born children of immigrants, sansei = Brazilian-born grandchildren 
of immigrants.  
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for NIKKAI members. A department may also organize an event exclusively for its 

members.  

As an example of departmental activities, the following provides a typical 

proceeding for a Department of Seniors’ monthly meeting.  

 
(1) Silent prayer to the deceased compatriot  
(2) Sing “Rojin Club no Uta (Song of Senior’s Club)”  
(3) Light gymnastics with music   
(4) Words from the president  
(5) Report of the directors’ board meeting from a secretary 
(6) Financial report from a treasurer  
(7) Birthday celebration with gift and birthday song, for those having birthdays in 

the month 
(8) Announcement of upcoming events, etc.  
(9) Story telling time. Members –either voluntarily or on request- come up front 

and tell stories about their daily lives, memories, etc. 
(10) Potluck lunch 
 

Figure 4.1: A scene from a monthly meeting of the Dept. of Seniors 

At the very beginning of the meeting, participants are praying silently for the deceased. 
On the table, there are dishes for the potluck lunch.  
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Activity-oriented clubs 

In addition to the 5 age-defined departments, there are 22 activity-oriented clubs. 

These clubs vary in size, participants’ generation, and dominant language(s). They also 

have varying levels of connection to Japanese culture and to the core part of NIKKAI. 

For example, clubs such as karaoke, taiko and yosakoi soran are very closely related to 

the core part of NIKKAI, as most members are also members of the age-defined 

departments. Activities in these 3 groups are also considered to be culturally “Japanese”, 

and they perform at many of the NIKKAI events such as the Japan Festival. In contrast, 

for example, the volleyball group has a lot less to do with NIKKAI as an ethnic 

organization. They simply make use of the gymnasium space that NIKKAI offers. Many 

of the clubs are recognized as “courses” with instructors and students. The 22 clubs are 

listed in Table 4.2. As it is noted in the “members” column, some clubs consist of only 

elderly, youth or female members.  

Table 4.2: List of activity-oriented clubs in NIKKAI 

*=Clubs in which participant observation was conducted 
Lg=dominant language(s); J=Japanese, P=Portuguese 
#= number of members 
-=no information 
Eld=Elderly only, Youth=Youth only, Fem=Female only 
 
Clubs #  Lg Mem- 

bers 
Description 

Karaoke* 173 J/P  Karaoke singing in Japanese (see Ch. 7) 
Nihon-buyo* 8 J Eld/ 

Fem 
Japanese traditional dance 

Bon-odori* 20 J Eld/ 
Fem 

Japanese traditional group dance 

Chorus* 20 J/P Fem Chorus of Japanese songs 
Ikebana* 8 J/P Fem Flower arrangements 
Haiku* 14 J Eld Poetry (See Ch. 8) 
Handcraft* 6 J Eld/ 

Fem 
Handcrafting with beads, paper, etc.  
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Go 2 J Eld Chinese board game 
Fruits/veggie art 5 P  Art of cutting fruits and vegetables as ornaments 
Taiko 60 P Youth Japanese drumming 
Yosakoi soran 30 P Youth Japanese-origin dance (modern rendition)  
Shodo 7 P  Japanese calligraphy 
J language  45 J/P  Japanese language class 
Otaku club - P Youth For lovers of Japanese animation, manga (comic 

books), videogames, etc. 
Social dance - P  Western social dance  
Tai Chi - P  Chinese martial arts 
Lian Gong - P  Chinese gymnastics 
Karate - P  Japanese (Okinawan) martial arts 
Judo - P  Japanese martial arts 
Kendo - P  Japanese martial arts 
Futsal - P  Indoor sport that resembles soccer  
Volleyball - P  Volleyball 
 

 Figure 4.2 illustrates the positioning of some of the groups in NIKKAI, 

indicating members’ relative age, language, and how the members of each group overlap. 

The outermost rounded rectangle indicates NIKKAI as a whole, which is a bilingual 

community. Circles inside of the round rectangle indicate some of the divisions in 

NIKKAI. Sizes of the circles are roughly proportionate to the numbers of members in 

each division. Circles with solid lines indicate the 5 age-defined departments, and circles 

with dotted lines indicate 2 of the activity-oriented clubs. The positions of the circles 

roughly indicate the relative age of the members and language spoken by the members. 

Overlapping circles indicate that there are overlapping members among clubs. Chapters 

7, 8 and 9 focuses on the language of NIKKAI as a whole, that of the karaoke club, and 

the haiku club respectively.  
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Figure 4.2: Positioning of 5 departments and 2 clubs in NIKKAI.  

 
 

4.2 METHOD OF DATA COLLECTION  

This study takes an ethnographic approach, and it is based on three sets of data: 

interactional data, written texts, and interview data. Analysis of interactional data 

provides a direct means of observing daily linguistic practices, while the interview data 

reveal participants’ beliefs about language in a more explicit manner. In addition, written 

materials serve as a valuable source of information for analyzing how and what kinds of 

identities are highlighted in writing.  
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4.2.1 Interactional data  

Participant observation, in which a researcher is actively involved in the 

community for an extended period of time pursuing local cultural knowledge is a 

principal technique in ethnography (Duranti, 1997; Johnstone, 2000). A major criticism 

of the participant observation method is the “observer’s paradox” (Labov, 1972), which 

refers to the impact of an observer’s presence on the speech data. The observer’s paradox 

can be a critical problem in the study of bilingualism, as a researcher’s linguistic 

repertoire may directly affect the speakers’ choice of code (Milroy & Gordon, 2003, p. 

71). To minimize the effect, I tried to adopt the ways in which the informants speak, 

including use of borrowings and code switching. This technique was used in the 

interview as well. Adopting informants’ language practices was also useful in building a 

good rapport with the informants. In addition, as Duranti (1997, p. 110) suggests, 

speaking like informants also helped me obtain a better understanding of their speech 

styles and language choices. During club activities and department meetings, the 

participants were generally very engaged in what they were doing. The audio-recorder 

and my presence did not seem to be intrusive.  

Participant observation was conducted in 2 departments and 7 clubs, as indicated 

in Table 4.1 and 4.2. I regularly attended the groups’ meetings and participated in their 

activities including singing and dancing, while observing their group dynamics and 

language use. Upon consent of the participants, members’ interactions during club 

activities were audio-recorded. A total of approximately 160 hours of interactions were 

recorded. Fieldnotes were also taken constantly on site. In this dissertation, interactional 

data from the Karaoke, and Haiku clubs are analyzed in Ch.7 and Ch.8 respectively. The 

observations made in other clubs and departments also contributed to a more complete 

understanding of the community structure and dynamics, discussed in Ch.6.  
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4.2.2 Written texts 

During the fieldwork for this study, written materials distributed by NIKKAI were 

regularly collected and copies were made for use in this study. The materials included a 

community newsletter and handouts used in meetings. They are written either in Japanese 

or in Portuguese. A monthly haiku journal produced in Haiku club, together with 

participant observation in the club, served as particularly valuable materials to investigate 

how and what kinds of identities and ideologies are constructed through poetry practice 

(See Ch. 8).  

 

4.2.3 Interview data 

While conducting participant observation, NIKKAI members were also recruited 

to participate in interviews. Most interviews were conducted one-on-one, though a few 

took the form of group interviews. Most interviews took place on the premises of 

NIKKAI, while some took place at informants’ homes for their convenience. All 

interviews were audio-recorded upon consent. The length of the interviews ranged from 

45 minutes to 2 hours.  

The interview was semi-structured. While a list of questions was prepared in 

advance, many of the questions were broad and open-ended. Three sets of question lists – 

one for immigrants, one for descendants, and one for non-Japanese Brazilians were 

prepared. The information gathered through interviews includes the followings.  
 
1. For immigrants 
(1) Demographic information about the interviewees and their families.  
(2) Interviewees’ experience in Brazil as immigrants, including their linguistic 

difficulties (if any).  
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(3) Interviewees’ experience when visiting Japan (if any), including their 
impression of modern Japan, Japanese people and the language spoken in 
Japan. 

(4) Interviewees’ social networks within NIKKAI, including how they started 
frequenting NIKKAI, and which departments and/or clubs they participate in. 

 
2. For descendants and non-Japanese Brazilians 
(1) Same as above.  
(2) Experiences learning Japanese (if any) at home and/or at school.  
(3) Same as above. 
(4) Same as above.  
 

A total of 53 people who participated in activities held at NIKKAI were 

interviewed. Among the 53 interviewees, 24 were issei (immigrants), including 6 who 

immigrated as children under the age of 10. Among the rest, 24 were nisei (children of 

immigrants), 2 were sansei (grandchildren of immigrants), and 3 were non-Japanese 

Brazilians. Among the 3 non-Japanese Brazilians, 2 were spouses of Japanese 

descendants. One interviewee was in his 30s, two were in their 40s, 8 were in their 50s, 

13 were in their 60s, 17 were in their 70s, and 12 were in their 80s.  

People who were leaders of clubs and departments, including presidents of 

departments and instructors of clubs were specifically included among the interviewees. 

This study also sought to include interviewees from a variety of language competencies 

and activities in NIKKAI.  
 

4.4 DATA ANALYSIS 

All speech data from interactions and interviews were transferred to my computer 

and then electronically stored on hard disks for backup. The fieldnotes were also typed up 

daily. The relevant portions of the speech data were transcribed in the languages of the 

utterances (i.e. Japanese and/or Portuguese). Linguistic annotation software, ELAN was 

used for transcription of the speech data. Specifically transcribed were portions of 
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discourse that contain 1) metalinguistic commentary that shows speakers’ ideologies 

about language and ethnicity and 2) strategic use of language, including code-switching 

and use of borrowings, for negotiation of identity. The transcripts were then translated 

into English. To ensure the validity of the translation, translated scripts were checked by 

Portuguese-English and Japanese-English bilinguals.  

 

4.4.1 Transcription  

Transcription of discourse is an interpretive process in which the researcher’s 

decision about what is significant is reflected (Bucholtz, 2000; Johnstone, 2000). In this 

study too, choices were made as to what to include in transcriptions, with the aim of 

striking a balance between relevant linguistic information and readability. Standard 

orthographic spellings are used for both Japanese and Portuguese transcripts, unless 

phonetic variants are actually meaningful for the analysis. The romanization of Japanese 

in this dissertation generally follows the Hepburn style. However, long vowels are 

marked by doubling the vowel rather than by a macron. Transcription conventions appear 

in table 4.3. 
 

Table 4.3: Transcription conventions 

. 。 End of a sentence indicated by falling or final intonation contour, 
or by grammatical structure 

, 、 Brief pause or end of a clause, with more to follow 
? ？ Question indicated by rising intonation or by grammatical 

structure 
“	 ” 「	 」 Reported speech or thought  
CAPS 太字	 Loud speech 
! ！ Animated speech  
:: ー Stretching of the preceding sound, length is proportional to the 

number of colons/long dashes  
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[ [	 Point of overlap onset  
- Cut-off, self interruption or correction 
..  Short pause (up to one second)  
… Long pause (more than one second) 
(word) Conjectured utterance 
(xxx) Inaudible utterance 
[     ]    Supplementary information from the transcriber, for clarification 

of the utterance 
{     }   Translation  
((pointing X)) Comments from the transcriber, including paralinguistic and 

nonverbal acts.  
<place name> Identifying information such as place names that have been 

blanked.  
[...] Portion of the transcript that has not been included for length of 

presentation considerations. 
bold 
underline 

太字	 

下線	 	 

Focus of discussion 

 

To ensure anonymity, pseudonyms are assigned to all informants. For those 

informants who have Japanese names, Japanese pseudonyms are assigned. For those who 

have Brazilian names, Brazilian pseudonyms are assigned.  

 

4.6 A NOTE ON ETHNIC TERMS 

Ethnic terms in Japanese Brazilian communities are quite complex, reflecting the 

ambiguous nature of their ethnic identities. As will be discussed in detail in Ch. 5, one of 

the most complicated terms is “Japanese” (nihonjin in Japanese and japonês in 

Portuguese). In this dissertation, to avoid confusion, the informants are referred to as 

(Japanese) immigrants, descendants and non-Japanese Brazilians, even though it is not a 

common practice in the community. In addition, generational terms of Japanese origin, 

issei (immigrant), nisei (Brazilian-born children of immigrants), and sansei (Brazilian-

born grandchildren of immigrants), and yonsei (Brazilian-born great-grandchildren of 
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immigrants) are used. In this study, the child of an issei and a nisei, is referred to as nisei, 

reflecting the often strong influence of having an immigrant parent. Immigrants and 

descendants of any generation are referred to as Nikkeis. The term mestiço indicates 

descendants of both Japanese and non-Japanese ancestry.   
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Chapter 5: Defining “Japanese” in Brazil 

One of the themes that repeatedly appear in the discourse of Nikkeis who gather 

at NIKKAI is the question of “Japaneseness” – the question of who is authentic Japanese 

and who speaks authentic Japanese. This chapter outlines how Nikkeis in this study 

exhibit identification and dis-identification vis-à-vis Japanese people in Japan, Nikkeis of 

different generations, non-Japanese Brazilians. By examining their act of defining the 

“authentic Japanese” in Brazil, the first half of this chapter demonstrates ways in which 

ideologies about ethnic and linguistic authenticity emerge. Also, by analyzing a 

multigenerational conversation about Nikkeis’ position in the Japanese and the Brazilian 

society, the latter half of this chapter illustrates how ethnic categories are negotiated and 

constructed through discourse.  

Both Japanese immigrants and descendants in Brazil are generally perceived and 

referred to simply as “japonês” by non-Japanese Brazilians. However, there are various 

labels recognized within Japanese Brazilian communities themselves. Under the general 

label of Nihonjin/japonês (“Japanese,” in Japanese and in Portuguese respectively), there 

are generational distinctions such as, issei (“first generation,” immigrants), jun-nisei 

(“semi-second generation,” those who immigrated as children), nisei (“second 

generation,” Brazilian-born children of immigrants), sansei (“third generation,” 

grandchildren of immigrants), yonsei (“forth generation,” great-grandchildren of 

immigrants), etc. Also the term mestiço (people of Japanese and non-Japanese ancestry) 

involves mixed ancestral background. All Japanese immigrants and descendants can be 

referred to as Nikkei or Nikkeijin, in Japanese or nipo-brasileiros (Japanese-Brazilians) in 

Portuguese. Then, as a category that contrasts with Nihonjin/japonês, there is gaijin 
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(foreigner) and Burajirujin/brasileiros (“Brazilians” in Japanese and in Portuguese 

respectively).  

Although many studies on Brazilian Nikkei identity, including this project, have 

used some of these labels as descriptors of demographic categories, they are by no means 

clear-cut and uncontested categories. Some of them are critically ambiguous. For 

example, for community members, the term Nihonjin can indicate at least three groups of 

people: “ethnic Japanese” “Japanese immigrants” and “Japanese in Japan.” Similarly, the 

term Nikkei may or may not include Japanese-born immigrants.28 Some descendants, 

when asked about which generation they fall into, “nan sei? (which generation?),” in 

Japanese, jokingly reply “não sei (I don’t know),” in Portuguese, punning on the word sei 

that indicates “generation” in Japanese and “I know” in Portuguese. Ambiguity about 

generation arises, for example, for a person who is a child of issei and nisei. Is this person 

nisei or sansei?29 In addition, the term gaijin, which literally means “outsider” or 

“foreigner,” has different connotations in Japan and in Brazil. In Japanese communities in 

Brazil, gaijin typically indicates “non-Japanese Brazilians”. However, in Japan, “people 

who weren’t born and raised in Japan” are thought of as gaijin. Based on the latter 

definition, Brazilian-born Japanese descendants can be recognized as gaijin in Japan. 

These two readings of the term, gaijin, can be a problematic for Japanese descendants 

visiting Japan, because both in Japan and in Brazil, the term may contain a sense of 

contempt.  

These ambiguities within ethnic labels have seldom been investigated in previous 

work on Brazilian Nikkei identity. This chapter contributes to the literature by examining 

                                                
28 As noted in Ch 4, in this dissertation, the term Nikkei is used as a cover term that includes both Japanese 
immigrants and descendants.  
29 As noted in Ch 4, in this dissertation, a child of issei and nisei is referred to as nisei.  
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the participants’ acts of defining ethnic labels, through which the meanings of these 

labels are produced, challenged, reworked, and reconstructed. I take Bucholtz & Hall’s 

(2005) treatment of identity as relationally constructed social positioning of self and 

other, which is constantly negotiated through discourse. Specifically, they suggest three 

sets of processes created through identity construction. These relations are termed tactics 

of intersubjectivity (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004a, 2004b). The three often overlapping 

relations are summarized below.  

1. Adequetion and distinction involves the establishment of socially 

recognized similarity and difference.  

2. Authentication and denaturalization concerns the agentive processes of 

constructing genuineness or artificiality of language and language users. 

3. Authorization and illegitimation involves the attempt to affirm or deny an 

identity through an institutional or other authoritative structure.  

 

Bucholtz & Hall’s relationality framework is particularly useful in investigating how 

Nikkeis in this study construct identification and dis-identification with relevant groups 

of people around them, such as Japanese people in Japan and non-Japanese Brazilians.  

Also, in examining the distinction process, this chapter also draws on a notion of 

semiotic processes of linguistic differentiation proposed by Irvine and Gal (2000), 

namely, iconization, erasure and fractal recursivity. The first two notions are particularly 

useful in identifying and analyzing the language ideologies in this study. Iconization is a 

process of establishing a connection between certain linguistic features and social images 

of the speakers. The process of erasure renders details of linguistic practice, which do not 

fit the linguistic ideology in question, invisible.  
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The two sections that follow present two partially overlapping discourses about 

Nikkei identities. First, section 5.1 examines the discourse of “pure Japanese”, which 

reveals participants’ identity formation differentiating themselves from Japanese people 

in Japan. It investigates an ideologically constructed image of a “pure” Japanese language 

and people, which supposedly has no foreign influence. Although some of the 

participants are aware that such a language is not spoken anywhere, the “pure Japanese” 

ideology still plays an important role in their understandings of Japanese people in Japan 

and in Brazil. Then, in section 5.2, I analyze the discourse of the “shiran-jin (people of 

nowhere)” identity. The “shiran-jin” identity involves the participants’ feelings of not 

fully fitting in in either the Brazilian society or the Japanese society. The data provide an 

example of how meanings of ethnic categories, as well as participants’ positioning of 

themselves with regards to the ethnic categories, can be constructed and negotiated 

through discourse.  

 

5.1. WHO SPEAKS “PURE JAPANESE”?: LINGUISTIC CHARACTERIZATION OF JAPANESE 
IN JAPAN AND IN BRAZIL 

“People in Japan nowadays…” is one of the common expressions frequently used 

by Japanese immigrants and descendants in Brazil while complaining about 

contemporary Japan, showing their nostalgia for the homeland which has been changing 

over the decades since their immigration. Hill (1998), in her study of Mexicano-speaking 

peasants, identifies a “discourse of nostalgia” which consists of a set of rhetorical themes 

concerning positive evaluations of the past. Some of the main themes involve a linguistic 

ideology that associates particular ways of speaking with a social and economic order of 

the past. Similarly, many immigrants who visit Japan after a long period of time posit that 

“pure” Japanese indexes traditional values, which are now lost in Japan. Hill’s informants 
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most commonly mentioned code-mixing and changes in greetings as deteriorated 

linguistic practices. Similarly, informants in this study frequently mentioned the use of 

English borrowings in modern Japanese. This section explores Brazilian Nikkeis’ 

discourse of nostalgia, which involves purist ideologies about the Japanese language, and 

investigates their emerging identity vis-à-vis the Japanese people in Japan.  

The data presented in this section were obtained through individual interviews, in 

most cases as responses to a question asking about their impression of modern Japan. In 

what follows, three recurring themes observed in the informants’ responses are analyzed. 

They are (1) Japanese in Japan is “Americanized,” (2) Japanese in Brazil is more 

traditional, and (3) the search for “pure Japanese”. The analysis shows that the 

ideological concept of “pure Japanese” plays an important role as a point of reference.  

That is, the Nikkeis in this study position themselves and the Japanese people in Japan 

with reference to the “pure Japanese.”  

 

5.1.1 “Americanized” Japanese in Japan 

As described in Ch. 2, Nikkeis in Brazil have been re-connected to their homeland 

by the dekassegui boom and Japanese TV broadcasting in Brazil. The dekassegui boom, 

which started in the 1980s, enabled Nikkeis to work in Japan. The re-migration boom has 

also provided many immigrants with opportunities to revisit Japan after several decades. 

NHK (Nippon Hoosoo Kyookai, Japan Broadcasting Corporation), which started 

broadcasting its TV programs in Brazil in 1996, has been reporting not only the latest 

news, but also the lifestyle and language of contemporary Japan to many Japanese 

Brazilian households. Evidently, Japan has changed significantly from the time the 

immigrants left, and the immigrants don’t always perceive the change positively.  
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In fact, complaints about changes in contemporary Japan came up routinely in the 

interviews as well as in daily conversations among participants – not only among 

immigrants but also among descendants. The change in the Japanese language spoken 

currently in Japan was frequently cited as a case of disappointment. Many informants 

expressed that they found it difficult to understand modern Japanese, and some had 

trouble making themselves understood to Japanese people in Japan.  

When describing Japanese people in Japan, the participants often used 

expressions that indicated Americanization, such as Amerika-shiki (American style) and 

Amerika kabure (Americanized (pejorative) in Japanese, and americanizado 

(Americanization) in Portuguese. These expressions can be used to describe a variety of 

things in modern Japan, including food, fashion, politics, family relationships and 

language. The following three excerpts exemplify discourse that involves such 

expressions.  

 

Example 5.1: “Amerika kabure (Americanized)”  

806_Moriyama, interview, 7/30/2008 
M=Moriyama, male, 84, issei. He left Japan in 1932 at the age of 8, revisited Japan after 
59 years. 

 
M:  今は、あのこの家庭的の問題は、もうほとんどこのー、えー、アメリカ

かぶれになっちまってね。えー日本の伝統の大和撫子とか、えー、え

ー、女は夫に忠実に、家庭をみて、子供を育てるいうのが、ほとんど無

くなってるってね、それはつくづく痛感したですよね、僕も日本に二回

いってきたけど。 
 ‘Now, family matters have mostly uh, um, become Amerika kabure 

{Americanized}. Uh, concepts like the Japanese traditional “Yamato nadeshiko 
[Japanese lady’s spirit]” or u:m, u:m, a woman being loyal to her husband, 
looking after the family and raising the kids, that has almost disappeared. I truly 
felt it when I went to Japan twice.’ 
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The discourse of “Americanized Japanese” is also observed with regard to the 

Japanese language, most commonly to criticize the use of English borrowings. In the 

excerpt below, a nisei, Kitagawa, expresses the frustration she felt in Japan when a store 

clerk did not understand the Japanese word for “milk”, which is “牛乳(gyuunyuu).” 

Instead, the clerk used an English borrowing, “ミルク(miruku)”. Kitagawa refers to the 

use of the English borrowing as “americanizado (Americanized)” and calls into question 

the clerk’s identity as Japanese.  

 

Example 5.2: “Americanizado (Americanized)”  

852_Kitagawa, interview, 4/26/2006 
K=Kitagawa, female, 61, nisei. She first visited Japan when she was 40.  
For translations, Portuguese elements are directly translated into English, but Japanese 
elements are left in italics and followed by English translations in brackets {  }.	 

 
K: Eu acho coisa muito ruim é esse americanizado que eles colocaram lá. Sabe? Então eu.. 

eu fui perguntar onde tinha 牛乳. Daí o rapaz falou que não sabia o que que era 牛乳. 
Mas como você não sabe o que é 牛乳? "Você não é Japonês?" Ele falou, "Eu sou, 
mas eu não sei." Então eu falei assim aquele- eu falei, uh: uh: que: eu- eu expliquei. Ele "	 
あー、ミルクですか。" (Eu falei assim) “Miruku, você é Nihonjin ou você 
americano?" Então ah, 日本人かアメリカ人 , né? 牛乳も知らないのに、

ね？Como que assim, como que eles deixam a língua mãe para falar? Porque acham 
mais bonito? Eu acho nada bonito não falar americanizado não. 	 
	  

‘I think what is really bad is this Americanization they put in there. You know? 
I.. I went to ask where gyunyu {milk} was. And the guy said he didn’t know what 
gyuunyuu was. But HOW COME you don’t know what gyuunyuu is? “Aren’t 
you Japanese?” He said, “I am, but I don’t know.” Then, I said like that- I said, 
uh: uh: tha:t I- I explained. He, “ah: miruku desu ka {you mean milk}” (I said 
like) “Miruku, are you Nihonjin {Japanese} or American?” That’s, ah, 
Nihonjin ka Amerikajin {Japanese or American}, isn’t it? Gyunyu mo shiranai 
noni {He doesn’t even know the word for milk}, isn’t it? How come, How can 
they abandon their mother tongue to speak? Because they think it is prettier? I 
think nothing is pretty about talking Americanized.’ 	 
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It is worth noting that this story was told from her point of view, and may not be 

accurately describing the clerk’s linguistic practice. Although she was upset with the 

store clerk for not knowing the Japanese word for milk, it is in fact quite unlikely that a 

native speaker of Japanese would not know the word. It is conceivable that there was a 

misunderstanding on Kitagawa’s part. One possible explanation is that the clerk initially 

did not understand Kitagawa because of her pronunciation of gyuunyuu (milk), and as a 

result, he chose to use the English borrowing for her.  

However, what is more important here is how Kitagawa interpreted this 

interaction. As her repeated question, “Are you Japanese or American?” suggests, she 

links the knowledge of the Japanese language to Japanese identity, and English 

borrowings to Americanization. Through the semiotic process of iconization (Irvine and 

Gal, 2000), Kitagawa deems Japanese spoken in Japan to be “Americanized”, grounding 

her argument on lexical borrowings. 

 In the next excerpt, Kitagawa continues on with the topic of English borrowings 

and provides another example of the Americanized Japanese language, “toire piipaa”30 

which is “toilet paper” in English. Using the borrowing as an example, she denaturalizes 

the Japanese spoken in Japan in two ways (the relevant portion of the excerpt is 

highlighted). First, she provides a historically grounded alternative to the expression, 

“benjo no kami” (“toilet paper”, in Japanese) that she learned in Brazil. Then, she further 

denaturalizes “toire pii paa((/pi:pa:/))” by demonstrating the English pronunciation of the 

word, “paper ((/péɪpər /))”. 

 

Example 5.3: “Americanizado (Americanized)” (continued) 
                                                
30 “Toire piipaa” is Kitagawa’s reproduction of the word “トイレットペーパー	 (toiretto peepaa).” 
Japanese natives’ pronunciation of the word is slightly different from how Kitagawa reproduces it.  
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852_Kitagawa, interview, 4/26/2006 
 
K: Agora, LÁ no 日本, eu acho que tá usando MUITO 英語. Hum, não sabe nem o que que 

é. Tá certo? É feio porque eu- eu- eu fui a que aprendi, あの, uh.. A gente falava "便所

の紙". Era antigamente "便所の紙". MAS, eles falam agora fala assim uh: "toire piipaa". 
Né? "EH o que que é isso 'toire piipaa'? Não conheço." Eu falei. Né? E não é para- Depois, 
quando a gente fala em inglês, não é nem "'piipaa" né? Gente fala "paper" né? まあ, daí 
fica até おかしい  NÃO É? Eu acho que tinha que ser... Falar em 日本語  mesmo. 
Né? Já que tá no 日本, eles só querem que a gente fale em 日本語. (Quer que use 
aquela-) Por que que não usa 日本語? ISSO ACHEI é ruim viu?  

  
‘Now, THERE in Nihon {Japan}, I think they are using A LOT OF Eigo 
{English}. Hum, they don’t even know what it is. Is it right? It’s ugly because I- I- 
I learned, ano [um], uh… We used to say “benjo no kami {paper of toilet}”. 
Earlier, it was “benjo no kami”. BUT, they say now say like uh: “toire piipaa”. 
You know? “EH what is it ‘toire piipaa’? I don’t know.” I said. You know? And 
it’s not for- After all, when we speak in English, it is not at all “piipaa ((/pi:pa:/))” 
right? People say “paper ((/péɪpər /))” right? Maa {So}, it gets even okashii {odd} 
ISN’T IT? I think that it has to be… Speak in real Japanese. You know? Already 
in Nihon {Japan}, they want people to speak only in Japanese. (Want to use that-) 
why don’t they use Nihongo {Japanese}? THIS, I THOUGHT, is bad, you see?’  

 

In the excerpt above, Kitagawa also insists that Japanese people should “speak in 

real Japanese,” referring to idealized languages without foreign influence. While doing 

so, Kitagwa’s own code switching between Japanese and Portuguese is rendered 

insignificant through the process of erasure (Irvine and Gal, 2000).  

 

5.1.2 “Traditional” Japanese in Brazil 

Examples 5.1 and 5.2 introduced the Nikkeis’ perception of modern Japan as 

being “Americanized”. In example 5.3, Kitagawa alludes to the idea that the Japanese 

expression she learned in Brazil, benjo no kami (toilet paper) is more authentic. This 

section further investigates the claim that Japanese traditions are better preserved in 

Brazil. It first introduces a narrative again by Moriyama, who talks about disappearing 
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morals in Japan. In contrast, according to Moriyama, immigrants have been trying to 

preserve the traditional values of Japan.  
 

Example 5.4: Japanese mentality 

806_Moriyama, interview, 7/30/08 
M=Moriyama, male, 84, issei. He left Japan in 1932 at the age of 8, revisited Japan after 
59 years. 
M: それがその、最近（xxx）見ると日本のあの青少年が親を殺したり、いろ

んな記事がありますよね。あれを見てがっかりしますよね。「日本人の心

がだいぶ乱れてるな」いうて。その点はあの、昔の一世、ブラジルにき

て、移民としてきて-、僕はだいたい一世いうても準二世、ここで育った

んですからね。まあ、8つのとき来たんだから、ほとんどブラジル人で

すよね。それでも、その日本人の気持ち、やまと魂とか、女性はやまと

なでしこいうことを忘れちゃいかんいうことは僕は強調しとるんですよ

ね。 
  

Recently, when I see (xxx) there are a lot of articles like one about a Japanese 
youth killing his parent, something like that, right? I am disappointed to see these. 
I think, “the spirit of the Japanese people is getting disturbed”. In this respect, 
isseis {immigrants} in the past, coming to Brazil, coming as immigrants-, to begin 
with, I’m issei but actually Jun-Nisei {people who immigrated as a child} who 
grew up in Brazil. I came here when I was eight, so I’m almost Brazilian. Even 
so, I emphasize that the Japanese mentality, things like “Yamato damashii 
{Japanese spirit}” or “Yamato nadeshiko {Japanese lady’s spirit}” should not be 
forgotten. 

 

Note Moriyama’s use of three different ethnic labels for himself – first, “issei 

(immigrant)”, second, “jun-nisei (those who immigrated as a child)” and lastly, “almost 

Brazilian” moving further away from the Japanese in Japan. By employing the labels that 

distance himself from the Japanese, he attempts to make a more forceful argument that he 

is still trying to preserve the “Japanese mentality”.  

The next excerpt shows a narrative about language. In the interview, I asked 

Saeki, an immigrant, about the language spoken in Japan. Referring to the language used 
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in the broadcasting of a Japanese public television network, NHK, she said there were a 

lot of foreign words that didn’t make sense to her.  

 

Example 5.5: I want them to speak in the Japanese language. 

814_Saeki, interview, 9/5/2008 
S=Saeki, female, 84, issei. She left Japan in 1961 at the age of 37, revisited Japan after 
15yrs. 
TS=Author 

 
TS:	 どう思いますか？そういうの。 
 What do you think about that [use of foreign words in Japanese]?	 
S: 良くないですねー。あたしは、日本人だから日本語で言ってもらい

たいですね。だから、あのー、NHKでもこのごろ訳のわかんないこと

言うでしょ。	 
 That’s not good. I think, I want them to use Japanese because [we are / they 

are] Japanese. So, u:m, even on NHK, these days they say things that don’t 
make sense, right?  

TS: そうですか？	 
 Is that so? 
S: うん。あのー、「そんなの分かんないよ」って言いたいくらい。不満

に思いますね。ということは、まだ、古いのかな。	 
 Yes. Um:. I almost want to say, “I don’t understand such expressions.” I’m 

unhappy about that. I wonder if that means I’m still old-fashioned.  
TS: ふーん、どうでしょう。	 
 H:m, I’m not sure. 
S: だから、できることなら、できるだけ日本語で放送してもらいたい

ですね。でー、日本の人も、できることなら日本語で話してもらい

たい。ね。だからここのほうが、よっぽど日本人的な日本の言葉

をつかってるんじゃあないですかね。と思いますよ。	 
 So, if possible, I want them to broadcast in the Japanese language as much 

as possible. And, for people in Japan, if possible, I want them to speak in the 

Japanese language. Right? So, I think rather here, people use the language 
of Japan that is more like that of the Japanese people.   
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Just like Kitagawa, Saeki expresses frustration with linguistic innovation in 

contemporary Japanese. Saeki repeatedly expresses that she wants the Japanese people to 

use Japanese, as in “I want them to use Japanese”, “I want them to broadcast in the 

Japanese language”, and “I want them to speak in the Japanese language”. Obviously, 

here, the “Japanese language” she refers to is the ideological “pure/true” Japanese, which 

is free from foreign influence. At the end of the excerpt, Saeki compares the Japanese 

spoken in Japan with the one spoken in Brazil, and she claims that the Japanese spoken in 

Brazil is “more like that of the Japanese people”.  

So far, this section has introduced narratives in which participants are 

complaining about foreign, especially “American” influence on the traditional Japanese 

language as well as lifestyle. Example 5.5, in particular, showed purist discourse about 

the Japanese language, which involves the assumption that Japanese people in Brazil 

speak a variation of the Japanese language that is more “authentic” than the 

contemporary Japanese spoken in Japan. However, as Kroskrity (2004) points out, 

speakers have different levels of awareness about their own language. While some, like 

Kitagawa and Saeki, think the Japanese language in Brazil is more traditional, others 

recognize the Portuguese influence on the Japanese spoken in Brazil. The next section 

presents narratives that illustrate the latter perspective.  

 

5.1.3 The search for “pure” Japanese 

Some informants expressed that while visiting Japan, they realized that their own 

behavior and language had changed as a result of their long stay in Brazil. They 

recognized that their behavior had become somewhat Brazilianized, and that their 
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Japanese language was influenced by Portuguese. The following excerpt exemplifies 

such narratives.  

	 

Example 5.6: I couldn’t speak Japanese that is truly Japanese. 

601_Yoshihara, interview, 2/19/2008 
Y=Yoshihara, male, 74, issei. He left Japan in 1955 at the age of 21, revisited Japan after 
38 yrs. 

	 
Y: いつの間にか、ものの考え方やら、話する態度とか、それから、あ

ー、はなしする...	 そのジェスチャーをつかう、（ようするに）の

が、日本人じゃない格好になってることを自分でも感じたし他の人も

そう思ったみたい。やっぱりいつの間にか...	 大体そうだもんね。あ

の、数学的な計算から言っても２１の時にはもう日本を出たでしょ。そ

して、要するに、ブラジルの方の時間の方が長くなってるから。ずっ

と。それと言葉の点では日本語らしい日本語、が、こっちも言えな

いし、日本人も、昔、自分たちが使ってた日本語じゃない、外国語

がいっぱいまじっ-	 あの、混ざった日本語を使うのが、非常に、あ

の、異常だったね。	 

	  
‘Over time, my way of thinking, my attitude while speaking, and, uh, 
speaking… um, using gestures (in short) had become non-Japanese in style. I 
felt it myself and other people [in Japan] also seemed to think that way. […] All 
in all, over time… It’s not surprising, right? Uh, mathematically speaking, I left 
Japan as young as 21 [years old]. And, in short, the time I have spent in Brazil has 
been longer. A whole lot [longer]. And, for the language, it felt very, um, 
strange that for my part, I couldn’t speak Japanese that is truly Japanese, 
and Japanese people [in Japan] also use, not the Japanese we used to speak 
in the past, but the Japanese that has a lot of foreign words mix- mixed.’	 

 

Yoshihara’s wife, Yaeko narrated similar feelings.  

 



 74 

 

Example 5.7: We need pure Japanese. 

602_Yaeko, interview, 2/28/2006 
Y=Yaeko, female, 69, issei. She left Japan in 1957 at the age of 18, revisited Japan after 
35 yrs. 
 
Y: もう日本の人たちはどうしてあんなに英語ばっかり間に入れるんかと思

って、ね。あのー日本-	 日本に、ね、うちの邦子たちが行った時に、う

ーん、言った、「ママイ、ここの日本語-	 日本の日本語はママイたちの

（ｘｘｘ）日本語と違うよ」って言われたのね。で良く考えたらね、や

っぱりブラジル語も、ほら、あー、あいだあいだにブラジル語を混ぜる

でしょ、単語をね。えー、日本行ってもやっぱりそのー、なんでもこう

英語が混ざってる。それがね、あたしには英語がわからないからね

（笑）。（ｘｘｘ）ちょっと、えー、聞き直したりしたですよね。英語

が入っちゃうとやっぱり難しいのと、ブラジル語-ブラジルへ来てもブラ

ジル語が入っちゃうと、ちょっと難しい。本当に、純粋な日本語って

いうものが必要だなあって、感じるねー。うん。 
 ‘I wonder why Japanese people put so much English in between, you know? Um: 

Japan- when [my daughter] Kuniko and others went to Japan, you know, u:m she 
said “Mom, the Japanese here- the Japanese in Japan is different from your (xxx) 
Japanese,” I was told like that. And on second thought, Brazilian language too, 
you know, uh:, we mix Brazilian language in between, I mean words. Uh, in 
Japan, also, we:ll, English is mixed in everything. And then I don’t understand 
English <laugh>. (xxx) Sometimes, uh, I asked them to repeat or something. It’s 
difficult when English is inserted [in Japanese], and Brazilian language- in Brazil 
too, it’s a little difficult when Brazilian language is inserted [in Japanese]. Really, 
I feel that we need pure Japanese. Yes.’ 

 

This section has examined purist discourse about the Japanese language, based on 

the assumption that there exists or existed a “pure” or “true” Japanese, which is free from 

foreign influence. Unlike Kitagawa and Saeki, who align the Japanese in Brazil with the 

“pure Japanese”, Yoshihara and Yaeko position both Japanese in Japan and Japanese in 

Brazil equally distant from “pure Japanese.” However, in both cases, the ideology of 

“pure Japanese” is a point of reference, playing an important role in their linguistic 
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identity. Figure 5.1 illustrates these four participants’ understanding of Japanese spoken 

in Japan and in Brazil. 

  

Figure 5.1: “Pure Japanese” as a point of reference  

 

 

As it was noted in Ch.2, Japanese immigrants developed their ethnic identity as 

Japanese for the first time when they left Japan (Maeyama, 1979, 1982). After the war, 

when immigrants made the decision to make Brazil their permanent home, the new local 

identity as “Koronia-jin (people of the immigrant community)” and as “Nikkei-jin 

(people of Japanese origin),” which differentiated immigrants from the Japanese people 

in Japan, newly emerged. This section demonstrated that the separation of Nikkei-jin 

identity from that of Japanese in Japan has been reinforced when the Nikkeis visit and 

experience modern Japan. Both perceived language change and the language ideologies 

contribute to the differentiation.  

In this section, I discussed Nikkeis’ identity formation in relation to Japanese 

people in Japan. In addition to this theme, the next section also examines the informants’ 

positioning of themselves with regard to generational differences among Nikkeis and 

non-Japanese Brazilians.  
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5.2 “SHIRAN-JIN (PEOPLE OF NOWHERE)”: POSITIONING ONESELF AND CO-
PARTICIPANTS THROUGH INTERACTON  

As it was described in the introduction to this chapter, there are numerous labels 

and categories applied to Nikkeis. Some of the categories are defined and imposed by 

outsiders, while other categories are established within the person(s) in question, partly in 

reaction to the imposed identity. Also, individual community members, who may be 

considered as homogenous by outsiders, do not always share the same understanding 

about their identities. Individuals have different perspectives about what attributes a 

certain category ideologically indexes, and how relevant categories overlap or oppose 

each other. Figure 5.2 illustrates one way of capturing Nikkei identity and its sub-

categories’ position. However, the categorization, labels and positioning are rather fluid 

and often negotiable.  
 

Figure 5.2: Position of Nikkei (example)  

 

 

In Suzuki’s (2009) study on a public discussion about the ethnic identity of 

Japanese in Hawai‘i, participants in the discussion negotiate varying perspectives about 

their own and other participants’ social positions with regard to ethnic categories. Suzuki 
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demonstrates how participants, in displaying their own perspectives, skillfully align, 

contest and modify other participants’ discourse. She concludes, “The question ‘Who is 

Japanese or Japanese American?’ is an open question that should be investigated through 

the way in which these categories are discursively constructed in social interaction” (p. 

162). Building upon Suzuki’s study, this section investigates the dynamic process of 

identity formation, locally accomplished in co-constructed discourse. Recognizing the 

emerging nature of identity, this section also illustrates the way in which a new category 

is created through interaction.  

The data for this section come from a multigenerational group interview. The 

participants in the conversation are Sadao, Sadao’s wife Mariko, and their friend Luciana. 

Their profiles are described below.  
 

• Sadao: Male, issei, 60 years old. Immigrated to Brazil when he was 18. 

Fluent in Japanese only.  

• Mariko: Female, nisei, 60 years old. Has visited Japan several times. 

Fluent in both Japanese and Portuguese.  

• Luciana: Female, sansei, 49 years old. Never been to Japan. A native 

speaker of Portuguese. Speaks some Japanese that she learned at home and 

at school.  

 

Although the interview started as a semi-structured Q&A session, the three 

participants soon started to discuss issues of their ethnicity on their own, without the 

researcher facilitating the conversation. The following series of excerpts exemplifies how 

one’s identity can be displayed, contested and co-constructed among the participants of 

the conversation. Specifically, Sadao and Mariko have different understandings of the 
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social position of immigrants and descendants, in relation to Japanese people in Japan, 

and to non-Nikkei Brazilians.  

 

Sequence 1: Sadao’s differentiation of ‘people in the past’ from ‘young people 
nowadays’ followed by Mariko’s contestation  

In the first excerpt, Sadao is explaining why Japanese immigrants get together in 

local Japanese associations. He also expresses his understanding of “younger folks,” as 

opposed to “people in the past”. Then, Mariko contests Sadao’s view of the “younger 

folks,” which she interprets as “Brazilian-born descendants.” 
 

Example 5.8: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” 

From 838_Yamaoka, group interview, 10/18/08 
S=Yamaoka Sadao, male, 60, issei 
M=Yamaoka Mariko, female, 60, nisei 
L=Higa Luciana, female, 49, sansei 
TS=Author	 
 
1 S:	 今はやっぱりもう若いものはみんなブラジル人に平気で入れ

るけれど、昔は言葉の関係や何かがあるからね。何人か集まっ

たら、日本人会館っての作った。昔は。そのまんまそれが繋がって

るだけで、今はそれほど日本人会館てのは必要なくなって来てる

な。今の衆は。	 
  ‘Now, younger folks can join Brazilians without problem, but in the 

past, there were issues with language and other things. When several 
[Japanese] people get together they used to make a so-called Nihonjin-
kaikan {Japanese association center}. In the past. It has merely continued 
till today and there isn’t much need for the Japanese association center 
now. For people nowadays.’ 

2 M: 今の若い人はね。	 
  ‘For young people nowadays.’ 
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3 S:	 今の若い人はもう、日本人だけが集まる必要ないつうことに

なってるのね。だけど昔の人はあれ、言葉の関係や日本の関

係でやっぱり日本人が集まりたかったのね。だからどこの植民

地行っても日本人会館ってのある。どこの街行っても日本人会館あ

る。	 
  ‘For young people nowadays, it’s considered that they don’t need to 

get together with just Japanese. But the people in the past, you know, 
because of the language and Japanese connection, they wanted to get 
together with Japanese. That’s why there is always a Japanese 
association in a Japanese community. In every town, there is a Japanese 
association center.’ 

4 M: だけど私は思う、いつでも。どんなにね、ブラジルに生まれて、自

分はブラジル人だって言ってもね。顔がほら、絶対、にほ-ブラジ

ル人にはなれないでしょ。だからこう顔みたらガイジンの人は

必ず	 “Ah japonesa"ちゅんだよ。ね？だからそれは絶対にだから、

あれだと思う。Não tem jeito.	 
  ‘But, I always think. No matter how, you know, even if you were born in 

Brazil and insist that you are Brazilian, your face is definitely Jap- can’t be 
Brazilian, you know? So, if gaijin {non-Japanese Brazilian} people see 
your face, they’d always say "Ah Japonesa". Right? So, it’s absolutely, 
so, I think it’s that. Can’t do anything about it.’	 

5 L: Não tem jeito. 
  ‘Can’t do anything about it.’	 
6 M: だから、嫌でも日本人は日本人だっちゅうことを、ね、思っ

とかにゃいけない。これは、もう、思わされるのね。	 
  ‘So, even if you don’t want to, you have to understand that Japanese is 

Japanese. This, you are forced to understand.’	 
7 S: 絶対ガイジンは”japonês”っていう、日本人って言うもんな。	 
  ‘Gaijin always say “Japonês”, they call us Japanese.’	 
8 M: ええ、どんなにね、あの	 
  ‘Yes, no matter how, um’	 
9 L: 私3世でも、"Ô japonesa"。	 
  ‘I’m sansei, but [they say] "Oh Japanesa".’	 
10 M: ええ、そうでしょ？	 
  ‘Yeah, right?’	 
11 L: "Ô japonesa." 
  ‘“Ô Japanesa”’	 
12 M: だから、あんたがね、どんなにもうブラジル人としか暮らしてなく

ても、ね？"Ah, você japonesa"って	 言う。	 
  ‘So, no matter how much, you live only with Brazilians, you know? They 

say “Ah, you are Japanese”.’	 
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13 L: "Ô Japonesa" 
  ‘“Oh Japanesa”’	 
14 M: そうだもん。[だから-	 
  ‘It is like that. [So-‘	 
 

In the beginning of the excerpt, in line 1 and 3, Sadao describes how young people 

nowadays do not have a problem mingling with Brazilians, and therefore do not need a 

place like the Japanese association center. In contrast, according to Sadao, old 

immigrants liked to get together only with Japanese people because of the language 

barrier and the shared Japanese connection.  

Although Sadao did not explicitly include Mariko when he said, “for young 

people nowadays” (lines 1, 3), Mariko modifies the “young people” category to a 

“Brazilian-born descendants” category which she belongs to. Then, Mariko contests 

Sadao’s assumption that the younger generation (or, for Mariko, Brazilian-born 

generation) can mingle with Brazilians without a problem. She points out that non-

Japanese Brazilians always say “Ah Japonesa” (line 4) to her because of her physical 

appearance, her Japanese face. She expresses her reaction to this treatment as “Não tem 

jeito (Can’t do anything about it)” (line 4) incorporating a Portuguese expression. She 

elaborates on her feeling as “So, even if you don’t want to, you have to understand that 

Japanese is Japanese. This, you are forced to understand” (line 6). Both Sadao and 

Luciana agree with Mariko that they are treated as Japanese in Brazil, recognizing the 

externally defined identity based on physical characteristics. They all reproduce how 

Brazilians would call them: “Ah japonesa” (Mariko, line 4), “japonês” (Sadao, line 7), “Ô 

japonesa” (Luciana, line 9, 11, 13), “Ah, você japonesa” (Mariko, line 12).   
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Figure 5.3: Summary of sequence 1  

 

 

Sequence 2: Sadao’s differentiation of Japanese in Brazil from Japanese in Japan, 
followed by Mariko’s contestation and Luciana’s proposal of a new label 

At the end of the first segment, all three of them agreed that Brazilian-born 

descendants are considered Japanese by Brazilians. However, in the following sequence, 

it turns out that Sadao and Mariko still have different views about the identity of the 

immigrant generation. Sadao expresses his annoyance with Japanese people in Japan who 

perceive him as a gaijin (foreigner). However, Mariko disregards Sadao’s complaint. 

Mariko believes that although Brazilian-born descendants face the problem of not fitting 

in in either Japanese or Brazilian categories, immigrants are free from such problems.  

 

Example 5.9: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (continued) 

14 M: そうだもん。[だから-	 
  ‘It is like that. [So-‘	 
15 S: [（それで）日本行ったらね、「おおガイジンだ」、おれたち

はあのブラジル人ってなるんだ。	 
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  ‘[(And) when we go to Japan, [people in Japan say] “Oh they are 
gaijin {foreigner}” We come to be considered Brazilians.’	 

16 M: へえ、良く言うよ！((laugh)) それは、私たちなんかね、私は

思うよ。あの、日本人でありながら、日本人でもない、ブラ

ジル人でもなくなっちゃうのね。ほんとのこと言えば。ね？

自分は、なんで、なにじんか？ってこう、ききようか。	 
  ‘Hah, look who’s talking! ((laugh)) That, for us [Brazilian-born 

generation], I think, uh, although we are Japanese, we become 
neither Japanese nor Brazilian. To tell the truth. You know? I ask 
myself why, what nationality am I?’	 

17 S: だからやっぱり	 
  ‘So, as I said’	 
18 M: ね？	 
  ‘Right?’	 
19 L: なにじん？	 
  ‘What nationality am I?’	 
20 M: 私なにじん？なにじん？だって、ブラジルにいたら"Ah, você 

japonesa" né?	 
  ‘What nationality am I?  What nationality? Because, if I’m in Brazil 

[they say] “Ah, you are Japonesa” right?’	 
21 L: しらんじん	 
  ‘Shiran-jin {person of nowhere}’	 
22 M: ((laugh)) 日本に行ったら「あんたブラジル人でしょう」って言わ

れたりするでしょ	 
  ‘hh. When I go to Japan, they say “you are Burajiru-jin {Brazilian}, 

right?”’	 
23 L: しらんじん	 
  ‘Shiran-jin’	 
24 M: だからしらんじん、まったく、しらんじんがね	 
  ‘So, shiran-jin, exactly, shiran-jin is’	 
25 L: ((laugh))	 
26 M: ね。あの、おも-おもしろい、あのだからそういう気持ちっち

ゅうものは、一世の人には分からない。ね？自分たちはも

う、ただ、あー日本人のなかで生まれて、日本人なかで育っ

て日本の国っちゅものが自分の国であるっちゅうことが-	 
  ‘Right? Um, in-interesting. So, isseis don’t understand this kind of 

feeling, right? They were simply born among Japanese people, grew 
up among Japanese people, and the fact that Japan is their country-’	 
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In the beginning of this segment, Sadao points out how Nikkeis are perceived in 

Japan. That is, although Brazilians consider Nikkeis to be Japanese, Japanese people in 

Japan consider them to be gaijin (foreigner) or Brazilians. By using “we” in his statement 

“We come to be considered as Brazilians” (line 15), Sadao includes himself as one of the 

people who are disturbed by the contradictory perceptions. Following Sadao’s statement, 

Mariko briefly shows her disagreement with Sadao, saying “Hah look who is talking!” 

(line 16). Here, she is contesting Sadao’s inclusion of himself among those who have a 

problem in establishing their identity. Mariko continues and narrates her identity issue. 

She says, “for us [Brazilian-born generation], I think, uh, although we are Japanese, we 

become neither Japanese nor Brazilian. To tell the truth. You know? I ask myself why, 

what nationality am I?” (line 16). Answering Mariko’s repeated question of “what 

nationality am I?” (lines 16 and 20), Luciana playfully coins a new term for such an 

identity: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (line 21), which apparently means people who 

are not sure about their national and/or ethnic identity. With a negative form of the verb 

shiru (to know) followed by a suffix -jin (person/people), Luciana spontaneously makes 

up this new label.  

Although Mariko’s view, that she is perceived as Japanese in Brazil and as 

Brazilian in Japan is the same as Sadao’s view of his identity stated earlier, Mariko 

makes it clear that Sadao and other isseis would not understand her feelings. This 

exclusion of isseis from those who have identity issues is expressed clearly at the end of 

this segment, when Mariko said, “So, isseis don’t understand this kind of feeling, right? 

They were simply born among Japanese people, grew up among Japanese people, and the 

fact that Japan is their country-” (line 26). In Mariko’s opinion, isseis have no doubts 

about their Japanese identity because of their origin. Thus Mariko draws a line between 

Japanese immigrants and descendants.  
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Figure 5.4: Summary of sequence 2  

 

 

So far in the course of the conversation, four sets of opposing identities have been 

constructed; 1) Sadao’s distinction between “people in the past” and “young people 

nowadays” based on language and origin, 2) Mariko’s differentiation of Brazilian-born 

descendants from gaijin (i.e. non-Japanese Brazilians), which stems from an imposed 

perception of descendants as japonês, 3) Sadao’s differentiation of Nikkeis from Japanese 

people in Japan, which stems from an imposed perception of Nikkeis as Brazilian, and 4) 

Mariko’s distinction between immigrants and descendants based on origin. Two of the 

opposing identities (“people in the past” versus “young people nowadays”, immigrants 

versus descendants) are internally constructed within the local context. The other two 

distinctions (Nikkei versus non-Nikkei Brazilians, Nikkei versus Japanese in Japan) are 

constructed in reaction to external definitions of Nikkei imposed by outsiders. During the 
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course of negotiating one another’s positioning with regard to ethnic categories, a new 

category “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” is proposed by Luciana, which illustrates the 

very point that the person/people in question do not fit anywhere. Although both Sadao 

and Mariko have described the identity of nowhere in their own words, they have not 

agreed on who falls into this category.  

 

Sequence 3: Luciana’s construction of Tomoko’s identity as Shiran-jin (person of 
nowhere)  

In the next segment, Luciana suddenly takes up Tomoko’s (the researcher’s) 

identity, stating that she will become a shiran-jin.  

 

Example 5.10: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (continued) 

  
27 L: ともこさんが、すぐ、しらんじんになってしまう。	 
  ‘Tomoko-san will soon turn into a shiran-jin.’ 	 
28 M: しらんじんなっちゃうね。 hh.	 ほんと。そのうちにね、わから

ない。わからんじんになっちゃうからね。	 
  ‘She’ll turn into a shiran-jin. hh. Really. Sooner or later, [she] doesn’t 

know. She’ll become wakaran-jin {person of nowhere}.’	 
29 L: ((laugh))	 わからんじん！	 
  ‘((laugh))  Wakaran-jin!’	 
30 M: ((laugh)) 
31 TS: ((laugh)) 

 

In this segment, Luciana interrupts, leaving Mariko’s sentence unfinished. Luciana says 

that Tomoko’s identity will soon become unclear, using the term “shiran-jin” (line 27) 

again. Mariko agrees with Luciana’s statement making up another term “wakaran-jin” 

(lilne 28), which similarly indicates unknown identity. Like “shiran-jin,”  “wakaran-jin” 
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is a spontaneously coined term, created by adding a suffix -jin (people) to a negative form 

of a verb wakaru (to understand). Interestingly, Mariko does not raise any objection to 

Luciana’s description of Tomoko as somebody who will become “shiran-jin” soon, 

although Mariko earlier displayed her assumption that those who were “born among 

Japanese people, grew up among Japanese people” (line 26) should not have an 

ambiguous identity. All three of them knew my background and the fact that I was born 

and raised in Japan, and have now lived in the U.S. for a considerable amount of time.  

 

Sequence 4: Sadao and Mariko’s co-construction of Sadao’s identity as non-Japanese 

Following Mariko’s agreement with Luciana on Tomoko’s identity, Sadao, in the 

next segment again insists that he is not considered as Japanese in Japan. In revisiting 

Sadao’s identity, this time, Mariko agrees with Sadao.  
 

Example 5.11: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (continued) 

	 
32 S: おれだって、あれだけど、	 日本いったら、すぐ、色が黒いから

ね。	 
  ‘Me too, you know, if I go to Japan, [they react] immediately, because my 

skin color is dark.’ 
33 M: Eleなんかね、自分はね、一世だと思ってるけどね、ね？ 
  ‘As for him, although he thinks he is issei, right ((to Sadao))?’ 
34 M: ブラジル住んで	 	 
  ‘After living in Brazil’ 
35 S: 日本へ行ったら	 
  ‘When I go to Japan’ 
36 M: んで、で日本行ったら、あんまりね	 
  ‘Then, then when he goes to Japan, not much’ 
37 S: 日本人じゃない	 
  ‘Not Japanese’ 
38 M もう日本人じゃないみたくなっちゃってるのよ。	 
  ‘He has already become like the non-Japanese.’  
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39: L: ((laugh)) 

This time, Sadao provides a reason why Japanese people don’t consider him to be 

Japanese, saying, “because my skin color is dark”31 (line 32). Mariko now agrees with 

Sadao that he is not seen as Japanese in Japan. From line 34 to line 37, Mariko and Sadao 

co-construct a sentence, adding on to each other’s phrases. In the Romanized 

representation below, the parts that are newly contributed to the sentence are underlined. 

Also, the parts that are repeated from proceeding utterances are highlighted.  

 
34 M: burajiru sun-de 

Burazil live-and 
  ‘After living in Brazil’ 
35 S: nihon e it-tara 

Japan to go-if 
  ‘When [I] go to Japan’ 
36 M: nde, de  nihon  it-tara, anmari  ne 

then, then Japan  go-if, not much FP32 
  ‘Then, then when [he] goes to Japan, not so much’ 
37 S: nihonjin janai 

Japanese not 
  ‘Not Japanese’ 
38 M moo nihonjin  janai mitaku nattyatteru   no yo 

EMP Japanese not  appears have become FP FP 
  ‘He has already become like the non-Japanese.’  

 

Sadao’s complaint about being treated as a foreigner in Japan, first mentioned in 

line 15, is once denied by Mariko (in line 26). However, now, Sadao and Mariko have a 

shared perspective that even a person of the immigrant generation can have a problem 

defining their identity as Japanese. In the following segment, Mariko points out another 

factor that distinguishes Sadao from the Japanese people in Japan, language.  
                                                
31 Many informants in this study reported that Japanese immigrants generally have a darker complexion 
than the Japanese in Japan. They attributed the difference to the farming that most immigrants have 
engaged in in Brazil, and the stronger sunlight in Brazil. 
32 Abbreviation. FP: sentence-final particle 
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Example 5.12: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (continued) 

	 
40 M: あの、だいたい言葉からね、言葉だってね、	 もうあー、日本

人はもう、あのーなんちゅうの？	 
  ‘You know, to start with, language, even language is, already, ah 

Japanese people are already, u:m, what would you say?’  
41 S: 英語をものすごい混ぜるの。	 
  ‘They mix in lots of English.’ 
42 M: 英語が混ざってるでしょ？	 
  ‘English is mixed in, right?’  
43 S: あのー、<name of a Japanese corporation>なんか行ったらな。変なこ

と、あー、英語まぜるだあ。	 
  ‘U:m if you visit places like <name of a Japanese corporation>, [they say] 

strange things, uh: they mix in English.’   
44 M: <name of a Japanese corporation>だけじゃないよ、	 
  ‘It’s not only at <name of a Japanese corporation>,’	 	 
45 S: 困るんだよな。	 
  ‘It’s inconvenient.’  
46 M: どこ行ったってそうだよ。どこ行っても	 
  ‘It’s like that everywhere. Everywhere you go.’ 
47 S: どこでもそうだよな。もう英語をみんな混ぜるもんな。	 
  ‘Yeah, It’s like that everywhere. Everybody mixes in English.’ 

	 

Mariko and Sadao again collaborate and point out together that Japanese people in 

Japan use a lot of English words in their Japanese. When Mariko mentions language as in 

“You know, to start with, language, even language is, already, ah Japanese people are 

already, u:m, what would you say?” (line 40), Sadao immediately guesses that Mariko is 

talking about English borrowings in Japanese, and completes the sentence for her: “They 

mix in lots of English” (line 41). Mariko accepts Sadao’s sentence and recycles it as 

“English is mixed in, right?” (line 42). When Mariko says “日本人(nihonjin) {Japanese 

people}” in line 40, she is talking about the Japanese in Japan, excluding those in Brazil.  
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Figure 5.5: Summary of sequence 1 through 4 
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Adding on to Sadao’s claim that he looks non-Japanese in Japan, Luciana, in the next 

segment further questions Sadao’s identity as Japanese.  

 

Example 5.13: “Shiran-jin (person of nowhere)” (continued) 

	 
48 M: ［必ず、それが、英語だけど英語を	 
  ‘[Always, but, although it’s English, the English’ 
49 L: ［や-	 山岡さんも日本へいったらガイジンになってしまう？	 
  ‘[Does Ya- Yamaoka-san also turn into gaijin when you go to Japan?’  
50 S: いやあ(xxx)は日本人だって言うよ	 
  ‘No, (xxx) would say Japanese.’  
51 M: ゆったって	 
  ‘Even so,’ 
52 L: 日本人で、とおられる？	 
  ‘Can you pass as Japanese?’  
53 S: 通れるよ日本語ぺらぺらだもん、ね？	 
  ‘I can pass as Japanese because I’m fluent in Japanese, right?’  
54 M: ((laugh)) 
55 S: ((laugh)) 
56 L: ((laugh)) 
57 M: 日本で育ってるんだから。だけど、あれだよね、あら、言葉があん

まり、ほら何十年ってこっち住んでるでしょ。だから、日本の言葉

が-	 今じゃあそのNHKが毎日入って見てるからね、言葉だって結構あ

れするけど。結局口にだしてあんま言わないから、いざというと

日本人の人はべらべらその、ねえ、その、言ってることが、自

分じゃあ言いにくい。で言わない時があるもんね。	 
  ‘Because he grew up in Japan. But, you know, um, the language is a little, 

um, he’s been living here for some decades. So, the Japanese language is- 
now that we have NHK [Japanese broadcasting] and we watch it everyday, 
so we do [understand] the language more or less. But because we don’t 
speak it as much, when it comes to talking, what Japanese people can 
say easily, for him, is difficult to say. Then, sometimes he doesn’t say 
[it].’  
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Luciana asks Sadao if he is considered gaijin (foreigner) (line 49) in Japan. Although 

Sadao earlier (in line 15) claimed that he is considered as gaijin in Japan, he now denies 

it. Answering Luciana’s subsequent question, “Can you pass as Japanese?” (line 52), 

Sadao affirms it and provides a reason: “because I’m fluent in Japanese” (line 53). 

Taking Sadao’s statement as a joke, everybody laughs. Although Mariko admits that 

Sadao would pass as Japanese in Japan, based on the fact that he grew up in Japan, she 

also adds that Sadao can’t speak like Japanese people in Japan, which sometimes causes 

him to remain silent when interacting with Japanese people in Japan (line 57). 

The analysis of the data presented in this section illustrate how ethnic identities 

are interactionally accomplished through discourse, in which the participants’ identities 

are constantly constructed and reconstructed as a member or non-members of certain 

ethnic categories. Several dichotomous pairs of categories emerged in the excerpts, 

including 1) people in the past as opposed to young people nowadays, 2) Brazilian-born 

descendants as opposed to non-Japanese Brazilians, 3) people in Japan as opposed to 

Nikkeis in Brazil, 4) immigrants as opposed to descendants. While these contrasting pairs 

are constructed, certain attributes are made relevant to each category. The attributes 

include 1) language, such as fluency in Portuguese (Example 5.8), fluency in Japanese 

(Example 5.13), and use of English borrowings in Japanese (Example 5.12), 2) shared 

origin, such as birth place and the place where the participant(s) grew up (Examples 5.8, 

5.9, 5.13), and 3) physical appearance, such as Japanese facial features (Example 5.9) and 

a darker skin tone (Example 5.11).  

The creation of the dichotomous pairs involves tactics of adequation and 

distinction (Bucholtz and Hall 2004a, b). The participants may not be always fully 

associated with the category in question, but they may temporarily adequate themselves 

and/or others with certain social group in the way that “to be positioned as alike, they 
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need not – and in any case cannot – be identical, but merely be understood as sufficiently 

similar for current interactional purposes” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 599). For example, 

when Mariko constructs Sadao as having no identity problem in being considered 

Japanese, highlighting the fact that he was born in Japan and raised among Japanese 

(Example 5.9), she downplays other factors such as Sadao’s darker skin tone. In the same 

example, Mariko makes a distinction distancing herself from the immigrant generation, 

highlighting the fact that she was not born or raised in Japan. However, the analysis of 

the conversation also demonstrated that the dichotomy that separates Sadao’s (immigrant) 

generation from Mariko’s (descendant) generation holds only temporarily as Mariko later 

denaturalizes Sadao as non-Japanese, based on linguistic challenges he faces while 

interacting with Japanese people in Japan.  

The data presented in this section also demonstrate how ethnic identities, 

especially for those who have an in-between status like immigrants and descendants in 

this study, are not concrete or stable, but rather constructed through discursive practices. 

In particular, the conversation analyzed in this section involves the discourse of ethnic 

ambiguity (Bucholtz, 1995). Physical and linguistic identities are the two major sources 

of ambiguity that are made relevant in the discourse. That is, while Japanese facial 

features are described as an attribute that defines Nikkeis as japonês in Brazil (Example 

5.8), immigrants’ relatively dark skin tone makes them gaijin in Japan (Example 5.11). 

For language, although immigrants, including Sadao, are described as having language 

barriers that limits their affiliation to Brazilian society (Example 5.8), they are also 

reported to be having difficulties communicating with Japanese in Japan (Example 5.13).  

Closely related to ethnic ambiguity is the notion of passing. For Bucholtz (1995), 

the act of passing refers to the “active construction of how the self is perceived when 

one’s ethnicity is ambiguous to others” (p. 352). In construction of ethnic identities, 
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linguistic as well as physical characteristics authenticate one’s affiliation to a specific 

category. When Luciana asked Sadao if he passes as Japanese in Japan, it was the fluency 

in Japanese that Sadao employed in authenticating his Japaneseness (Example 5.13). 

However, as we have seen, Sadao’s passing as Japanese does not mean that he 

completely identifies with the Japanese people in Japan. Sadao, for example, earlier 

employed darker skin tone to denaturalize himself as Japanese (Example 5.11).  

One of the major themes of the conversation is the participants’ feelings of not 

being fully affiliated with either the Japanese or Brazilian social groups, strongly 

expressed by the spontaneously coined terms shiran-jin and wakaran-jin. The shiran-jin 

(people of nowhere) identity can be captured by the notion of the third space proposed by 

Bhabha (1994), who explored such in-between or liminal space that “prevents identities 

at either end of it from settling into primordial polarities” (p. 5). As was seen in the 

excerpts, the third space allows participants’ to temporarily move across ethnic and 

national boundaries.  

 

5.3 CONCLUSION: BEING ON THE MARGINS  

This chapter, while introducing some of the major issues of Nikkeis’ ethnic 

identities, has shown how ideologies of language, as well as other attributes such as 

birthplace and physical characteristics, shape immigrants’ and descendants’ identities, 

especially in relation to Japanese people in Japan, non-Japanese Brazilians, and among 

different generations. Particular linguistic practices are linked to different social groups 

through complex meaning-making processes. For example, as described in section 5.1, 

English borrowings are understood not only as a characteristic of the Japanese language 

spoken in Japan, but also as an iconic representation of the “Americanized” Japanese. In 
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contrast with the “Americanized” Japanese, many informants expressed their belief in 

“authentic” or “pure” Japanese, which is free from foreign influence. While some 

(Kitagawa and Saeki in the examples) authenticate Japanese language spoken in Brazil 

and align it with the “pure” Japanese, others (Yoshihara and Yaeko in the examples) 

acknowledge that “pure” Japanese has been lost both from Japan and from Japanese 

communities in Brazil. Although the two groups of informants have different ways of 

relationally mapping the three varieties of Japanese (i.e. Japanese spoken in Japan, “pure” 

Japanese, and Japanese spoken in Brazil. See Figure 5.1), in both cases, the ideology of 

“pure” Japanese plays an important role in the informants’ positioning of themselves.  

Analysis of the data presented in this chapter also establish that ethnic identity is 

not stable or concrete, but it is a site of struggle. It illustrates how the Nikkeis in this 

study, as social agents, present themselves by displaying their identifications with and 

dis-identifications from particular social groups. Through this process, the participants’ 

identities, the social meanings of particular languages/varieties, and ethnic categories in 

question are negotiated and constructed.  

One of the recurring themes of the discourses presented in this chapter is the 

informants’ perception that they are being pushed to the margins. The speakers in this 

study struggle over how to locate themselves among relevant ethnic categories. For 

example, Sadao expresses that his skin tone is too dark to be Japanese, while Masako 

reports that Japanese facial features prevent Brazilian-born descendants from being 

recognized as legitimate members of Brazilian society. Linguistically, many informants 

express communicative challenges in interacting with Japanese people in Japan, due to 

language changes, while lack of fluency in Portuguese inevitably limits their access to the 

Brazilian society. In search of a space to locate themselves, participants temporarily 

move across the ethnic boundaries. The shiranjin/wakaranjin (people of nowhere) 
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category coined in the conversation presented in section 5.2 is also one of the outcomes 

of the struggle. This ethnic ambiguity is one of the crucial components that make up the 

Nikkei identity.  

Having emphasized the importance of seeing identity as emerging, complex, 

multiple, diverse and contingent on context, the remaining part of this dissertation 

focuses on language use at a specific site, a local Japanese association. The main interest 

remains on the examination of discursive means through which complex identities are 

constructed.  
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Chapter 6: Ideological Conflicts at the Linguistic Boundary 

This chapter examines ideologies about language and culture in NIKKAI 

manifested through language choices within the association. As described in section 4.1, 

NIKKAI consists of 27 divisions attracting people of different generations, genders, and 

linguistic competencies. NIKKAI hosts division-specific activities and meetings, as well 

as larger association-wide events. At the present time, participants in NIKKAI include a 

group of Japanese monolinguals, a group of Portuguese monolinguals, and bilinguals of 

varying degrees. When the two groups of monolinguals get together, there is an 

inevitable linguistic barrier between them. As it will be illustrated in this chapter, the 

linguistic barrier is characterized not only by monolinguialism in Japanese and 

Portuguese, but also by conflicting ideologies about language and identity of NIKKAI as 

a cultural association.  

In a language contact situation that involves a minority group, which is subject to 

social, economic, and cultural pressures from a dominant group, language shift is a 

common outcome. Gal’s (1979) study of the shift from Hungarian to German in 

Oberwart, Austria is one of the pioneering investigations of such language shift. Gal 

attributes the language shift to numerous socio-cultural factors, including changes in 

schooling, economic situation, marriage patterns, as well as individual speakers’ social 

network structures and choice of social identity. She also points out the prestige and 

stigma attached to languages and the speakers as one of the important factors in language 

shift.  

Although language shift often occurs within three-generations in an immigrant 

community (e.g. Fishman, 1966), studies have also shown that degrees of language 

maintenance or shift in language contact situations are in part dependant on the language 
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ideologies of the community (e.g. Kroskrity, 2000). For example, in the Yuba 

community,33 an agriculture-based Japanese commune in São Paulo state, the Japanese 

language is inherited beyond four generations and maintained as a dominant language of 

the community, without being replaced by Portuguese (Centro de Estudos Nipo-

Bresileiros, 2002; Watanabe, 2007, 2008). According to Watanabe (2007), the Yuba 

community explicitly links the Japanese language with their way of life, which is based 

on art and agriculture. The Japanese language is believed to be an indispensable part of 

their cultural heritage. However, Watanabe also reports a change in their ideology. That 

is, the use of Portuguese has become gradually accepted in recent years, as community 

members started to have direct contacts with Brazilian retail dealers for economic 

reasons. The language situation of NIKKAI is quite different from that of the Yuba 

community. First, there is no explicit, community-wide effort to preserve the Japanese 

language.34 Second, within NIKKAI, language shift from Japanese to Portuguese has 

proceeded to a great extent. Still, like in the case of the Yuba community, contact with 

the wider Brazilian society has triggered changes in the language ideologies of NIKKAI, 

which also have a crucial impact on the language choices of the association.  

In examining language choices within NIKKAI, this chapter also concerns 

shifting power relations between the Japanese speaking group and the Portuguese 

speaking group. Bourdieu’s (1991) notion of linguistic capital in a linguistic market is a 

useful concept in analyzing how speakers of each language are empowered and 

marginalized in particular contexts. The linguistic capital is a kind of symbolic capital, 

                                                
33 The Yuba community is known as one of the most unique Japanese communities in Brazil. Unlike 
NIKKAI, which is a cultural association where its members visit and spend some time together, the Yuba 
community is a commune where members live together with limited access to outside Brazilian society 
(Watanabe 2008).  
34 Although there is a Japanese language school within NIKKAI, enrollment is entirely voluntary. Only a 
small portion of Brazilian-born youth in NIKKAI are enrolled in the language school.  
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which can be converted into other kinds of capital, such as economic capital. Linguistic 

capital is not evenly distributed, and those who own the capital control the market. In the 

linguistic market, different languages have different market values. Bourdieu provides an 

example of Latin in France, as threatened linguistic capital. Those who have already 

invested in Latin try to defend the linguistic market by keeping Latin in the school system 

(1991, p. 57). In the context of NIKKAI, Japanese can be understood as the threatened 

linguistic capital due to the language shift to Portuguese. While Japanese speakers may 

still be privileged in some divisions of NIKKAI where Japanese functions as the 

language of public speaking, NIKKAI as a whole is striving to appeal to Nikkei youth 

and non-Nikkei Brazilians who don’t speak Japanese.  

Based on the data obtained from interviews and participant observations, this 

chapter examines members’ conflicting views on the language choice for NIKKAI. First, 

section 6.1 describes the distribution of the two languages among divisions of NIKKAI, 

showing rough correlation between members’ age / generation and the dominant 

language(s) of the division. Then, section 6.2 introduces conflicting views about the 

identity of Nikkeis and the accompanying language ideologies held by the Japanese-

speaking generation and the Portuguese-speaking generation. Section 6.3 focuses on the 

language choice of NIKKAI and its sub-divisions. It examines the way in which speakers 

of each language are empowered and/or marginalized depending on contexts. Finally, 

section 6.4 discusses changing ideology in relation to the future direction of NIKKAI. It 

demonstrates that in the present-day context, the underpinnings of NIKKAI’s identity as 

a Japanese association have been leaning more towards Japanese culture rather than the 

Japanese language. That is, while the Japanese language still plays an important role in 

the establishing and functioning of NIKKAI, it is Japanese cultural activities that are 

drawing more and more Portuguese-speaking descendants and non-Nikkei Brazilians to 
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the association. Although NIKKAI was originally established by Japanese immigrants 

who faced a language barrier in the Brazilian society, now, it is the Japanese 

monolingualism that is posing a language barrier within NIKKAI.  

 

6.1 LANGUAGE DISTRIBUTION AMONG DIVISIONS OF NIKKAI  

This section provides an overview of the language situation within NIKKAI. As it 

was described in section 4.1, NIKKAI is a bilingual association in which members are 

connected through a multiplex, dense network. NIKKAI consists of a central board of 

directors, 5 age-defined departments, and 22 activity-oriented clubs. In its early days, 

NIKKAI was administrated mostly in Japanese, as the majority of the early members 

were immigrants. However, as the generations have changed and as NIKKAI’s contact 

with the wider Brazilian society has increased, the language of administration has 

gradually shifted to Portuguese.  

Currently, at the level of NIKKAI as a whole, Portuguese is generally used for 

public speaking and in their written media. For example, at the association-wide annual 

events such as the Undoo-kai (Sports Festival), MCs make announcements mostly in 

Portuguese, unless the message is specifically for the older generation. Written media, 

such as the bi-monthly newsletter for NIKKAI, which includes event schedules of 

NIKKAI, is written entirely in Portuguese. At the level of departments and clubs, 

however, dominant languages vary. Here, “dominant language” indicates the language 

used by a great majority of the members. The dominant language usually corresponds to 

the language used for public speaking. One exception is the language situation in the 

Dept. of Women, where at least half of the participants are Portuguese speakers but the 

language of public speaking is Japanese. Some of the divisions are bilingual and use both 
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languages for public speaking. Table 6.1 provides a summary of the dominant languages 

in 5 age-defined departments and 11 of the activity-oriented clubs.  

 

Table 6.1 Summary of dominant languages in divisions of NIKKAI 

Lg=dominant language, J=Japanese, P=Portuguese 
 
Departments Lg Members’ generation 35  and approximate age 

range 
Dept. of Seniors J Issei and younger (60~100) 
Dept. of Women J/P Issei and younger (45~90) 
Dept. of Young Adults P Nisei and younger (18~30) 
Dept. of Juniors P Sansei and younger (10~17) 
Dept. of Kids P Sansei and younger (~10) 
Clubs Lg Members’ generation and approximate age range 
Haiku J Issei and younger (70~95) 
Handcraft J Issei and younger (65~) 
Bon-odori (dance)  J Issei and younger (60~) 
Nihon-buyo (dance)  J Issei and younger (60~) 
Chorus J/P Issei and younger, non-Japanese (50~) 
Ikebana  J/P Issei and younger, non-Japanese (50~) 
Karaoke J/P Issei and younger, non-Japanese (6~90) 
Shodo (calligraphy)  J/P Issei and younger, non-Japanese (7~65) 
Fruits/veggie art P Nisei and younger, non-Japanese (30~60) 
Taiko (drumming)  P Sansei and younger, non-Japanese (~20) 
Yosakoi soran (dance) P Sansei and younger, non-Japanese (~20)  
 

Based on the language they use, the departments and clubs can be classified into 

three groups: Japanese-speaking, bilingual, or Portuguese-speaking. As expected, there is 

a correlation between the dominant language and the participants’ generation / age range. 

That is, in the divisions that involve people of older, immigrant generation, participants 

                                                
35 Issei = immigrants, nisei = Brazilian-born children of immigrants, sansei = Brazilian-born grandchildren 
of immigrants. 
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tend to use more Japanese. On the other hand, in the divisions that involve younger 

generations and non-Japanese Brazilians, participants tend to use more Portuguese.   

 

6.2 IDEOLOGICAL CONFLICT 

Having provided an overview of the language distribution in NIKKAI, this 

section introduces the conflicting linguistic and social perspectives of its members, with 

regard to the identities of Nikkeis. After presenting a summary of the positions of 

Japanese and Portuguese in NIKKAI, it provides two excerpts that show contrasting 

ideologies of the identity of Nikkeis and their language.  

Table 6.2 presents a summary of the positions that the Japanese and the 

Portuguese languages occupy within NIKKAI. The table is drawn from the data obtained 

from personal interviews and participant observations, and each item is discussed more in 

detail throughout this chapter. As it is described in the table, Japanese is understood as 

the language of the elderly, and it has the status of the traditional, heritage language. It 

also used to be the de facto official language of the association. On the other hand, 

Portuguese is understood as the language of youth and non-Japanese Brazilians, and it 

has the status of the national language of Brazil. Portuguese also plays an important role 

in the survival of NIKKAI as well as for the preservation of the Japanese culture in 

Brazil. The excerpts presented in this section demonstrate the contrasting pair noted in 

the last row of the table, that is, Japanese is understood as the language that connects 

Nikkeis with Japan (Example 6.1), while Portuguese enables them to strengthen their 

relationship with the wider Brazilian society (Example 6.2).  
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Table 6.2 Positions of Japanese and Portuguese in NIKKAI 

 
 Japanese Portuguese 
Speakers Elderly  Youth and non-Japanese 

Brazilians 
Status Traditional, heritage language. 

Language of the people who 
founded NIKKAI.  

National language of Brazil 

Function Used to function as de facto 
official language of NIKKAI 

Tool for cultural preservation 
and for survival of NIKKAI  

Connection with 
outside of NIKKAI 

Connection with Japan  Connection with wider 
Brazilian society  

 

The following two excerpts from interviews demonstrate contrasting language 

ideologies across the Japanese speaking generation and Portuguese speaking generation. 

In the first excerpt (Example 6.1), Kawaguchi, an immigrant, asserts that descendants are 

Nihonhin (Japanese), as long as they have a Japanese face and Japanese blood. 

Kawaguchi also expresses that descendants should speak Japanese to enhance their 

relationship with their homeland, Japan. In the second excerpt (Example 6.2), Luciana, a 

sansei, expresses a contrasting perspective about the identity of descendants. For Luciana, 

descendants are brasileiros (Brazilians) and not japoneses (Japanese) based on the fact 

that they live in Brazil. Luciana believes that speaking Portuguese is crucial for Nikkeis 

because their role is to strengthen the relationship between the Japanese community and 

the wider Brazilian society. There are a couple of interesting similarities between the 

arguments made by the two speakers. First, both consider Japanese descendants to be the 

“bridge” that connects the Japanese Brazilian community with outside communities. 

Also, both bring up the issue of language, describing language as a tool that strengthens 

the connection. The crucial difference in their arguments is that while Kawaguchi 
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highlights the connection with the homeland, Japan, Luciana focuses on the relationship 

with the wider Brazilian society.  

 

Example 6.1: The bond that ties Japan and Brazil 

834_Kawaguchi, interview, 10/11/2008 
K=Kawaguchi, male, 73, issei.  
 
K:  なんていったってね、日本人の顔はね、これはあの過去も将来もね、や

っぱり２世だろうと３世だろうと、日本の、じんの血が流れている以

上、日本人なんだよね。これは、あの、3世だ4世だって言ってみたっ

て、やっぱりルーツは日本人なんだよね。だから、そういうことを思っ

たらね、できるだけ、一年でも二年でも、日本語が通じる人が残ってく

れればと思う。思ってんの。これが日本国と、ブラジル国の、まあ、

を、取り持つ絆んなればね。それは、あの将来も、良いことがあるんじ

ゃないかと思ってね。  
  

‘After all, the Japanese face, it is um both in the past and in the future, even nisei 
{child of an immigrant} or sansei {grand child of an immigrant}, if you have 
Japanese blood, you are Japanese. This is, um, even if you are called sansei or 
yonsei {great-grand child of an immigrant}, the roots are after all Japanese. So, 
considering that, I wish there would be people left who understand Japanese as 
long as possible, even for one or two more years longer. That’s what I’m 
thinking. I hope they [people who speak the Japanese language] would become a 
bond that ties Japan and Brazil. I think, then, there might be something good in 
the future too.’ 

 

It is worth noting that while Kawaguchi strongly emphasizes the importance of the 

Japanese language for descendants, he also acknowledges that the Japanese language is 

disappearing from the Nikkei community (see also Example 6.9, where he expresses his 

feeling of resignation more clearly). Nevertheless, Kawaguchi also expresses a strong 

attachment to the Japanese language. The ambivalent feeling of resistance and resignation 

about the language loss appears to be widely shared among the Japanese-speaking 

generation.  
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This ambivalent sentiment is also observable within NIKKAI. For many elderly 

participants, NIKKAI is one of the few places where they can interact with other 

Japanese native speakers. Some of the elderly participants have lost their spouses, and 

nobody else in their families speaks Japanese anymore. Partly because of this linguistic 

isolation, participation in NIKKAI activities is especially valuable for elderly members. 

At NIKKAI, they can get together with friends with whom they share the language. For 

this reason, many elderly come to NIKKAI despite various physical challenges due to 

aging. At the same time, the elderly members do recognize that NIKKAI will not 

continue to serve as their linguistic sanctuary for much longer.  

The next excerpt demonstrates a contrasting perspective, coming from a 

Portuguese-speaking member.  

 

Example 6.2: We are the bridge. We are Brazilians. 

835_Luciana, interview, 10/13/2008 
L=Luciana, female, 49, sansei.  
 
L:  Como- como fazer integração com povo brasileiro? Então tem que ter a ponte. A ponte 

tem que ser os Nikkeis. Né? E NÓS somos brasileiros. Nós não somos japoneses. 
Nós somos brasileiros, né? Então são esses Nikkeis, né, que vão fazer essa ponte, na 
minha opinião. E, mas nós somos brasileiros. [...] Mas, por exemplo, o Marcelo, né? Ele 
é.. Muita gente chega para ele. Ele tem cara de japonês. Muita gente fala pra ele assim, 
"Ah, você deveria aprender japonês." Mas você TEM que ver ele falando em português. 
Você já viu? Ele fala MUITO bem o português. Ele tem uma oratória em português assim 
impressionante. E: eu ACHO que ele é brasileiro. NÓS somos descendentes. Mas nós 
vivemos numa nação onde eu acredito que, a língua que NÓS temos que falar BEM 
é o português.. Né? Então, é, assim o- o- o- o QUE a gente tem que melhorar é, 
assim é a própria- o próprio relacionamento com a comunidade brasileira mesmo, 
né?  

  
‘How- how to integrate with the Brazilian population? So, there has to be a 
bridge. The bridge has to be the Nikkeis. Right? And WE are Brazilians. We 
are not Japanese. We are Brazilians, right? So those are the Nikkeis, you know, 
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who will become the bridge, in my opinion. But we are Brazilians. […] But, for 
example, Marcelo ((Luciana’s Nikkei husband who is a city councilman)), you 
know? He is.. A lot of people go to him. He has a Japanese face. A lot of people 
tell him like this, “Ah, you would have to learn Japanese.” But you HAVE to see 
him speaking in Portuguese. Have you seen? He speaks Portuguese VERY well. 
He has oratorical skill in Portuguese like impressive. A:nd I THINK that he is 
Brazilian. WE are descendants. But we live in a nation where I believe that, 
the language WE have to speak WELL is Portuguese. Isn’t it? So, it is like 
w-w-w- WHAT we have to improve is, like the very- the very relationship 
with the real Brazilian community, isn’t it?  

 

Luciana’s perspective of Portuguese as essential for connecting Nikkeis with the wider 

Brazilian society is largely accepted, even among some Japanese monolinguals (See 

Example 6.6).  

Although both Kawaguchi and Luciana in these excerpts are talking about 

Nikkeis in general, NIKKAI as an association also has been seeking to create, maintain, 

and strengthen the relationships both with Japan and with the local Brazilian society. To 

maintain a connection to Japan, for example, in 2008, NIKKAI sent 26 young members 

to Japan for a cultural exchange program. For the connection to the local Brazilian 

society, many divisions of NIKKAI have been attracting more and more non-Japanese 

Brazilians interested in Japanese culture 

 

6.3 LANGUAGE OF THE LEADERS 

This section is concerned with language choices made by the leaders of NIKKAI. 

The leaders include presidents and officers of departments and clubs, as well as 

instructors of some clubs that are structured as cultural courses. Unlike the case of the 

Yuba community mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, NIKKAI does not have 

an established official language. Therefore, depending on contexts, either Japanese or 

Portuguese (or both, in some cases) is used for announcements and meetings. Naturally, 
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monolingual members often have a linguistic barrier. Although important notices such as 

event schedules are usually conveyed orally through bilingual members even if the 

official announcement is made only in one of the languages. However, there are cases in 

which monolinguals miss such information.  

The linguistic barrier also causes a problem during events such as board meetings 

of departments or clubs, in which officers discuss important matters including the 

management of the group. As these meetings are usually done only in one language and 

without an interpreter, members who do not speak the language of the meeting may be 

marginalized, not being able to effectively express their opinions during the decision-

making process. In this context, the language competencies of the people who take 

leadership within divisions of NIKKAI significantly affect the linguistic situation of the 

divisions. 

In the excerpt below, Sabrina, an officer at the Dept. of Women describes 

problems caused by the linguistic barrier. In the Dept. of Women, meetings are held in 

Japanese, although many of its members are Portuguese speakers. In the excerpt, Sabrina 

refers to the general monthly meetings that all members are expected to attend, pointing 

out two problems caused by the language barrier. First, younger participants do not 

understand the content of the meetings. Second, non-Japanese Brazilians do not even 

attend the meetings.  

 

Example 6.3: All in Japanese. People don’t understand. 

808_Sabrina, interview, 8/1/2008 
S=Sabrina, female, 58, nisei, officer of Dept. of Women 
TS=Author 
 
TS:  Parece que toda reunião é feita em japonês, né? 
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TS: 

 
‘Seems like the entire meeting is done in Japanese, right?’ 

 
S: 

 
Tudo em japonês. A gente não entende. Muita gente não entende. Os novos. As pessoas 
novas. E ago- eh: porque é tradição, né? Só quem fala japonês que é presidente né? 
Porque não- não dá para falar português. Porque tem muitas senhoras de idade que são 
desde que iniciou, né, o Fujinkai. Tão são antigas. Elas só falam em japonês, né? Então 
fala em português (xxx) mudar né? Vai demorar um pouco. [...] Então inclusive no 
Fujinkai tem gaijin também né. [...] Tem várias gaijin mesmo. Brasileiras que participam. 
Só que elas- eh quase não vem também né. Uma é que não entendem né. 

 
S: 

 
‘All in Japanese. People don’t understand. Many people don’t understand. The 
young. The young people. And now- uh: because it is tradition, right? Only those 
who speak Japanese can be the president, right? Because they can’t- can’t speak 
Portuguese. Because there are many old ladies who have been there since, you 
know, Fujinkai {Dept. of women} began. So, they are old. They speak only in 
Japanese, you know? So, speak in Portuguese, (xxx) change, you know? It’s 
going to take some more time. […] So, in Fujinkai, we also have gaijin {non-
Japanese Brazilians} you know? […] There are various gaijin. Brazilians who 
participate. Just that they– uh they almost never come [to the meeting], you 
know? One [of the reasons] is that they don’t understand [the language], you 
know’ 

 

While Sabrina points out that young participants don’t understand the content of 

meetings, she also acknowledges that Japanese has traditionally been used as the 

language of the department. Successive presidents of the Dept. of Women have been 

Japanese monolingual speakers. In the latter part of the excerpt, Sabrina mentions another 

crucial problem with the linguistic barrier. That is, Japanese monolingualism keeps non-

Japanese participants away. As pointed out in numerous studies on code-choice, choice of 

a certain code can determine the intended addressee (e.g. Auer, 1995, p. 120), and it is a 

common issue among many divisions of NIKKAI. For example, a non-Japanese 

participant in the fruit/veggie art club, where she learns how to artfully cut fruits and 

vegetables for display, mentioned that she also wanted to learn ikebana (flower 
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arrangement) in NIKKAI. She said she couldn’t do it because the instructor of the 

ikebana club speaks only Japanese (Fieldnote, 10/1/2008).  

This dilemma facing the Dept. of Women brings up an intriguing question: are 

members of the Dept. of Women, especially those older monolingual immigrants who 

established the department, ready to incorporate gaijin (non-Japanese Brazilians) as core 

members of the club? As described earlier, NIKKAI is one of the few places for Japanese 

speakers to interact with others using Japanese. These Japanese speakers may not be 

willing to give up the status of Japanese as the language of public speaking yet. Currently 

in the Dept. of Women non-Japanese members participate in events but not in meetings, 

thus remaining in a peripheral position. The situation is different in some of the bilingual 

or Portuguese-speaking divisions where a few non-Japanese members do take up 

important roles in the management of these divisions.  

Sabrina’s narrative demonstrates two conflicting ideologies that touch on the issue 

of authenticity. Particularly highly relevant here are what Bucholtz and Hall (2004a) call 

authorization and illegitimation. Authorization and illegitimation “involve the attempt to 

legitimate an identity through an institution or other authority, or conversely the effort to 

withhold or withdraw such structural power” (2004a, p. 386). The older Japanese-

speaking immigrants’ identity as founders of the department provides them with an 

institutional power. For them to maintain their power, Japanese needs to remain the 

legitimate language of the department. On the other hand, as Sabrina points out, Japanese 

monolingualism keeps younger Nikkeis and non-Japanese Brazilians on the margin. 

Recognition that the language barrier is an obstacle for the future growth of the 

department illegitimates the use of Japanese in public speaking. The question of 

incorporating non-Japanese participants will be revisited in relation to the identity of 

NIKKAI as an ethnic association, later in this chapter.  
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Having provided two contrasting views of the use of Japanese for public 

speaking, one as a historically legitimate language and the other as a barrier for the youth 

and non-Nikkeis, the following two excerpts provide narratives from the leaders’ 

perspective. Example 6.4 comes from an interview with Kinue, who is the president of 

the karaoke club, and Example 6.5 comes from an interview with Koike, who is the 

president of NIKKAI. Both karaoke club and NIKKAI hold two groups of monolingual 

members, and both Kinue and Koike are Brazilian-born nisei, whose primary language is 

Portuguese. Kinue and Koike have about the same level of proficiency in Japanese, 

barely enough to hold simple conversations with Japanese monolinguals. Despite these 

similarities, Kinue and Koike’s language choice for public speeches are different: while 

Kinue often tries to speak both in Japanese and Portuguese, Koike usually uses only 

Portuguese.  

In the excerpt below, Kinue talks about her struggle to communicate with the 

members of the karaoke club. The karaoke club is by far the largest club in NIKKAI with 

173 members, whose ages range from 6 to 89 years old. Kinue expresses in this interview 

that one of her worries when she started serving as the president, was the linguistic 

diversity of the club that she had to deal with. Her strategy is to use both languages to 

satisfy both monolingual groups (See Ch. 6 for more discussion of her language choice in 

the karaoke club). 

 

Example 6.4: When I became the president  

846_Kinue, interview, 10/25/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
For translation, Japanese elements are in italics.  
 
K:  Então por exemplo quando eu assumi, eh, o pessoal tava assim meio preocupado. 
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Acharam que eu ia “so falar em português, em português” que ia ser tudo, entendeu? 
Então talvez a minha preocupação foi- foi esse lado também. Então assim me preocupei 
né? Já que eu to no cargo, vou tentar fazer o melhor que eu posso. E o menhor que eu 
posso é, isso é, é conciliar um poquinho né. O japonês, português né.. Então quando eu- 
quando as vezes quando eu dou recado em- em japonês tem gente fala "ah fala em 
português". Aí eu falo português. Aí quando eu falo só em português "ah 日本語でお

願いします". Aí falo Nihongo entendeu? Tão to levando assim né?  
  

‘So, for example, when I took up the post [as president], uh, the people were kind 
of worried. They thought that I would “only speak in Portuguese, in Portuguese” 
that it will be all [in Portuguese], you understand? So maybe my worry was- was 
also that. So, I was worried like that, you know? I am already on duty, so I will 
try the best that I can do. And the best I can do is, it’s, it’s to consult a little, you 
know? Japanese or Portuguese, you know? So when I- when sometimes when I 
make an announcement in- in Japanese, there are people who say, “ah speak in 
Portuguese”. Then I speak Portuguese. Then when I speak only in Portuguese 
[other people say] “ah please speak in Japanese”. Then I speak in Japanese, you 
know? So I’m managing it like that, you know?’ 

 

In the next excerpt, Koike, the president of NIKKAI talks about his language 

choice for public speaking. Like Kinue, Koike also was worried about the language issue 

before he started serving as the president. However, Koike was told by others that his low 

proficiency in Japanese would not pose a problem. Moreover, unlike Kinue, Koike 

negotiated a condition that he would not be obliged to speak in Japanese.  

 

Example 6.5: Not giving speeches in Japanese 

850_Koike, interview, 10/28/2008 
K=Koike, male, 63, nisei, president of NIKKAI 
 
K:  Na verdade eu não falo mesmo. Eu não- não sirvo para isso. Então, eh: até eu não- NEM 

queria ser presidente daqui, por causa disso aí. Entendeu? Porque eh:: discurso em 
português eu já não gosto de fazer. Ainda mais em japonês, né? Então não.. eu até, eu 
relutei muito para ser presidente até por causa disso. Eu sempre achava que quem for 
presidente aqui tinha que falar nihongo lá tudo bem. Até discurso se for o caso. Mas eh 
aqui pessoal ((coughing)) achou “que isso não seria problema” etc. Então foi uma das 
condições que não me obriga a falar em japonês. Entendeu? Porque eu não sei. Então 
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eu até TENTEI estudar um pouco mas não consegui. Tá? Conversar, eu converso em 
Japo- mas discursar, eu já vi que não dar. Tá? [...] Mas eu me con- eu acho que convivo 
muito bem com todo pessoal, falando ou não falando japonês. Né? Tanto com Rojinkai 
com Fujinkai com o Karaokê, eu não tô tendo problema nenhum. Pelo menos eu ACHO 
não tô tendo problema. Entendeu? Então eu acho que, dá para conviver, tá? Eh:: sem- 
sem ter que fazer discurso em japonês (tai). Quem me obrigar falar em discurso japonês 
aqui, eu já pego essa pessoa que vai ser futuro presidente daqui. ((laugh))  

 
K:  

 
‘In fact I don’t really speak [Japanese]. I don’t- don’t serve for that. So, uh: I 
even DIDN’T want to become the president here, for that reason. Understand? 
Because uh:: giving a speech in Portuguese, I already don’t like to do. Even less 
in Japanese, right? So I don’t.. I even resisted hard becoming the president for 
that reason. I always thought that whoever became president here had to speak 
Japanese well. Even giving speeches [in Japanese], if that’s necessary. But uh 
here people ((coughing)) thought “what’s that? It wouldn’t be a problem” etc. So 
it was one of the conditions that I won’t be obliged to speak in Japanese. 
Understand? Because I don’t know how. So, I even TRIED studying a little but I 
didn’t achieve it. OK? Have a conversation, I do in Jap- but giving speech, I 
already learned that it doesn’t work. OK? […] But I get- I think that I get along 
very well with everybody, speaking or not speaking Japanese. You know? As 
much as with Rojinkai {Dept. of Seniors}, with Fijinkai {Dept. of Women}, and 
with Karaoke club, I don’t have any problem at all. At least I THINK I don’t 
have any problem. You see? So, I think, we can get along, right? Ah:: without- 
without having to give speeches in Japanese (there). Anyone who obliges me to 
give speeches in Japanese here, I hold this person and he will be a future 
president here. ((laugh))’ 

 

Koike is aware of the ideology that authorizes Japanese as the legitimate language 

of the association, as in “I always thought that whoever became president here had to 

speak Japanese.” However, unlike Kinue, Koike obtained permission not to give speeches 

in Japanese as the president of NIKKAI. Although the difference in their language 

choices probably originates partly from their personalities,36 their social identities also 

seem to have affected the choices. Koike is a president of NIKKAI, and Kinue is a 

president of a sub-division of NIKKAI. While Koike has to deal with the local Brazilian 
                                                
36 For example, one of former Brazilian-born president of NIKKAI mentioned that he did not speak much 
Japanese before he took up the position. Unlike Koike, he struggled to speak Japanese after becoming the 
president, and as a result, he is now fluent in Japanese (Interview, 9/5/2008).  
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community as well as the NIKKAI members, Kinue’s role is mostly limited within the 

Nikkei community. For example, Koike makes speeches at events that are open to the 

public, in which non-Japanese Brazilian guests, such as local politicians, are occasionally 

invited. Kinue also makes speeches outside of NIKKAI, in many karaoke-related events 

involving a diverse group of people including non-Japanese Brazilians. However, 

Kinue’s audience is usually participants of karaoke, who are already closely connected to 

the Nikkei communities.  

It is worth adding that even Koike is not entirely free from the pressure to speak 

in Japanese. He does converse in Japanese with Japanese monolinguals. Also, over the 

course of my fieldwork, Koike made a public speech in Japanese once. It was for an 

event that featured a Japanese traditional theatrical performance. The intended audience 

was those who understood Japanese, as all the performances were done in Japanese 

without interpreters. At the opening ceremony, Koike read his speech from a paper, 

which was prepared by a native speaker of Japanese.  

While some Japanese monolinguals may not welcome the language shift in 

NIKKAI, others recognize the importance of Portuguese, especially in the context of the 

relationship with the wider Brazilian society. The following excerpt is from an interview 

with a Japanese monolingual, Otake, who is the president of the Dept. of Seniors. The 

Dept. of Seniors is one of the oldest divisions of NIKKAI, with respect to the age of the 

members. When asked about his impressions of Koike, Otake highly regarded Koike’s 

dedication to NIKKAI. In particular, Otake admired Koike’s achievements in dealing 

with the local Brazilian community, including creating and maintaining political ties with 

the city government, which in turn have contributed to the growth of NIKKAI. To build 

relationships with the local Brazilian community, as Otake recognizes, fluency in 

Portuguese is indispensable.  
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Example 6.6: If you aren’t fluent in Portuguese 

829_Otake, interview, 10/9/2008 
O=Otake, male, 84, issei, president of the Dept. of Seniors 
 
O: ここの会長になるつったら大変よ。うん。日会の、これだけの。ね？そ

れこそポルトゲース堪能でなかったら、ね？で、ここの税金からなにか

ら相当かかるんでしょ。なんか、ここの市役所と、なんかあの人市役所

でも働いているらしいね。[…] だからそんな方もうまく行きよるんだよ

ね。うん、良く知らんけど人のね。もう実際やってることが立派だか

ら。ええ。 
 ‘It’s hard to become a president here. Yeah. For NIKKAI, for this [large] scale 

[organization]. Right? If you aren’t fluent in Portuguese [you can’t serve], right? 
And, here it involves a lot of money like taxes and all. Um, with the city hall 
here, um, I heard that he [Koike] is also working at the city hall. […] That’s why 
those [administrative] things also go well. Well, I don’t know exactly, but what 
he is doing is actually admirable. Yeah.’ 

 

Present-day NIKKAI is a large organization with an impressive local presence. 

For example, the Festival do Japão (Japanese Festival) held in 2008, according to a local 

newspaper, attracted as many as 20,000 visitors, who were mostly non-Japanese 

Brazilians.37 In the opening ceremony, Koike thanked the city government and residents 

of Bella Vista City for their support of the Nikkei community. The (non-Japanese) acting 

mayor who was invited to attend the ceremony, in turn, praised Nikkeis’ contributions to 

Bella Vista City.  

This section, has illustrated two conflicting ideologies within NIKKAI; one that 

authenticates Japanese as a historically legitimate language of the association, and the 

other that authorizes Portuguese as the language that enables NIKKAI to promote its 
                                                
37 However, it has to be noted that 2008 was an extraordinary year for Japanese communities in Brazil 
because it was the year of the Japanese immigration centenary, which garnered enormous attention from 
inside and outside of the communities. (See section 2.5.1 for more description of the year 2008.)  
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relationships with younger Nikkeis and with the Brazilian society. These ideologies also 

empower and/or marginalize speakers of each language. It has also been demonstrated 

that the language choices of each division can both reflect and determine power relations 

of their members based on the language they speak.  

 

6.4 TRANSFORMING IDEOLOGIES  

This chapter so far has laid out issues concerning the language barriers and 

ideological conflicts between two monolingual groups. It has illustrated the different 

values associated with the Japanese and Portuguese languages as well as with their 

speakers. Although, at the present time the dominant language varies among the divisions 

of NIKKAI, it seems obvious that Portuguese will eventually take over, replacing 

Japanese in most parts of NIKKAI as the Japanese speaking generation dies. This section 

investigates transforming language ideologies in relation to the identity of NIKKAI as a 

cultural association. It describes roles and objectives of NIKKAI in its early days, and 

how those roles are changing. The change in identity of NIKKAI triggers an inevitable 

change in language ideologies.  

It has been more than half a century since NIKKAI was founded. Interviews with 

its core members revealed that the role of NIKKAI has changed dramatically overtime. 

NIKKAI was founded primarily as a place for mutual support and cultural recreation 

among immigrant families, since establishing their lives in a new country was quite 

challenging. Now, the role of NIKKAI as an organization which provides mutual support 

has greatly diminished, as most immigrants are retired and most Brazilian-born 

descendants are not dependant on a Japanese network for their daily living. Now 
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NIKKAI’s most important roles are preservation and promotion of the Japanese culture, 

as well as providing a place for Nikkeis to get together.  

In the excerpt below, an immigrant, Sadao, expresses his perspective on the 

original role of Japanese associations.38 According to Sadao, in the past, Japanese 

immigrants used to establish associations partly because of the language barrier that they 

faced with the Portuguese-speaking Brazilian society. He also states that since young 

Nikkeis nowadays do not have a problem mingling with Brazilians, there isn’t much need 

for a place like the Japanese association anymore.  

 

Example 6.7. In the past, they wanted to get together. 

838_Yamaoka, group interview, 10/18/08 
S= Sadao, male, 60, issei 
M=Mariko, female, 60, nisei 
	 
M:	 日本人てあれだよね、もう普通、会があれば自然と会にはいるんだよ

ね。	 
 ‘Japanese are like that. Usually, if there is an [Japanese] association, they 

naturally join the association.” 
S: 日本人は３人あつまりゃあ、あのー会館つくるっつう。それくらい。	 
 ‘As it is in the saying, if there are three Japanese people, they make an 

association. It’s that common.’ 
M: 会を作るのね、どこも。	 
 ‘Japanese people make associations, everywhere.’  
S:	 今はやっぱりもう若いものはみんなブラジル人に平気で入れるけれど、

昔は言葉の関係や何かがあるからね。何人か集まったら、日本人会館っ

ての作った。昔は。そのまんまそれが繋がってるだけで、今はそれほど

日本人会館てのは必要なくなって来てるな。今の衆は。	 

                                                
38 Parts of the same interview with Sadao, Mariko and another participant, Luciana, are also presented and 
analyzed in Ch. 5, section 5.2.  
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 ‘Now, younger folks can join Brazilians without a problem, but in the past, there 
were issues with language and other things. When several [Japanese] people get 
together they used to make a so-called Nihonjin-kaikan {Japanese association 
center}. In the past. It merely continues till today and there isn’t much need for 
the Japanese association center now. For people nowadays.’ 

M: 今の若い人はね。	 
 ‘For young people nowadays.’ 
S:	 今の若い人はもう、日本人だけが集まる必要ないつうことになってるの

ね。だけど昔の人はあれ、言葉の関係や日本の関係でやっぱり日本人が

集まりたかったのね。だからどこの植民地行っても日本人会館ってのあ

る。どこの街行っても日本人会館ある。	 
 ‘For young people nowadays, it’s accepted that they don’t need to get together 

with just Japanese. But the people in the past, you know, because of the language 
and Japanese connection, they wanted to get together with Japanese. That’s why 
there is always a Japanese association center in a Japanese community. In every 
town, there is a Japanese association center.’ 

	 

Although a part of Sadao’s description, that the language barrier was one of the 

major reasons that immigrants established Japanese associations seems true, another 

account of his, that young Nikkeis nowadays do not need Japanese associations may not 

be accurate considering the popularity of NIKKAI among youth Nikkeis. As it was 

mentioned in Ch. 4, while many Japanese associations in Brazil are diminishing in size 

due to the aging of the immigrant generation, NIKKAI remains quite viable, attracting 

people of the younger generation. In fact, several divisions that are popular among youth, 

including the Dept. of Kids, the Dept. of Juniors, the taiko (drumming) club and the 

yosakoi soran (dance) club, were founded relatively recently, between 2003 and 2005. 

These divisions are administrated entirely in Portuguese, mostly by Portuguese 

monolinguals. This means that although NIKKAI is still viable, it is not in the same as 

when it was founded. The members’ generation, the language situation, and what 

NIKKAI offers to its members, all these factors are quite different now.  
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In the excerpt below, the current president of NIKKAI, Koike, talks about the 

future of NIKKAI in relation to its objectives as a cultural association. According to 

Koike, the biggest concern of NIKKAI is to preserve Japanese culture. He also argues 

that to accomplish this goal, NIKKAI needs to open its doors to non-Japanese Brazilians.  

 

Example 6.8: The future of these people is all mixed 

850_Koike, interview, 10/28/2008 
K=Koike, male, 63, nisei, president of NIKKAI 
 
K:  A gente não- não- não fecha para- para outras nacionalidades até porque o futuro deste 

pessoal vai tá tudo misturado. Se você pensa só entra japonês aqui, isso aqui fecha. 
Tá? [...] Tem que pensar um pouco de mente aberta. Tem que abrir, porque os filhos vão 
casando com outros descendentes. Os netos também. Então se ele começa a proibir não 
aparece mais ninguém no kaikan. Então aqui é- aqui é assim também. Então não tem 
razão de- de- de- de- de ficar proibindo. Isso aqui é uma associação com objetivo de 
integrar as famílias descendentes ou não principalmente tratar da preservação da 
cultura japonesa. Então essa é uh ma- ma- a maior preocupação, né.  

  
‘We don’t- don’t- don’t shut the door to- to people of other nationalities because 
the future of these people [in NIKKAI] will be all mixed. If you think only 
Japanese [can] enter here, then it’s closed. Right? [… <talking about a local 
association for Okinawan people>] They [organizers of the Okinawan 
association] have to think with a little bit of an open mind. They have to open up, 
because the children will be marrying descendants of other nationalities. The 
same thing for the grandchildren. So, if they start to prohibit [mestiços / people 
of other nationalities], then nobody is going to appear in the kaikan {Japanese 
association} any more. So, here it’s- here it’s like that too. So, there is no reason 
to- to- to- to- to prohibit. Here, it’s an association with an objective of 
integrating families, descendants or not, principally to take care of the 
preservation of the Japanese culture. So this is uh, the biggest concern, you 
know?’ 

 

In the excerpt above, Koike predicts that the future NIKKAI members will be 

misturado (mixed). He gives the example of a nearby Okinawan association, which, 

according to Koike, is conservative about accepting non-Okinawans. Koike says, that 
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because there are more and more cases of intermarriages between Nikkeis and non-

Nikkeis, if an association closes the door to mestiços (descendants of Japanese and non-

Japanese) and people of other ethnic backgrounds, nobody is likely to come to the 

association any more. Later in the excerpt, Koike also expresses his understanding of 

NIKKAI’s objectives. According to Koike, NIKKAI is “an association with an objective 

of integrating families, descendants or not, principally to take care of the preservation of 

the Japanese culture.” Although Koike does not specifically relate this objective with the 

language issue, as it was expressed in Luciana’s (Example 6.2) and Sabrina’s (Example 

6.3) narratives, the use of Portuguese is indispensable to incorporating non-Japanese 

Brazilians.  

It is also important to note, in the context of the cultural activities held at 

NIKKAI, that what is considered as “Japanese culture” in NIKKAI has altered overtime. 

As noted earlier, some of the popular activities in NIKKAI, such as taiko (drumming) and 

yosakoi (dancing) performances are not exactly what the immigrants brought to Brazil – 

much less, pop art forms such as animation, comic books and videogames, which also 

draw a large number of youth to NIKKAI. It is mostly these modern aspects of the 

Japanese culture that appeal both to Nikkei youth and non-Nikkei Brazilians. In this 

regard, although Koike used the expression “preservation of the Japanese culture,” 

NIKKAI is not faithfully “preserving” the culture that immigrants brought any more. 

Rather, it is “promoting” specific aspects of the Japanese culture, which may or may not 

be relevant to original immigrants’ experience.  

Lastly, the feelings of the Japanese-speaking generation about these changes are 

briefly revisited. As it has been mentioned earlier in section 6.2, sentiment of both 

resistance and resignation to the language loss seems to be widely shared among 

Japanese speakers. Since there are hardly any new immigrants from Japan newly joining 
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NIKKAI, the use of the Japanese language is naturally declining. The following excerpt 

is taken from an interview with Kawaguchi, an immigrant whose narrative was presented 

earlier (Example 6.1). Although Kawaguchi, in Example 6.1 emphasizes the importance 

of the Japanese language for the descendants, in the excerpt below, he also recognizes the 

inevitable language shift.  

 

Example 6.9: In Brazil, after ten years 

834_Kawaguchi, interview, 10/11/2008 
K=Kawaguchi, male, 73, issei.  
 
K:  もうやっぱブラジルはね、あと１０年たったらね、もう日本語いりませ

んよ。そんなんなっちゃう。もうブラジル語ばっかりになっちゃって

ね。だから、これはもうはっきりしてる。[…]老人会でさえ、もう半分

は・・２世だよね。２世３世になって、あと１０年たったら今８０才の

人はみんな９０才になっちゃうんわね。その３分の２くらいは亡くなら

れる、あと１０年たったら。そしたらもう、うーん、今の日会と同じ

ように会議でも通知でも全部ブラジル語39になってしまうね。う

ん。 
  

‘Well, as you might expect, [Nikkei communities] in Brazil, after ten years, there 
is no need for the Japanese language. It will be like that. It will be all Portuguese. 
So, that is already clear. […] Even in the Dept. of Seniors, half of the members 
are already… nisei, right? [The members are] turning to nisei and sansei, and 
after ten years, the people who are now 80 years old will become 90 years old. 
Two thirds of them will pass away, after 10 years. Then, u:m just like current 
NIKKAI, EVERYTHING including meetings and notices will be in 
Portuguese. Yeah.’ 

 

In his narrative, Kawaguchi relates the loss of the elderly generation with the loss 

of the Japanese language, giving the example of the Dept. of Seniors, which can be 

                                                
39 It is common among isseis to refer to the Portuguese language as “Burajiru-go” (lit. Brazilian language), 
while Japanese people in Japan would usually call it “Porutogaru-go.”  
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considered the last stronghold for Japanese speakers. With his words “just like current 

NIKKAI, EVERYTHING including meetings and notices will be in Portuguese” he 

implies that when Portuguese replaces Japanese, Japanese monolinguals will be 

marginalized even within the Dept. of Seniors. Traphagan (2000) who examines aging 

and senility in a Japanese context describes the prevailing notion that the mental and 

physical ill-effects of aging are controllable by individuals’ efforts. For the elderly in 

Japan, it is assumed that it is their responsibility to stay healthy and active. He writes, “In 

order to be a fully realized, mature individual, one must be in society as an active 

player…. The work of older people is to stay in the game as long as possible” (p. 182). 

This view is perceptible among the elderly in this study, as their main purpose behind 

participating in NIKKAI activities is to be connected to the society. In a Japanese 

Brazilian context, the language barrier can be one of the critical factors that could 

gradually deprive the Japanese-speaking elderly of their ability to “stay in the game.” 

 

6.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter illustrated the positioning of the two languages of the association, 

Japanese and Portuguese within NIKKAI, in relation to the power balance of the speakers 

of each language. It demonstrated the ways in which the two social groups of Japanese-

speaking members and Portuguese-speaking members are empowered and/or 

marginalized in different contexts. Japanese is the language of the people who founded 

NIKKAI, and still considered the historically legitimate language of the association. 

Portuguese is viewed as having a pragmatic value essential for the survival and growth of 

NIKKAI. In NIKKAI as a linguistic market (Bourdieu, 1991), the value of Portuguese as 

linguistic capital is increasing while Japanese is becoming a threatened linguistic capital.  



 121 

This chapter also touched upon the transforming significance of NIKKAI for its 

members. As Sadao (Example 6.7) mentions, Japanese associations in general were 

established in part because of the language barrier that immigrants experienced in 

Brazilian society. Although parts of NIKKAI, such as the Dept. of Seniors, still function 

as linguistic sanctuaries for Japanese monolinguals, maintenance of such linguistic 

enclaves is not the main purpose of NIKKAI anymore. As expressed in the narrative of 

the current president, Koike, (Example 6.8), NIKKAI’s biggest role in the present-day 

context is preservation (or more accurately, promotion) of the Japanese culture. The great 

majority of NIKKAI members recognize that this objective is accomplished only by 

inviting non-Japanese participants to NIKKAI, and by strengthening the connection with 

the local Brazilian community. In this sense, NIKKAI is sacrificing the Japanese 

language for promotion of the Japanese culture. In other words, NIKKAI’s identity is 

authenticated by the culture, but not by the language anymore.  

An immigrant community does not necessarily have to give up language for 

preservation or promotion of its culture. For example, according to Watanabe (2007), The 

Yuba community, as it was mentioned briefly in the introduction of this chapter, has a 

strong language ideology that considers the Japanese language essential for cultural 

heritage. According to the interview that Watanabe conducted with a community 

member, the first president of the Yuba community had a strong belief that the life and 

culture of the Yuba can be transmitted only through the Japanese language. Although 

Watanabe observes some changes in the ideology, the Japanese language still functions 

as the primary means of communication within the community. One of the characteristics 

of the Yuba community is that it consists exclusively of Nikkeis, prohibiting its residents 

from marrying non-Nikkeis (Nippon Hoosoo Kyookai, 2007). Although both Yuba and 
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NIKKAI are striving to preserve and promote their culture, their approaches to language 

and culture are very different.  

Figure 6.1 below illustrates the difference between the two. Also, Figure 6.2 

shows the changes in the position of language and culture overtime in NIKKAI. In the 

past, the Japanese language was naturally the language of cultural transmission. In the 

future, cultural transmission in NIKKAI is likely to continue while the role of the 

Japanese language is diminishing.  

 

Figure 6.1 Position of language and culture  
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Figure 6.2 Change in position of language and culture in NIKKAI 

 

 

Managing and negotiating conflicting ideologies about language is an everyday 

exercise within NIKKAI. While this chapter mostly investigated overtly expressed 

narratives obtained through interviews, the next chapter, in featuring a bilingual karaoke 

club, examines the actual use of languages in interactions that involve the two groups of 

monolinguals. By examining speakers’ choice of code, the next chapter also demonstrates 

the agency of speakers who try to obtain symbolic capital through linguistic practice.  
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Chapter 7: Beyond the Language Barrier: Karaoke Club in NIKKAI  

This chapter provides in-depth descriptions of language choices in a division of 

NIKKAI, the karaoke club, where immigrants, descendants and non-Japanese spouses get 

together and sing Japanese songs in Japanese. The karaoke club provides a unique 

situation within which two groups of monolinguals co-exist as they participate in this 

culturally symbolic activity, karaoke. In examining linguistic practices followed by the 

karaoke club, this chapter focuses mostly on Portuguese-dominant speakers’ deployment 

of Japanese linguistic resources for the construction of their ethnic identity and 

reconciliation of tensions within the bilingual community. Regardless of various degrees 

of linguistic competencies and ideologies, karaoke provides an opportunity for speakers 

to get together and engage in the single activity of singing in Japanese. Continuing on the 

investigation of Ch. 6 discussing the ideological conflicts concerning the use of Japanese 

and/or Portuguese in NIKKAI, this chapter further examines how these two languages are 

used in actual interactions.  

The discussion in this chapter considers code choice as a means of drawing upon 

linguistic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) and it investigates how speakers employ their 

linguistic capital to acquire other symbolic capital such as a prestigious ethnic identity 

and political power. The linguistic practices considered in this chapter are typically 

referred to as “language choice,” “code switching,” and/or “borrowing.” Although there 

is a large body of literature on these language contact phenomena, there is still no 

consensus among researchers on precise definitions of these and related terms (Winford, 

2003). For the purpose of this study, following studies such as Heller (1992) and 

Canagarajah (1995), these phenomena will not be distinguished based on structural 

characteristics. Rather, the term “code choice” is used as an umbrella term that broadly 
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indicates speakers’ deployment of available linguistic resources. Here, aspects of code 

choice that relate to speakers’ ethnic affiliation, language competencies, language 

preferences, and the speakers’ beliefs about values associated with different linguistic 

resources are investigated.  

Just like NIKKAI as a whole (described in Ch. 6), the karaoke club involves both 

a Japanese-speaking group and a Portuguese-speaking group, which are empowered or 

marginalized in different contexts. Bourdieu’s metaphor of the linguistic market and 

linguistic capital (1991) has often been incorporated in the study of bilingual 

communities where power is distributed unequally among speakers of different 

languages. Heller (1992), draws on Bourdieu’s framework and also expands it by taking 

resistance of subordinate groups into consideration (c.f. Gal, 1989; Woolard, 1985). She 

thus explores the way in which language practices and identity negotiations are bound in 

a political power balance. Her study of speakers’ choices between English and French in 

Canada shows how code choice can alter (at least temporarily) the power balance while 

choices are also governed by the pre-existing political arrangement. Heller’s approach is 

suitable in this study, as this study concerns the negotiation of linguistic capital in a 

bilingual community where the values of the two languages are changing due to an 

ongoing language shift.  

The discussion in this chapter is drawn from two sets of data. These sets consist of 

1) participant observation and audio-recordings of karaoke activity, including practice 

sessions, contests and seminars, and 2) interviews with the participants.  

The first section provides an ethnographic description of the Bella Vista Karaoke 

Club in NIKKAI, in order to discuss how various activities in the club provide contexts 

for participants to encounter the symbolic capital of the Japanese culture and language. 

Then, section 2 describes members’ ideologies about the Japanese language in the 
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context of the karaoke club. Sections 3 and 4 investigate actual linguistic practices 

followed during the club activities. Section 3 examines the use of Japanese terms by 

Portuguese monolinguals, and section 4 focuses on the code choice of public speakers in 

a seminar.  

 

7.1 THE BELLA VISTA KARAOKE CLUB  

Karaoke is one of the most popular forms of cultural entertainment in Japanese 

Brazilian communities. It arrived in Brazil in 1977, soon after its emergence in Japan 

(Hosokawa, 1995). One of the most influential annual karaoke contests, organized by 

Associação Brasileira da Canção Japonesa (ABRAC) was first held in 1986 (ABRAC 

website40). Unlike karaoke in Japan, which is typically a form of in-group entertainment, 

karaoke clubs in local Japanese associations in Brazil are highly disciplined. Although it 

is still considered a form of entertainment, most participants practice karaoke to improve 

their singing skills and to get high scores in competitions.  

The Bella Vista Karaoke Club was founded in 1985, and it is by far the largest 

club within NIKKAI, having 173 members. Some of the members are getting old and do 

not sing anymore. These “retired” members may still come to club activities to enjoy 

chatting with other members. Other members listed but who do not sing include those 

whose spouses and/or children sing. The age of the members ranges from 6 to 89 years 

old. As Figure 7.1 illustrates, although participants are spread across all age groups, the 

club is particularly popular among people over 50 years old. More than half of the 

members (97, out of 173) are over 60 years old. The club has one non-Japanese Brazilian 

member (Vanessa, in Examples 7.4), who is a spouse of a Nikkei. Although most of the 

                                                
40 www.abracbrasil.com.br 
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members have at least some knowledge of both Japanese and Portuguese, elderly 

members tend to be fluent in Japanese only. In contrast, many of the young members 

speak Portuguese only. All of them sing in Japanese, which is an unwritten rule of the 

club.  

 

Figure 7.1: Age groups of karaoke club members in NIKKAI 

 

 

There are four main activities involved in karaoke at the Bella Vista Karaoke 

Club. They are 1) group practice sessions, 2) private lessons, 3) contests, and 4) seminars. 

To my knowledge, this kind of structured karaoke practice, especially at this scale 

involving so many people does not exist in Japan. The following describes each of the 

four activities.  
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Group practice sessions 

On Monday and Friday evenings each week, members gather in a hall on the 

premises of NIKKAI to practice singing. There is no instructor for these sessions. 

Members take turns singing on the stage with a microphone. Sessions start at around 4pm 

and continue until as late as 10pm, although most members stay only for a part of the 

session. While waiting for their turn to sing, participants are found mostly chatting with 

others, and they all clap their hands when a singer finishes singing. For the Monday 

session, most of the participants bring snacks to share with other participants. On Fridays, 

they also bring food for a potluck dinner. They take a break from practice at around 8pm, 

and enjoy the food together.  

 

Private lessons 

Most of the participants have individual paid lessons with karaoke instructors. 

Private lessons are held within NIKKAI, or at the home studios of the instructors.  

 

Contests 

For the club members, karaoke is also a form of competition. Most of the 

participants who sing also participate in karaoke contests. On average, members enter one 

contest per month, although they have the option of competing more frequently. Contests 

are held by various local Japanese associations including NIKKAI. Participants are 

ranked according to past winning records of the contests. The ranking categories include 

“B”, “A”, “Especial”, “Extra”, “Super Extra” and “Star”. Beginners start with category 

“B”, and compete with other participants in the same category. Categories are also 

divided by age groups. (See Table 7.1). After a performance, all contestants receive 
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scores and brief written comments from the judges. The contestants are placed according 

to their scores. When participants win first place a certain number of times within a 

category, they can be promoted to a higher category. The number of times participants 

need to win first place for promotion depends on the category they are in. This way, 

participants are competing with other singers of similar skill, and they have the potential 

of gradually moving up to higher categories.  

 

Table 7.1: Karaoke ranking categories41  

Level Age group  Level Age group 
B Tibiko42 (~13)  Especial Tibiko (~13) 
 Juvenil (14~17)   1 (14~39) 
 1 (18~39)   2 (40~50) 
 2 (40~50)   3 (51~60) 
 3 (51~60)   4 (61~70) 
 4 (61~70)   5 (71~) 
 5 (71~)  Extra 1 (14~39) 
A Tibiko (~13)   2 (40~55) 
 Juvenil (14~17)   3 (56~65) 
 1 (18~39)   4 (66~) 
 2 (40~50)  Super Extra 1 (14~39) 
 3 (51~60)   2 (40~59) 
 4 (61~70)   3 (60~) 
 5 (71~)  Star No age limit 
 

Hosokawa (1995, 1998) points out that the category system in karaoke resembles 

the dan (段) ranking system used for Japanese traditional fine arts (e.g. calligraphy) and 

martial arts (e.g. judo) that certifies participants’ progress. Hosokawa further argues that 
                                                
41 These ranking categories were established by an organization, União Paulista de Karaokê (UPK), 
www.upk.org.br. Only major categories are included in the table. There are several other categories such as 
“Shinjin (beginner)” for anybody who is participating in a competition for the first time, and “Pop” 
specifically for youth who sing songs from a genre of Japanese pop songs. Performances in the “Pop” 
category often involve energetic choreography.  
42 Tiboko (small children) is a Japanese term while Juvenil (juvenile) is a Portuguese term. 	 
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the practice of karaoke in the Japanese Brazilian context was established as a pursuit of 

art, rather than entertainment, because of the ranking system and participants’ devotion to 

improving their performances to achieve better results.  
 

Figure 7.2: Karaoke stage for competition. Four judges are sitting in front of the stage.  

 

 

Figure 7.3: A Karaoke singer (the author) on stage 
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Seminars 

The Bella Vista Karaoke Club occasionally hosts seminars. There, karaoke 

instructors, who also serve as judges in contests, are invited to give lectures and singing 

lessons for amateur singers. Section 7.4 describes one of the karaoke seminars in detail.  

 

Karaoke is one effective way to express, maintain and construct Japanese-

Brazilian social identity. As Lum (1996) writes in his work on the Chinese-American 

karaoke scene, “Karaoke provides the social and symbolic structure for people to create, 

maintain, and transform social realities and meanings that are true and significant to 

them” (p. 112). In addition to the disciplined structure mentioned above, there are aspects 

of ethnic heritage they perform through karaoke. For example, for karaoke contests, 

many participants dress up in a kimono (a Japanese traditional attire) as illustrated in 

Figure 7.2, they fix their hair in elaborate hairstyles and put on specific kinds of makeup 

suitable for the stage. For the potluck dinner, they typically bring homemade Japanese 

food. Karaoke is also a socializing activity that enhances the bonds of participants across 

generations. Although intergenerational communication is limited due to the linguistic 

barrier, Japanese monolinguals and Portuguese monolinguals share many events through 

the club. Participants get together for group practice and enjoy a potluck dinner. They 

also travel together to participate in karaoke contests. Once at the contest venue, they 

cheer for other NIKKAI members. For many participants, karaoke is also a family 

activity. As the club is open to participants of any age, family members of different 

generations can engage in it together. Naturally, it is a great joy for the elderly family 

members to see their grandchildren singing in Japanese, even if the grandparents 

themselves do not sing.  
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Because of its size and popularity, the karaoke club has a significant presence in 

NIKKAI. Karaoke is often the initial step for young participants who get involved in 

NIKKAI. In some cases, adults start to come to NIKKAI solely because of their children 

who participate in karaoke. Although, in the past, it was usually the parents who 

introduced their children to an ethnic association, now the children can introduce their 

parents to NIKKAI through karaoke.  

In the excerpt below, Luciana describes karaoke as an influential activity that 

promotes both the Japanese language and culture. She describes Karaoke activities as a 

means of spreading the Japanese language and culture. Referring to the fact that Karaoke 

gathers a huge number of people together for contests, she explains it as “a moment of 

integration through music.”  

 

Example 7.1: Karaoke promotes the Japanese language and culture 

835_Luciana, interview, 10/13/2008 
L=Luciana, female, 49, sansei.  
 
L:  カラオケはたしかあの、えー、日本語を、「通じる」？Eh de, divulgar, de 

espalhar, disseminar, ((searching for an appropriate vocabulary in Japanese)) [...] A 
cultura tanto a língua japonesa como a cultura japonesa, eu acho que o karaokê é 
um, é um dos princi, foi o um dos principais meios de divulgar viu? Na minha 
opinião. Depois tá vindo o taiko, soran mas eu acho que o karaokê teve um papel assim 
fundamental, viu? Hoje, é fevereiro agora. Você vai embora agora né? Vai ser realizado 
um campeonato Paulista de karaokê. Vão reunir, eh, mais de mil e seiscentos cantores 
do estado de São Paulo. Então virão, eh, a gente fala "cantor" mas são as pessoas 
comuns né, de- de todas as cidades do estado de São Paulo aqui no NIKKAI. Em 
fevereiro agora. Né? Então é um momento de integração, através da música. 

  
‘Karaoke, I think um, eh, “to communicate” the Japanese language? Eh, to 
publicize, to spread, to disseminate, ((searching for the appropriate vocabulary in 
Japanese)) […] The culture, both the Japanese language and the Japanese 
culture, I think karaoke is one, is one of the princi-, was one of the principal 
means of publicizing [the Japanese language and culture], you see? In my 
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opinion. After that, taiko and soran are coming in, but I think karaoke had a 
fundamental role, you know? Now, in this coming February. You’ll leave 
[Brazil] soon, right? There will be a karaoke championship for São Paulo state. 
More than 1,700 singers from São Paulo state will, uh, gather. So, we call them 
“singers” but they are ordinary people, you know, they will come from- from all 
the cities of São Paulo state to here in NIKKAI. In this coming February. You 
see? So it is a moment of integration through music.’ 

 

As Luciana claims, karaoke is a powerful tool for introducing the Japanese culture 

to those who may not be interested in it otherwise. The next section examines what role 

karaoke plays in disseminating the Japanese language and culture by analyzing the 

ideological linkage between karaoke singing and Japanese proficiency. 

 

7.2 PROFICIENCY IN LANGUAGE, PROFICIENCY IN SINGING  

Hosokawa (1995), in his study on karaoke activities among the Japanese in Brazil, 

claims that although immigrants tend to expect their children to learn the Japanese 

language and cultural values through karaoke, the children however, merely learn a 

singing technique from copying the singing. He writes, “children sing enka43 as a foreign 

language, while adults listen to it as a mother tongue. The abyss between the two groups 

is larger than it appears to be” (p. 209, my translation from Japanese). These contrary 

attitudes toward the Japanese language from the Japanese-speaking generation and the 

Portuguese-speaking generation were also observed among the participants of this study.  

A fundamental question that emerged through interviews and observations was: 

“Do good karaoke singers have to be able to speak Japanese?” Similar to the situation of 

NIKKAI described in Ch. 6, the karaoke club involves two conflicting views, one that 

essentializes the use of the Japanese language for karaoke, and the other that appropriates 
                                                
43 Across generations, the most popular genre of karaoke songs is enka, whose themes are typically broken 
heart. See Yano (2002) for discussion of enka and Japanese national identity. 
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Portuguese as a practical means of communication. Thus, the code choice for 

administrative purposes always brings up a sensitive issue. Kinue, who is not only the 

president of the Bella Vista Karaoke Club, but also the president of the regional karaoke 

league within São Paulo state, describes the division between Japanese speakers and 

Portuguese speakers and her own code choice in the following excerpts (Examples 7.2 

and 7.3). Kinue’s response to the division between the two monolingual groups was to 

speak in both Japanese and Portuguese.44 

 

Example 7.2: The karaoke club is divided by languages 

846_Kinue, interview, 10/25/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
 
K:  Nosso karaokê.. eh há pessoa de mais idade. Acho que maioria ainda é conservadora e 

fala Nihongo, né? […] Porque dentro da liga também tem uma parte que é- é bem 
japonêsa e outra parte não é, né? E:: sempre isso ficou meio que dividido. 

  
‘Our karaoke club.. um there are elderly people. I think the majority is still 
conservative and speak Japanese, you know? […] Because inside the league too, 
there is a part that is- is very Japanese and another part that is not [very 
Japanese], right? A::nd, it’s always kind of divided.’ 

 

The division among the club members is characterized not only by a 

communication barrier, but also by an ideological orientation toward the Japanese 

language. Some club members believe that a karaoke singer has to be fluent in Japanese 

and thus understand the subtle meanings and nuances of the lyrics. Others recognize that 

there are people who sing very well and achieve high scores at competitions without 

being able to speak Japanese. These views are reflected in a political tension which 

                                                
44 See Ch. 6, section 6.3 for more discussion of language choices made by the leaders of NIKKAI, 
including Kinue (Example 6.4).  
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emerged in the presidential election of the regional karaoke league. The following 

excerpt illustrates this point.  

 

Example 7.3: They voted for fidelity   

846_Kinue, interview, 10/25/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
 
K:  E:, e: quando houve eleição, eu ganhei de doze a cinco ((drums on the table)), né, votos. 

Esse cinco votos são do pessoalzinho bem japonês. É pessoalzinho de <Place 
name1>, <Place name2> que é:, é uma coloniazinha que tem aqui perto, né? Eh, a 
própria pessoa que tava concorrendo comigo  que é de <place name3>, que a 
professora Harada, que- ela so fala- que ela é japonêsa mesmo. Depois pessoa de Ju-, 
não, <place name 4>. Porque lá também o pessoal é bastante Nihonjin, né? E mais um 
que eu não lembro onde que era. Não sei, acho que era <Place name5>. Porque <Place 
name5> também tem o pessoalzinho que é bem conservador né, bem.. Nihonjinshiki né? 
Então eles votaram sim... POR... como é que fala por fidelidade, alguma coisa 
assim? Porque, eh:: acham que tem que ser Nihonjin, tem que- pa-para cantar 
música japonêsa tem que ser tipo Issei ((keeps drumming on the table as she 
speaks)), porque não sabe o significado- e tem gente que canta muito bem e não 
sabe significado. Entendeu? E:... não- não vou falar para ela- para você que foi por 
causa deles não, mas me deu vontade de falar em Nihongo. 

  
‘A:nd, a:nd when there was an election I won by twelve to five ((drums on the 
table with her fingers)), you know, votes. These five votes are from very 
Japanese people. It is somebody from <Place name1>, <Place name2> that i:s, 
is a community close to here, right? Uh, the very person who was competing 
with me was from <Place name 3>, who is professor Harada, who- who only 
speaks- that is she is a real Japanese [from Japan]. Then somebody from Ju- no, 
<Place name 4>. Because there too, there are lots of Nihonjin {Japanese}, right? 
And one more that I don’t remember where it was. I don’t know, I think it was 
<Place name 5>. Because <Place name 5> also has people that are very 
conservative, you know, very Nijonjinshiki {Japanese style} right? They voted 
um… FOR… how should I say, for fidelity, something like that? Because, 
uh:: they think that one has to be Nihonjin {Japanese}, one has to- to- to sing 
Japanese music it has to be the issei {immigrant} type ((keeps drumming on 
the table as she speaks)), because [otherwise people] don’t know the meaning 
[of the lyrics]- and there are people who sing very well and don’t know the 
meaning [of the lyrics]. You understand? A:nd… I’m not- not going to tell 
them- tell you that it was because of them, no, but it made me feel like speaking 
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in Nihongo {Japanese}.’ 

 

In her narrative, Kinue creates distance from those representatives who did not 

vote for her by employing the Portuguese diminutive suffix –inho/a for the words 

“pessoal (people)” and “colônia (community)”, as in “pessoalzinho” and “coloniazinha” 

which are highlighted in the excerpt. Portuguese diminutive suffixes can convey a 

positive or negative connotation from the perspective of the speaker (Azevedo, 2005, p. 

88-89). In this context, the addition of the diminutive suffix can be interpreted as Kinue’s 

diminishing of these representatives and the community they belong to.  

Despite Kinue’s disagreement with these representatives’ ideology, she decided to 

speak in Japanese. As will be shown later in Example 7.7, Kinue actually makes public 

speeches incorporating both Japanese and Portuguese although she is much more fluent 

in Portuguese than in Japanese. Kinue’s decision to speak in Japanese is a political one, 

to be perceived as a legitimate leader of the regional league. Her language choice is 

reminiscent of Bucholtz’s (1995) concept of linguistic passing, in which speakers with 

ethnic ambiguity manipulate the way they are perceived by others. Kinue does not aspire 

to align completely with the conservative Japanese speakers. Rather, she strategically 

employs Japanese as a tool to appease her constituents. The political aspect of Kinue’s 

language choices will be revisited later in section 7.4.   

As far as the results of the contests are concerned, Kinue’s point that there are 

people who sing well without knowing the meaning of the lyrics is true. Ability to speak 

in Japanese is much less important in the competition. Although an understanding of the 

lyrics seems helpful for a better performance,45 the results of the contests prove that 

                                                
45 In one of the Karaoke seminars I observed, a Japanese-monolingual instructor mentioned the importance 
of gestures, facial expressions, and even choice of stage attire that match with the lyrics and tone of the 
music.  
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proficiency in Japanese is neither necessary nor sufficient for getting high scores. Only a 

few aspects of language skills – most importantly pronunciation of words– matter. In the 

following excerpt, Vanessa, a non-Japanese Brazilian participant of the karaoke club, 

describes how she manages to receive good evaluations from the judges in contests 

despite the fact that she does not speak Japanese. Although she emphasizes the 

importance of knowing the meaning of lyrics, she claims that she can copy singing just 

like a parrot, without the mannerisms from spoken Japanese.  

 

Example 7.4: I sing like a parrot 

841_Vanessa, interview, 10/25/2008 
V=Vanessa, female, 57, non-Nikkei (spouse of Nikkei), officer of Karaoke Club 
 
V:  Uh, eu acho que tenho facilidade de decorar. Eu decoro fácil a letra, NÉ? Eu não tenho 

dificuldade. E como eu NÃO sei japonês, é que nem papagaio. Sabe papagaio o que 
ouve ele repete né? Então se eu ouço bem o que a cantora fala, eu consigo falar 
igual porque eu não tenho vício de.. de linguagem japonesa porque eu não falo 
japonês. Então que eu ouço eu falo. Então se me ensinar direito, eu falo direito. Se 
ensinar errado, falo errado. Entendeu? Uh, aí, sempre romanji porque eu ainda não, não 
aprendi o hiragana. Isso é falta de sentar e aprender porque é fácil né? Ah.. o Lucas 
traduz todas as palavras e depois os sentidos, aí a minha amiga Tomoko também me 
ajuda. ((laughing)) E, então aquele, eu, uh, por exemplo os juízes falam que a MINHA 
interpretação é muito boa, né? Por que? Exatamente por isso. Porque eu sei o que eu to 
cantando. Aí eu converso com várias pessoas que cantam, que falam japonês, e que não  
sabem o que tão cantando. A grande maioria não sabe o que tá cantando. [...((giving 
names of young female members))] Pega as meninas assim, elas não sabem o que elas 
tão cantando. Assim palavra por palavra. Ela pode falar assim, "ah, fala de 
amor"entendeu? Mas assim, palavra por palavra elas não sabem. Então fica difícil de, de 
você pôr o sentimento. 

  
‘Uh, I think I have the ability to memorize. I easily memorize lyrics, you know? I 
don’t have difficulty. And because I DON’T know Japanese, it’s like a 
parrot.  You know a parrot, he repeats what he listens to, right? So, if I 
carefully listen to what the singer says, I can speak the same way because I 
don’t have mannerisms from.. from the Japanese language because I don’t 
speak Japanese. So, I speak what I listen to. So, if they teach me correctly, I 
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speak correctly. If they teach incorrectly, I speak incorrectly. Uh, and it’s always 
in romaji {Roman alphabets} because I haven’t, haven’t learned hiragana 
{Japanese alphabet}. It is just a lack of sitting down and learning it because it’s 
easy, right? Uh.. Lucas translates all the words and then the meanings, and my 
friend Tomoko also helps me. ((laughing)) And, so, that, I, uh, for example the 
judges say that MY interpretation is very good, you know? Why? Exactly 
because of that. Because I know what I am singing. I talk with many people who 
sing, who speak Japanese, and they don’t know what they are singing. The great 
majority doesn’t know what they are singing. [… ((giving names of the young 
female members)) ] Take these girls, like they don’t know what they are singing. 
I mean word by word. She can say like, “ah, it is about love” you see? But then, 
word by word they don’t know. So it gets difficult to, to put in emotion.’ 

 

This section described the conflicting ideologies about the Japanese language 

between those who speak primarily Japanese and those who speak primarily Portuguese. 

Although the role of the Japanese language as a functional means of communication is 

diminishing, it still has symbolic value. To illustrate this point, the next section examines 

the use of Japanese terms by Portuguese monolinguals. 

 

7.3 SYMBOLIC VALUE OF THE JAPANESE LANGUAGE 

In the karaoke club, certain Japanese terms are widely adopted by Portuguese 

monolinguals. Such term can be roughly classified into two categories: technical karaoke 

terms and interactional expressions. Karaoke terms include taikai (contest), hassei (vocal 

exercises), nori (rhythm) and merihari (voice modulation). Interactional expressions 

include arigatoo (Thank you), gomen (sorry), onegaishimasu (please, used when making 

requests), omedetoo (congratulations) and hai (yes). Other frequently used terms are 

mochiyori (potluck), which is always in Japanese, and sensei (teacher). Some Karaoke 

terms such as nori and merihari are claimed to have no suitable translation in Portuguese, 
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while interactional expressions such as arigato and gomen naturally have Portuguese 

correspondences, obrigado/a, and desculpa.   

Among the Japanese interactional expressions, the use of the term omedetoo 

(congratulations) among Portuguese speakers deserves attention. The Japanese term 

omedetoo has a Portuguese correspondence, parabéns, and they both can be used to 

celebrate someone’s success or achievement like the English expression 

“congratulations.” However, their usage differs slightly. While Japanese speakers from 

Japan typically use omedetoo for a publically recognized achievement (e.g. when one 

receives the top score in a contest) or extraordinary event (e.g. wedding), parabéns can 

be used in a much lighter sense, based on a speaker’s personal feeling, regardless of the 

official recognition or evaluation. In the club, Portuguese-speaking participants often 

employ omedetoo in this lighter sense, which resembles the English expression “good 

job.” For example, in a Karaoke contest, right after a contestant finishes singing and 

comes down from the stage, his or her friend may immediately say “omedetoo” without 

knowing the results of the competition. Thus, the word omedetoo has gone through a 

semantic shift, and is now used more like its Portuguese counterpart. In other words, the 

term omedetoo has gained a new local usage in the context of the Japanese-Brazilian 

karaoke scene.  

The use of these symbolic Japanese terms that are prototypically associated with 

karaoke activities serve as local linguistic emblems that show membership in the 

Japanese karaoke community, which is located within the larger ethnic Japanese 

community. In reference to Och’s theory of indexicality (1992), the use of these Japanese 

tokens indexes identity as ethnic Japanese as well as karaoke singers, like the kimono 

attire they wear for contests. In fact, the very act of singing in Japanese is a highly iconic 

expression of the Japanese ethnic identity. In this context, as Hosokawa writes, “it is not 
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the meaning but the sound of Japanese that matters for young singers” (1998, p. 151, 

emphasis added).  

For the Portuguese speaking generation, the use of Japanese is often limited to the 

lyrics of karaoke songs and this limited set of Japanese terms, while Portuguese serves as 

a functional means of communication. The use of Japanese is thus symbolic, and there is 

not much expectation that singers and listeners understand the meaning of the lyrics. The 

use of Japanese terms by Portuguese monolinguals resembles the way in which 

participants in Japanese martial arts, such as Judo and Aikido around the world 

incorporate Japanese terms into their practice.46 The difference is that while Japanese 

martial arts are widely practiced by non-Japanese individuals, Karaoke with Japanese 

songs is practiced almost exclusively by the ethnic Japanese.47 Karaoke itself is a global 

phenomenon, and in Brazil too, there are many people – Nikkei and non-Nikkei – who 

enjoy singing in Portuguese or in English, outside of the Japanese karaoke organizations. 

It is not impossible for the Bella Vista Karaoke Club to open its door to those who sing in 

other languages, which might actually bring in more participants. However, they are not 

interested in doing so, because singing in Japanese still has significant meaning to them, 

along with other practices such as wearing a kimono, preparing Japanese food for the 

potluck, keeping in touch with the immigrant generation, and working diligently toward 

better performances. All of these practices fit well in the context of NIKKAI as a 

Japanese association. 	 

	 

                                                
46 Japanese terms for such items as names of techniques, body parts, and numbers are used in some 
Japanese origin martial arts.  
47 Vanessa, a non-Japanese member of the Karaoke club can be considered as an exception. Vanessa is 
married to a Nikkei. Her husband and his family members have been actively involved in the club.  
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7.4 MEDIATION, APPEASEMENT AND CONCILIATION: AN EXAMPLE FROM A KARAOKE 
SEMINAR  

This section examines the code choices by public speakers during a karaoke 

seminar held by NIKKAI. In addition to the code choice itself, metalinguistic comments 

about the public speakers’ choices are investigated. While they do not have a common 

language, two groups of monolinguals in the Bella Vista Karaoke Club get along well for 

the most part, without having huge communication problems. However, the language 

barrier becomes critical when it comes to making public announcements. Since the 

audience includes Japanese and Portuguese monolinguals, and there is no official 

interpreter, public speakers constantly face difficult decisions about their choice of code. 

In Bell’s word, “Use of a language which is unintelligible to any interlocutor defines that 

person out of the audience” (1984, p. 176). During the seminar, public speakers and the 

audience sometimes publicly negotiate the choice of code to achieve their goals. This 

section demonstrates that the speakers’ and the audience’s goals are not limited to 

communicating and understanding the content of the seminar. The goals also include 

achieving symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) such as authority, respect, and solidarity.  

Approximately 110 amateur singers from the Bella Vista Karaoke Club and from 

other karaoke organizations from neighboring cities attended the karaoke seminar. 

Several officers of outside Karaoke organizations were invited as guests. Participants 

included a considerable number of both Japanese and Portuguese monolinguals. There 

were two main parts of the seminar. First, three invited instructors, who also serve as 

judges in contests, gave lectures on how to improve one’s karaoke skills to obtain better 

scores in contests. Each lecture lasted for about an hour. Then, ten selected amateur 

singers of different levels demonstrated their singing on stage. The three instructors 
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provided comments and advice for each of the ten singers. Profiles of the three instructors 

are as follows. Instructors’ names are followed by –sensei (teacher).  

• Takada-sensei: Male, in his 80s, Japanese monolingual. 

• Kimura-sensei: Female, in her 60s, speaks both Japanese and Portuguese, 

but more fluent in Portuguese. 

• Endo-sensei: Female, in her 60s, speaks both Japanese and Portuguese, but 

more fluent in Portuguese. 

Before discussing the details of the speakers’ code choice, Table 7.2 and 7.3 

provide an overview of the bilingual seminar. Letters in brackets indicate the language of 

the speech. 

Table 7.2: Organization of the karaoke seminar and description of language choices 

Karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008  
J=Japanese, P=Portuguese, Ex.=See Example 
 

1. Opening ceremony. MC remarks by Hayakawa (J)  
 Opening remarks (1) by Koike, president of NIKKAI (P) 
 Opening remarks (2) by a guest from a local karaoke organization (P) (Ex. 7.9) 
 Opening remarks (3) by Kinue, president of Bella Vista Karaoke Club (mostly J) 
 (Ex. 7.7)  
 
2. Lecture session. MC remarks by Hayakawa (J and P) (Ex. 7.6) 

Lecture (1) by Takada-sensei (J) Handout in J and P distributed.  
Followed by summary in P by Hayakawa.  
Lecture (2) by Kimura-sensei (mostly P). (Ex. 7.10, 7.12)  
Handout in P distributed.  
Lecture (3) by Endo-sensei (mostly P). Handout in P distributed. 

 
3. Singing demo and critique session. MC remarks by Hayakawa (J and P) (Ex. 7.5) 
 Critiques by three instructors (J and P, See Table 7.3)  
 
4. Closing ceremony. MC remarks by Hayakawa (mostly J) 
 Closing remarks (1) by a guest from a local Karaoke organization (J) 
 Closing remarks (2) by a guest from a local Karaoke organization (J and P) 
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Table 7.3 shows a summary of the instructors’ code choices during the demo and 

critique session. As the table shows, Takada-sensei constantly spoke only in Japanese, 

even when the singer was non-Nikkei (singer #8),48 while Kimura-sensei and Endo-

sensei used Japanese and/or Portuguese depending on the singer. Kimura-sensei’s and 

Endo-sensei’s inconsistency in their code choice is in part because they did not always 

know the linguistic competencies of the singers who were receiving lessons. Although 

the instructors could guess singers’ primary language to some extent by clues such as 

their appearance and first names, there were ambiguous cases.49  

 

Table 7.3: Speakers’ language choices in the demo and critique session 

Demo and critique session, karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008  
J=Japanese, P=Portuguese, Ex.=See Example 
 

Singer# Critique by Note 
 Takada Kimura Endo  
1 J P P  
2 J J J  
3 J P J  MC provided a Portuguese summary 

of Takada-sensei’s critique. 
4 J J P (Ex. 7.11)  
5 J P P MC provided a Portuguese summary 

of Takada-sensei’s critique. 
6 J P P  
7 J P and J	 P  
8 J P P Singer was non-Nikkei Brazilian. 
9 J P P  
10 J J P and J  

                                                
48 It was obvious that the singer was non-Nikkei from her physical appearance.  
49 The challenge of the addressee’s unknown linguistic competencies also occurs in karaoke contests, 
where judges provide brief written comments for every contestant without knowing the singer in person. 
This situation, in which a speaker does not know the addressee’s linguistic competencies, is not uncommon 
in bilingual settings. Heller (1992, p. 132), for example, notes a case in Montreal, Canada, where a clerk at 
a hospital did not know if a patient speaks French or English. 
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A more detailed examination of language choices by the public speakers is presented in 

the following sections. 

 

Hayakawa’s double roles and his code choice 

For Karaoke events held by NIKKAI, Hayakawa, a Brazilian-born nisei is usually 

in charge of being the MC. Hayakawa is more or less a balanced bilingual speaker 

although he is more fluent in Portuguese. During the seminar, Hayakawa, as the MC, was 

speaking mostly in Japanese. However, he also occasionally provided summaries in 

Portuguese such as following Takada-sensei’s speech in Japanese. Thus, Hayakawa 

played a double role, one as an MC, and another as a mediator between Takada-sensei 

and the Portuguese monolingual audience. Hayakawa’s choice of code was dependant on 

the role that he was playing. He spoke Japanese as an MC and spoke Portuguese as a 

mediator.  

Hayakawa’s major duty as an MC was to provide a brief introduction to the 

speakers who gave speeches at the ceremonies and singers who sang for the demo 

session. Hayakawa also thanked the public speakers after each speech. The manner of 

introduction, as well as many other of Hayakawa’s parts, followed a formula, as in the 

following example. Example 7.5 shows Hayakawa’s formula for the introduction of a 

singer.  

 

Example 7.5: Introduction of a singer 

Demo and critique session, karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
H=Hayakawa, nisei, 56, MC 
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H:  次は、<entry number>番 <affiliation (name of local karaoke organization)>、
<name of singer>さんです。曲は、<name of the song>です。 

  
‘Next is, number <entry number>, <name of singer> of <affiliation (name of 
local karaoke organization)>. The title of the song is <name of the song>.’ 

 

Public speeches that follow Hayakawa’s introductions, such as the opening remarks and 

lectures, were delivered in either Japanese, Portuguese, or occasionally in both languages. 

Thus, while the content of the seminar was conveyed in either Japanese or Portuguese, 

the outer structure of the seminar (i.e. the part spoken by the MC) was framed in 

Japanese. As discussed in section 7.3, the use of symbolic Japanese terms and phrases 

that are associated with karaoke activities indicate participants’ membership in the 

karaoke community and larger Japanese community. Similarly, use of formalized 

Japanese expressions by the MC frames the karaoke activity as that of the Japanese 

community. 

While Hayakawa used Japanese for his speaking role as an MC, he also used 

Portuguese when he provided summaries for Takada-sensei’s lecture and commentaries. 

While doing so, he made it clear that he was not an official interpreter, indicating that he 

provided the summary as a favor but it was not his obligation. Example 7.6 is the 

comment he made after providing the summary.  

 

Example 7.6: I’m not an interpreter 

Lecture (1), karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
H=Hayakawa, nisei, 56, MC 
 
H:  Bom, é isso aí mais ou menos o tópico que.. Eu não sou o tradutor não, mas acho que 

muita gente talvez não tenha entendido. Então são só os tópicos mais importantes     
que eu falei em Português, para não tomar muito o tempo de vocês também.  
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‘Well, this is more or less the topic that.. I’m not an interpreter, but I think 
many people maybe didn’t understand. So I explained in Portuguese just the 
most important topics, so that it wouldn’t take too much of your time.’ 

 

Interestingly, when public speeches were made in Portuguese, Hayakawa never provided 

a summary in Japanese for Japanese monolinguals. Also, even for the summary in 

Portuguese during the demo and critique session, he provided summaries only for two of 

the many comments made in Japanese (see Table 7.3). Nobody accused Hayakawa of not 

providing full translations, because as he noted, he was not an official interpreter. Table 

7.4 summarizes Hayakawa’s double role and code choices associated with the roles.  

 

Table 7.4: Summary of Hayakawa’s double role and language choices 

Role Language 
Official MC Japanese (ceremonial)  
Unofficial interpreter / mediator Portuguese (communicational)  

 

Kinue’s language choices  

Unlike Hayakawa, whose code choice clearly corresponded to the two roles that 

he was playing, Kinue used both codes in one speech to reduce the tension between the 

two groups of monolinguals. Kinue made a short speech during the opening ceremony. 

There, she mostly spoke in Japanese, but she also briefly switched to Portuguese. 

Example 7.7 and 7.8 presented below comprise her entire speech at the opening 

ceremony.  

In the first part of the speech, Kinue used some Portuguese for a humorous side-

comment. In studies of code switching, it has been noted that side-comments are one of 

the places where switching is frequently employed (Auer, 1995, p. 120). Code switching 
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also often accompanies humor (Siegel, 1995), and the use of humor with code switching 

can function as a boundary-leveling strategy to reduce tension between interlocutors of 

different languages (Canagarajah, 1995, p. 205; Heller, 1992, p. 134). Kinue, while 

thanking the president of NIKKAI for his support to the karaoke club, inserted a side-

comment in Portuguese, “we never say thank you, so I’d like to say thank you,” which 

made the audience laugh. With this one short insertion, she accommodated herself to the 

Portuguese monolinguals in the audience. It should not have been difficult for Portuguese 

speakers in the audience to understand that Kinue was thanking the president and other 

guests, because it is expected of an organizer to thank the guests in the opening remarks. 

In this way, Kinue successfully neutralized the tension between the monolingual groups. 

At the same time, she showed solidarity with both the Japanese speaking and Portuguese 

speaking communities.  

Kinue’s efforts to belong to two communities at the same time are also 

exemplified in the use of né in her speech, which appears twice in the excerpt. Né is an 

expression that can be interpreted both as Japanese or Portuguese. It can be a Japanese 

sentence final particle ne, or Portuguese contraction of não é? (isn’t it?), spelled as né. 

Probably because of this bivalency (Woolard, 1999), the quality of simultaneously 

belonging to two languages in contact, Nikkeis in general are known to employ “ne/né” 

frequently in their speech both in Japanese and in Portuguese.50 “Ne/né” is in fact highly 

iconic of Japanese Brazilian speech even recognized by many non-Nikkei Brazilians at 

least in São Paulo.51  

                                                
50 However, it is also possible that the use of né is cognitively motivated rather than a conscious choice. 
See Matras (1998) for discussion about cognitive pressure for using discourse markers of pragmatically 
dominant language in multilingual situations. Also, for more description of the use of “ne/né” among 
Nikkeis, see Nakamizu (1998) and Yamashita (1997).  
51 For example, when non-Japanese Brazilians make fun of Nikkeis, especially of the Japanese-speaking 
generation, they often imitate Nikkeis’ speech by putting “né” everywhere in the utterance.  
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Example 7.7: Kinue’s speech at the karaoke seminar 

Opening remark (3), karaoke seminar 10/11/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
 
K:  
1 

((applause)) 皆様 おはようございます。ようこそお越し頂きまして あり

がとうございます。えー、一番最初に、こちらの、日会の会長、小池正

明さんに、一言お礼の言葉を	 a gente nunca agradece então quero agradecer, 
né? ((audience laughing))	 いつも後押しをしていただいて、né?	 ありがとう

ございます。それから、今日はサンパウロから[...((giving names of guests with 
their affiliations and titles in Japanese))]、ならびに、先生、先生方、ようこそ、

今日は、よろしくお願い致します。	 
  

‘((applause)) Good morning everyone. Welcome and thank you for coming. Uh, 
first of all, I’d like to say a word of acknowledgement to, our NIKKAI president, 
Mr. Masaaki Koike’ a gente nunca agradece então quero agradecer, né? {we 
never say thank you, so I’d like to say thank you, right?} ((audience 
laughing)) For always supporting us, né? {right?} Thank you very much. And 
today, we have [...((giving names of guests with their affiliations and titles in 
Japanese))] from São Paulo, and also the instructor, instructors, welcome and 
thank you in advance for today[’s lesson].’  

 

The next example shows the latter half of Kinue’s speech. For this part, she 

speaks entirely in Japanese, encouraging the audience to try hard so that they would be 

able to understand the content of the seminar. As an organizer, she already knew that 

some parts of the lecture would be done in Japanese and other parts in Portuguese, which 

inevitably would leave some monolinguals unsatisfied. With this remark, she made a 

preemptive move, asking the (Japanese-speaking) audience to make some effort on their 

part.  

 

Example 7.8: Kinue’s speech at the karaoke seminar (continued)  
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Opening remark (3), karaoke seminar 10/11/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
 
K: えーー、えーー、いろいろと、えー、大事な、大事なことを教えて頂き

ますと思うので、皆様、えー、一生懸命、えー、全部聞き取れるよ

うに、頑張って下さい。よろしくお願いいたします。ありがとうござ

います。((applause)) 
  

‘Uh:: uh:: various things, uh: I think they’ll teach us important, important things, 
so, everybody, uh: try hard, uh: do your best so that you can comprehend 
everything. Thank you in advance. Thank you. ((applause))’ 

 

This kind of metalinguistic comment associated with public speakers’ linguistic 

practice was frequently observed during the seminar. Hayakawa’s declaration that he was 

not a proper interpreter (Example 7.6), which reduced his linguistic burden, was one such 

case. Metalinguistic comments about the code choices of the three instructors are 

examined in the next section.  

 

Metalinguistic framing of code choices 

As mentioned, there were three invited instructors, Takada-sensei, Kimura-sensei 

and Endo-sensei. Takada-sensei spoke exclusively in Japanese, while Kimura-sensei and 

Endo-sensei spoke mostly in Portuguese. There were metalinguistic remarks made about 

each of the three instructors that excused them from the expected burden of satisfying the 

two groups of monolinguals. While Takada-sensei’s choice was attributed to his lack of 

language competence in Portuguese, Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei noted that they 

spoke in Portuguese for the audience’s sake.  

First, a guest from an outside karaoke organization, who gave a speech during the 

opening ceremony, made comments about Takada-sensei’s language choice, while 

describing the program of the seminar. Example 7.9 shows the guest’s comment. The 
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comment was directed to the Portuguese monolinguals who might feel frustrated facing 

the language barrier.  

 

Example 7.9: “Sensei would like to speak in Portuguese”  

Opening remarks (2), karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
G= a guest, male, in his 60s.  
 
G:  
 

Sensei vai falar em japonês. Sensei queria falar em português, mas acho melhor ele falar 
em japonês. 	 

  
‘[Takada-]sensei will speak in Japanese. Sensei would like to speak in 
Portuguese, but I think it’s better if he speaks in Japanese.  

 

The second instructor, Kimura-sensei, declared in the beginning of her lecture that 

she would speak in Portuguese so that “the general audience” would be able to 

understand. Example 7.11 shows the very beginning of her lecture. 

 

Example 7.11: “I’d like to talk in Portuguese so that the general audience can 
understand.”  

Lecture (2), karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
K=Kimura-sensei, female, in her 60s.  
 
K:  
 

みなさま、おはようございます。えーと、あのー、あたしは、えー、い

つも審査していますよね。それで、えー、今日は、えー、critérios de 
avaliação de nota	 えー、どういう風に点数をつけてますかっていう、あの

ー、勉強会です。それで、あのーー、一般的に分かるように、ブラ

ジル語で話させてもらいます。もし分からない言葉があったら、手を

挙げて聞いてください。Então (xxx) trabalhar com nota, avaliação de notas. 
((continue in Portuguese))	 

  
‘Good morning everyone. Uh:, um: I, uh: always judge [singers at karaoke 
contests], as you know. And, uh: today, uh, the critérios de avaliação de nota 
{performance evaluation criteria} is uh:, a study session about how we rate 
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[singers’ performances]. And, uh::, I’d like to talk in Portuguese so that the 
general audience can understand. If there is any word that you don’t 
understand, please raise your hand and ask. Então (xxx) trabalhar com nota, 
avaliação de notas. {So (xxx) working on performance, evaluation of 
performance.} ((continue in Portuguese))  

 

Similarly, Endo-sensei, in the middle of a demo and critique session, mentioned that she 

would speak in Portuguese as she believed that “many people prefer Portuguese.”  

 

Example 7.11: “I believe that there are many people who prefer Portuguese”  

Demo and critique session (4), karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
E=Endo-sensei, female, in her 60s.  
 
K:  
 

Eu vou falar em português, porque tem, acredito que muitas pessoas preferem 
português, né?  

  
‘I’ll speak in Portuguese, because there are, I believe many people that prefer 
Portuguese, right?’  

 

Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei’s remarks can be understood as self-defending. 

As is shown above (Example 7.10 and 7.11), the two instructors suggested that it was the 

audience who wanted them to speak in Portuguese, so that the language choice would not 

lower their perceived ability to speak Japanese. It was a strategy to mitigate criticism 

from the people who believe that Japanese is the appropriate language for this context, 

and to protect the speakers’ authority as karaoke instructors. 

 

Linguistic tug of war and strategies for conciliation 

The metalinguistic remarks described above were one-way notices from the 

speakers to the audience. However, the audience did not just bare with undesired code 



 152 

choices of the instructors. By examining the interaction between the instructors and the 

audience, this section further examines the instructors’ conciliation strategies. While 

Takada-sensei did not employ any such strategies, Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei both 

started their lectures using Japanese, had a brief negotiation with the audience, and then 

switched to Portuguese.  

For the first speaker, Takada-sensei, there was no explicit negotiation. He spoke 

in Japanese as if he were talking to fluent Japanese speakers, without attempting to 

modify his speech for those who have limited knowledge of Japanese. Portuguese 

monolinguals were waiting patiently until the lecture was over. Some of them were 

sleeping, others were occasionally chatting in whispers.  

The most salient negotiation occurred with the second speaker, Kimura-sensei. As 

described above (Example 7.10), in the beginning of her lecture, she stated that she 

would speak in Portuguese. However, about 30 seconds after she started speaking in 

Portuguese, an elderly immigrant raised her hand and asked Kimura-sensei to speak in 

Japanese. Kimura-sensei assured her, by saying “hai, wakarimashita (OK, I got it).” 

After this exchange, Kimura-sensei started to insert some Japanese into her speech. 

However, she actually spoke in Portuguese for the most part. The excerpt below is taken 

from Kimura-sensei’s lecture. The segment occurred soon after she was asked to speak in 

Japanese. The excerpt shows how little Japanese she uses despite her promise to speak in 

Japanese.  

 

Example 7.12: Explaining “duration”  

Lecture (2), karaoke seminar, 10/11/2008 
K=Kimura-sensei, female, probably in her 60s.  
 
K:  As propriedades de som são.. duração, altura, intensidade e timbre. Tudo mundo já ouviu 
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 falar dessas palavras. Já escutaram falar sobre duração, altura, intensidade e timbre. 
Duração. Duração, você já sabe. Quando você (xxx) tá dando aula, a pessoa canta “し
らかばー、あおぞーら ((singing))” “não puxa mais しらかばーー	 あおぞー

ら ((singing))” você vai falar assim, então o que você vai falar “puxa mais isso, duração 
de som” Entendeu? Então, のばすところが	 duração né? 音を、もちょっ

とのばして、もちょっと切って、como sensei falou, não é todo lugar que 
se estica. Nós temos lugar onde tem o “brake”. Nós chamamos de “brake”. Esse “brake” 
tem que ser comprido. Se não, não dá dinâmica da música. E temos altura. ((continued in 
Portuguese))  

  
‘The properties of sound are .. duration, pitch, intensity and timbre. Everyone has 
already heard these words. Already heard about duration, pitch, intensity and 
timbre. Duration. Duration, you already know. When you (xxx) are teaching a 
class, a person sings “shirakaba: aozo:ra (( singing)) “no [you should] prolong 
more like shirakaba:: aozo:ra ((singing))” you say it like this, so, what you’d 
say is “prolong the duration of the sound” Did you understand? So, nobasu 
tokoro ga {the place you prolong is} duration, ok? oto o mo chotto nobashite, 
mo chotto kitte {prolong the sound a little bit more, cut it a little bit more} As 
sensei said, don’t extend it in all the places. There are places that have a 
“brake.” We call it a “brake.” The “brake” has to be long [enough]. If not, it 
doesn’t give the dynamics of the music. And, there is pitch. ((continued in 
Portuguese))  

 

In the excerpt, she was talking about “duration,” which is one of the four 

properties of sound she explained in her lecture. For the explanation of the concept of 

duration, the only Japanese she used were “the place you prolong is” and “prolong the 

sound a little bit more, cut it a little bit more.” The second part was not even well formed 

Japanese. While Kimura-sensei was talking about the next concept, pitch, in which she 

did not use even a single Japanese word, a Japanese monolingual immigrant came up to 

me and started talking. He was one of the founders of the karaoke club. He said, in 

Japanese, “I have no idea what she is talking about.” It was clear that Kimura-sensei’s 

incorporation of Japanese did not achieve communicative goals with Japanese 

monolinguals. 
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The third speaker, Endo-sensei, also spoke mostly in Portuguese. In the very 

beginning, while introducing what she was going to cover in her lecture, she was code-

switching incorporating both Japanese and Portuguese. However, about one minute after 

she started talking, she suddenly asked the audience, in Portuguese, “Querem que eu fale 

em português? (Do you want me to speak in Portuguese?)”. Someone in the audience 

yelled “Sim! (Yes!)” Then, the same person or someone else in the audience said “(xxx) 

japonês!” Endo-sensei replied to the requests by saying “misturado? (mixed?),” which 

was followed by short laughter both from herself and from the audience. From this 

interaction, it appeared that she was going to continue speaking both in Japanese and 

Portuguese. However, in fact, after this interaction, she continued her lecture in 

Portuguese all the way through to the end. In the very end, she asked, in Portuguese, if 

anyone had a question. Then she also asked if she explained the concepts well. As 

nobody said anything, she said, finally in Japanese, “arigatoo gozaimashita! (Thank you 

very much!)”  

It is worth noting that the first speaker, Takada-sensei himself did not explicitly 

negotiate his language choice or try to defend himself by explaining why he was speaking 

in Japanese. Instead, the guest who introduced Takada-sensei (Example 7.9), and the MC, 

Hayakawa, who provided a summary of Takada-sensei’s lecture in Portuguese did the 

work of appeasing the presumably frustrated Portuguese monolinguals. Portuguese 

speakers also accepted Takada-sensei’s speaking in Japanese without any overt objection. 

It was partially because Takada-sensei, as a monolingual Japanese speaker, did not have 

the choice of speaking in Portuguese. There was also an unequal power balance that 

stemmed from Takada-sensei’s authority as a senior karaoke instructor, and the assumed 

legitimacy of the Japanese language in the context of karaoke.  
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On the other hand, both Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei had to negotiate their 

language choices. They both started the introductory part of their lectures using Japanese, 

temporarily reducing the social distance with Japanese speakers. By starting the speech in 

Japanese, they also demonstrated that they are capable of conducting the lecture in 

Japanese. However, they both soon switched to mostly Portuguese. They rationalized 

their language choices by demonstrating that it was the audience who wanted them to 

speak in Portuguese. When they were directly requested to speak in Japanese, they both 

assured the audience that they would do so. However, Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei did 

not strive to make concessions to the Japanese monolinguals by fully adopting the 

Japanese language at the expense of their most comfortable linguistic practice. 52 

Similarly, although they could have potentially satisfied both Japanese monolinguals and 

Portuguese monolinguals by repeating the same content in both languages,53 they did not 

choose to do so. It was probably too much of a linguistic burden for them, as they were 

not very balanced bilinguals.  

It is also important to note that Kimura-sensei and Endo-sensei’s positions as 

karaoke instructors would not be compromised just because they spoke mostly in 

Portuguese in this seminar. Indeed, it is obvious that there will be more Portuguese-

speaking students seeking Portuguese-speaking instructors, rather than Japanese-speaking 

students seeking Japanese-speaking instructors. Drawing on Bourdieu’s (1991) metaphor, 

Portuguese as linguistic capital will appreciate more in value in the linguistic market of 
                                                
52 As is shown in Table 7.3, during the demo and critique session, the two instructors sometimes provided 
their comments entirely in Japanese. However, these comments are a lot shorter than the lecture, about one-
minute long maximum.  
53 Canagarajah (1995, p. 205), in his study of Tamil-English bilingualism in Jeffna, Sri Lanka, reports a 
similar context in which a public speaker, the judge for an English drama competition, started speaking in 
English but was requested to speak in Tamil by the audience. Unlike Kimura-sensei or Endo-sensei, the 
judge chose to use both languages by self-translating his English utterances to Tamil. By doing so, the 
judge was able to maintain solidarity both with the English speaking educated community and Tamil 
speaking vernacular community.  
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the Nikkei karaoke scene. At the same time, however, Japanese has not completely lost 

its symbolic value as exemplified by Portuguese speakers’ use of Japanese expressions 

and songs with Japanese lyrics.  

Finally, in the excerpt below, Kinue, as an organizer of the seminar, expresses her 

dilemma in accommodating the needs of the two monolingual groups. She clearly 

recognizes that the choice of one language will turn monolingual speakers of the other 

language off from the seminar. Her conciliation strategy as an organizer was to convey 

vagueness with respect to her alignments with both language groups. This strategy was 

also seen in her opening remarks (Example 7.7) where she used code-switching for 

arbitration.  

 

Example 7.13: Only in Portuguese? Only in Japanese? 

846_Kinue, interview, 10/25/2008 
K=Kinue, female, 58, nisei, president of the karaoke club 
 
K:  É. Então é complicado é isso. É. Porque quando eu marquei o seminário, já tinham 

ligado para mim para perguntar. "Vai ser.. só em português ou vai ser só em japonês?" 
Porque se eu falo "vai ser só em japonês" aí.. vai ser pouca gente. Se eu falar "vai ser só 
em português" também vai ser pouca gente, entendeu ((drums on the table))? Aí eu 
peguei falei "olha na medida do possível a gente vai traduzindo." MAS eles não quizeram 
que traduzisse porque falaram que tem na apostila. Mas ninguém vai ficar- tenho certeza 
que o pessoal- eu distribuir apostila para tudo- O pessoal não vai ficar lendo a apostila. 
Porque é diferente de você ler, e de ouvir, explicações, né? ENTÃO eu fiquei meio assim 
que tinha ligado para a gente para perguntar né? Aí “na medida do possível a gente 
vai fazer tantos". Mas essa é a dificuldade. Se for so em português, tem pouca gente. 
For so em japonês, tem pouca gente ((drumming on the table while speaking)). Mas o 
ideal era e: traduzindo, né? Eu até gostaria que- é que eu não tem coragem ainda 
entendeu? Mas as vezes eu tenho vontade de chegar lá e falar, "oh, que tá falando 
nanana" entendeu? Porque eu tenho medo de fazer as coisas erradas né? Mas é- é uma 
coisa assim que eu gostaria de- de fazer, sabe? experimentar fazer.  

  
‘Yes. So, it’s complicated. Yes. Because when I set up the seminar, people had 
already called me to ask the question. “Will it be.. only in Portuguese or will it be  
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in Japanese?” Because if I say “it will be only in Japanese” then.. there will be 
few people. If I say “it will be only in Portuguese” then it will be few people, you 
know ((drums on the table))? Then I said “look, as much as possible we’ll do it 
with translation.” BUT they [teachers] didn’t want to translate because they said 
that it [the content of the lecture] is in the handout. But nobody will- I’m sure 
that people- I distributed handouts to every- Those people are not going to be 
reading the handout. Because reading explanations are different from listening to 
it, right? SO I was kind of like that as people had called us to ask us questions, 
right? Then [I said] “as much as possible we are going to do both 
[languages]”.  But that is the difficulty. If it were only in Portuguese, there are 
few people. If it were only in Japanese, there are few people ((drumming on the 
table while speaking)). But ideally it was uh: with translation, right? I even 
would like to- it’s that I don’t have the courage yet, you understand? But 
sometimes I’d like to go up there and say, “hey, he’s saying blah blah blah” you 
know? Because I’m afraid of making mistakes [in translation], you know? But 
it’s- it’s one thing that I’d like to- to do, you know? Try doing it.’ 

 

7.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter investigated linguistic ideologies among club members and speakers’ 

negotiations of language choices that take place as a result. It demonstrated how language 

choice can be a manifestation of a complex set of speakers’ language ideologies, 

linguistic competencies, ethnic identities, and political positions within the club.  

As illustrated, while the role of the Japanese language as a means of 

communication has been diminishing, it still holds a symbolic function. Although 

Portuguese speakers disregard the use of Japanese for communication, they have 

established local usage of Japanese tokens as emblematic of the ethnic Japanese identity. 

For them, limited linguistic resources, some borrowings and lyrics of the songs, are 

adequate to serve the purpose of expressing a Japanese-Brazilian identity. Such 

deployment of the Japanese language is observed in many other clubs in NIKKAI. For 

example, the chorus club and the dance club always use Japanese songs for their 

performances. In the taiko (drumming) club, Japanese greetings are used before and after 
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performances. The shodo (calligraphy) class attracts several non-Japanese participants, 

but they all practice writing Japanese and Chinese characters. In addition, the haiku club 

has never been open to those who write haiku in Portuguese. Cross-linguistically, the 

preservation of linguistic resources in a limited domain such as religious settings 

(Fishman, 1991) is not uncommon. Since the immigrant generation is getting old and 

very few new immigrants from Japan are coming and joining the club, the use of 

Japanese as a means of communication will most likely continue to decline, while the 

symbolic use of specific Japanese resources will probably survive much longer.  

However, at the present time in the karaoke club, the realignment of norms of 

language choices from Japanese to Portuguese is still under way. There, choosing one or 

the other code means both gain and loss of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991) such as 

authority and solidarity. Therefore, speakers, especially public speakers, must devise 

strategies to reconcile with their mixed audience. The case study of the seminar 

illustrated the ways in which strategies such as the use of humor, metalinguistic framing, 

in which a speaker rationalizes his/her or another speaker’s language choices, and code 

switching are employed to neutralize the tension between speakers and the audience, as 

well as among audience members who have different linguistic preferences.  

While this chapter examined a bilingual setting, the next chapter will focus on a 

Japanese monolingual setting, a haiku club, where not only spoken proficiency but also 

literacy in Japanese is required. Like the karaoke club, the haiku club also functions as a 

place where participants construct their identity through linguistic practices. However, 

the characteristics of constructed identities as well as the linguistic practices of these two 

clubs are quite divergent.  
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Chapter 8: Imagining Koronia: the Haiku Club in NIKKAI 

Haiku is a form of short Japanese poetry with only 17 syllables that form three 

lines of a 5-7-5 syllable pattern, which is also a highly condensed form of narrative. By 

examining haiku practices at the haiku club within NIKKAI, which I call the Bella Vista 

Haiku Club, this chapter investigates members’ co-construction of an ethnic identity 

through poetry creation. It illustrates the way in which the haiku club operates as a unique 

identity constructing institution. Specifically, it shows how the club leads participants to 

narrate collective sentiments of the community, which are not always consistent with the 

personal experiences of individual members. Narratives can be both personal and 

communal.  

As historian Peter Burke notes, in light of the concept of collective memory 

developed by Maurice Halbwachs, “Individuals remember, in the literal, physical sense. 

However it is social groups which determine what is ‘memorable’ and also how it will be 

remembered” (1989, p. 98). By examining the structure of the club, this chapter aims to 

examine how aspects of the immigrant identity are constructed through interactive poetry 

writing. Aspects of the narrative being both communal and personal have been explored 

in various settings including the contexts of religion (Mankowski & Thomas, 2000), 

business institutions (Linde, 2000) and the literature of ethnic minorities (Rivas, 2009). 

Such an understanding of narrative is especially useful in the analysis of haiku practice 

because, as this study demonstrates, haiku as a narrative is communal as well as personal.  

The composition of Japanese short poems such as haiku, tanka54 and senryuu55 

has been a popular activity among Japanese immigrants in Brazil. These short poems 

                                                
54 31-syllable poem, with five lines of 5-7-5-7-7 syllable pattern. Also called waka.  
55 17-syllable comic poem, with three lines of 5-7-5 syllable pattern.  
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have been considered a useful resource to the understanding of immigrants’ experiences 

and feelings (e.g. Hosokawa, 2008; Kiyotani, 2006; Maeyama, 2001, p. 216). In his study 

on Japanese ethnic literature in Brazil, Miyao (2002a, 2002b) compares short poems with 

other genres of literature and discusses why only short poems flourished in Koronia. He 

argues that it is because short poems can be composed relatively easily, compared with 

other forms of literature such as novels and essays.  

It has also been argued that short poems provided a cathartic effect to alleviate 

immigrants’ homesickness (Hosokawa 2008) and the anguish they felt as agricultural 

immigrants (Miyao, 2002a). Miyao (2002b) also argues that the composition of short 

poems became popular as a proof of Japanese identity, especially among those 

immigrants who left Japan in their childhood, called jun-nisei (literally, “semi-second 

generation”). Miyao writes, for jun-nisei, “to be able to understand sentiments in tanka, 

and to be able to produce tanka, is equal to confirming their identity as Japanese” (p. 163, 

original text in Japanese). Adding on to this argument, Nakamura (2006), in his study of a 

local haiku club in Bastos, São Paulo, points out the role of haiku meetings as socializing 

opportunities among Japanese immigrants in the postwar Japanese community, when 

their sense of identity as Japanese had been weakened due to Japan’s defeat in the war. 

Building on these studies, this chapter examines the haiku club as a site where the 

cultural identity of an immigrant group is co-constructed by the writing of poetry. 

As described in Ch. 2, a Japanese community in Brazil is often referred to as 

Koronia, which is a loanword that comes from the Portuguese word colônia. Koronia is 

understood as a socially-constructed, imagined community (Anderson, 1991) that 

consists of people who believe themselves to be a part of it56. This term often appears in 

                                                
56 Anderson’s concept of imagined communities as linked through the printed media aptly captures the 
unity of Japanese communities scattered around Brazil. Printed ethnic media such as Japanese newspapers 
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local Japanese newspapers, as well as in haiku created by the immigrants. The people of 

Koronia are called Koronia-jin. According to Maeyama (1982, p. 48), Koronia-jin are 

immigrants who consider themselves legitimate members of the Brazilian society, while 

maintaining their identity as Japanese. Also, as described in Ch. 3, a vernacular variety 

spoken in Koronia is recognized as Koronia-go, which encompasses various linguistic 

phenomena that occur as a consequence of Japanese-Portuguese language contact and 

Japanese-Brazilian cultural contact situations. This chapter explores the construction of 

Koronia and Koronia-jin identity through the creation of poetry, in which Koronia-go is 

often employed.  

This chapter draws on three sets of data: 1) ethnographic observations and audio-

recordings of haiku meetings 2) interviews with the participants and 3) haiku presented 

during the meetings and published in club journals. Section 8.1 provides a general history 

and background of the haiku club, then section 8.2 describes the organizational structure 

of haiku meetings. Section 8.3 discusses the unique language used in haiku, and culture 

expressed by the language. Section 8.4 explores how the structure of the meeting affects 

the haiku practice of individual members.  

 

8.1 THE BELLA VISTA HAIKU CLUB 

The history of haiku in Brazil goes back as early as the beginning of the Japanese 

immigration to Brazil in 1908. Although there was a period during WWII in which 

activities using the Japanese language were strictly prohibited, haiku creation resumed 

after the war. Today, writing haiku is still a popular pastime among the elderly 

immigrants. Although the number of Japanese haiku writers is rapidly decreasing due to 
                                                                                                                                            
and magazines published in Brazil has played a major role in creating a linguistic bond among immigrants 
despite the absence of face-to-face interaction (Mori, 2004, p. 131).  
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the aging of immigrants, Kayano (2006) still recognizes 98 existing local haiku clubs in 

Brazil. The site of this study, the Bella Vista Haiku Club is one such local club.  

The Bella Vista Haiku Club was founded in 1953. Club members meet at 

NIKKAI for their monthly haiku meetings called kukai (句会) to present their haiku and 

evaluate one another’s pieces. In addition to the monthly kukai, the participants have in 

the past organized a haiku-writing walk, or ginkookai (吟行会), in which they would go 

on an excursion together and create haiku inspired by the scenery. In addition to activities 

within the club, some of the members submit their haiku to external haiku journals and to 

Japanese language newspapers, where selected haiku are published.  

The haiku club has 14 members, and all of them except one participant are 

Japanese-born immigrants. The only Brazilian-born participant was born and raised 

within the Japanese community, and she speaks Japanese as her primary language. 4 of 

the participants migrated to Brazil as minors (between 6 and 16 years old). Out of the 14 

members, 10 are females and 4 are males. The ages of the participants range from 74 to 

94, and the number of years they have lived in Brazil range from 45 to 78 years. All of 

them have resided in Brazil for much more than half of their lives. Their haiku-writing 

experience ranges from a couple of months to more than 50 years. The majority of the 

participants started creating haiku after migrating to Brazil. Their educational 

backgrounds also vary greatly, except that they are all literate in Japanese. The members 

joined the club for various reasons. Their motivations include, “to not forget Japanese,” 

“learn more about the language,” “as a mental exercise,” “for a pastime,” “to socialize 

with other members,” and simply because they “like haiku.” One of the members is 

referred to as Sensei (teacher), and he leads the kukai. Although Sensei is relatively more 

experienced among the club members, and he occasionally provides advice to other 
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members, he does not serve as an instructor. Just like the other members, his haiku pieces 

are anonymously reviewed during the kukai.  

 

8.2 THE STRUCTURE OF KUKAI 

Participants of the haiku club gather once a month for a kukai. Each kukai lasts a 

little over three hours, and it is a highly structured activity. At the kukai, each participant 

brings 10 haiku for evaluation. The haiku are composed following a prescribed set of 

keywords, given at the previous meeting. Each participant votes for the 10 best haiku out 

of all the haiku submitted, and each participant is given a score based on how many 

people voted for his or her haiku. The structure of the kukai described below is specific to 

the Bella Vista Haiku Club, although many haiku clubs, in Japan and in Brazil, may have 

a more or less similar structure (c.f. Kusumoto, 1974). The following sections provide 

details of the main elements of the kukai. They are: kendai, selection, teatime, and 

journal.  

 

Kendai  

A haiku typically contains a seasonal word, or kigo (季語), which indicates the 

season of the haiku. At the Bella Vista Haiku Club, during each kukai, participants are 

given 4 kigo. The participants prepare 10 haiku using the kigo, for the following meeting. 

One haiku uses only one kigo. These assigned kigo are called kendai (兼題). Kendai are 

selected by Sensei, from a reference work called saijiki (歳時記). Saijiki is a collection of 

kigo, and there are several saijiki compiled and published in Brazil that correspond to the 

Brazilian nature and landscape. Each kendai given during a kukai is followed by a short 

description. The kendai that Sensei picks are quite often related to typical Japanese 
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immigrants’ experiences with agriculture and their struggles. They are also often about 

Brazilian nature or annual events (See Example 8.1 below).  
 

Selection 

The procedure of selection, in which participants evaluate one another’s pieces, 

consists of the following four steps.  

 

1. Tooku (投句): Participants write down each of the 10 haiku they bring on 

a small slip of paper, without indicating their names.  

2. Seiki (清記): The purpose of seiki is to make all the haiku completely 

anonymous by erasing the identity of the author that may be implied by 

handwriting. For this step, the slips are mixed together in a pile, and each 

participant is given 10 slips from the pile. Then, each participant makes a 

fair copy of 10 haiku on a piece of paper. Here, all the participants have to 

be very careful to make an exact copy of the haiku, because a haiku is very 

short and a change in even one letter can alter the meaning or significantly 

affect the impression of the poem. Now, each participant has a piece of 

paper with 10 anonymous haiku on it. At this point, it is impossible to tell 

the author from the handwriting, as all the haiku are re-written.  

3. Senku (選句): In this step, all participants pick their favorite pieces. 

Participants examine the anonymous haiku in turn, and write down their 

favorite pieces in their own notebooks. At this point, they can copy as 

many haiku as they like. After they read all the haiku submitted, each 

participant chooses the 10 best haiku and again copies them on a new 

sheet of paper. Each participant also picks up one haiku for the special 
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prize. The haiku that is selected for the special prize is called tokusenku 

(特選句). Naturally, a participant cannot choose any of his or her own 

haiku.  

4. Hikoo (披講): In this final step, Sensei reads aloud the haiku selected by 

each of the participants. When a haiku is read aloud, its author responds 

by saying his or her first name aloud. The tokusenku are also announced. 

During hikoo, Sensei occasionally provides evaluating comments on the 

selected haiku. Hikoo is the climax of the kukai, as it is the moment when 

the authorship of the selected haiku is revealed for the first time. At the 

same time, authors also find out which of their haiku are favored by 

whom. The entire procedure is done in a relaxed and friendly atmosphere.  
 

Teatime 

After the evaluation and presentation of selected haiku, participants enjoy tea, 

sweets, and dishes of food they bring, along with some lively chatting.  

 

Journal 

All of the chosen haiku are published in their handmade monthly journal, which is 

distributed at the following meeting. Along with each haiku, names of the members who 

selected the haiku are indicated. Individual scores, based on a total number of votes one 

received, are also published in the journal.  

The participant who achieves the highest score throughout the year receives a 

special yearly award. Though getting a high score in kukai does not seem to be the 

ultimate goal of the participants, it is inevitably an important part of their haiku creation. 
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8.3 THE LANGUAGE AND CULTURE OF HAIKU 

Several participants explained during interviews that the reason they write haiku 

is to maintain and learn more about the Japanese language. One of the participants, 

Toshiaki, expressed this aspect of haiku writing as follows: “The most useful thing [about 

writing haiku] is that I remember how to write Japanese- that I don’t forget kanji 

(Chinese characters).” He also said, through haiku writing, “I learn things in nature that I 

didn’t know. I remember kanji. I’m using the dictionary almost every day” (Interview, 

9/18/2008).  

Because of its structure described above, the kukai certainly provide opportunities 

for the participants to learn more about the Japanese language. First, just by 

understanding and using the assigned kendai in their pieces, participants can increase 

their (poetic) vocabulary. Second, for the purpose of evaluation of haiku, participants also 

need to understand the vocabulary employed by other participants. In addition, during the 

kukai, they copy each other’s haiku many times, which also helps them learn and practice 

new words and kanjis. About half of the participants bring Japanese dictionaries to kukai. 

While reviewing pieces submitted by other members, they constantly consult their 

dictionaries or ask other participants about the meanings of words they don’t know. 

However, what participants can learn in kukai is not limited to the traditional Japanese 

language and culture. What follows describes a specific kind of vocabulary used in their 

haiku and specific aspects of culture evoked by the vocabulary.  

To begin with, Example 8.1 shows a set of kendai given during a meeting. Each 

kendai was followed by a short definition or explanation.  
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Example 8.1: Kendai 

Presented during kukai, 8/12/2008 
(1) 冴え返る：春になっていったんゆるんだ寒気がぶりかえすこと 
(2) 独立祭：1822 年ブラジルの独立（イピランガ） 
(3) ジアカランダ：花は紫色で美しいが何処となくかなしみのただよう花であ

る 
(4) 蚕：戦前戦後を通じて養蚕業は日系人の専業の如く行はれた。それだけに

悲劇も尽きない 
 (Translation) 

(1) Saekaeru <no translation available>: Cold returning in early spring. 
(2) Dokuritsusai {Independence Day festival}: 1822 Independence of Brazil 

(Ipiranga) 
(3) Jiakaranda {Jacaranda}: The flower is purple and beautiful, but it also somehow 

shows sadness. 
(4) Kaiko {silkworm}: Through pre-war and post-war, the sericultural industry was 

almost monopolized by Japanese. There was also a lot of tragedy. 
 

Like the first term, Saekaeru, many of the terms used as kendai are highly literary, 

used exclusively for poetry. Often, for an economy of expression, a single word conveys 

a lot of information. Therefore, for readers to appreciate a haiku piece, it is crucial for 

them to understand every single word used in the piece.  

Kendai can be about Brazilian culture and landscape. For example, Dokuritsusai 

(independence day festival), in (2), is a Brazilian national event. Jiakaranda (Jacaranda), 

in (3), is a flowering plant native to Brazil. When this kendai was presented, not all of the 

participants were familiar with the plant. They were able to learn about the plant from the 

description and/or by asking other members. They could also learn more about the plant 

through the haiku of other members that used the term. It is worth noting that the 

description of the flower includes “sadness” as an emotion evoked by the flower. In fact, 

not only knowing the definition of a word, but also familiarizing oneself with the 

implication or allusion involved in key vocabulary is extremely important in haiku.  
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In addition to the Japanese and Brazilian cultures, kendai also often touch upon 

the specific history and culture of Koronia. Kaiko (silkworm) in (4) is a good example. 

As it is explained in the description, silkworm breeding was a popular occupation among 

Japanese immigrants. However, the sericultural industry was also highly controversial 

among Japanese because it was believed that the silk was exported to the United States 

and used for war supplies. Japanese families who bred silkworms were considered 

unpatriotic by some of the other Japanese immigrants. The “tragedy” in the description 

refers to the time during which many Japanese-owned sheds in which silkworm were 

bred were burned and destroyed by radical Japanese immigrants. The word “silkworm” 

thus symbolizes a tragic chapter in the history of Koronia.  

There are also Brazilian-born kigo that embody the culture of Koronia. 

Hyookotsuki （瓢骨忌, death anniversary of Hyookotsu) is an example of such a kigo 

once assigned as a kendai57. Hyookotsu is the penname of Shuuhei Uetsuka, who is 

known as the father of Japanese immigrants in Brazil because of his devotion to the 

immigration project. He is also recognized as one of the first haiku poets to have arrived 

in Brazil. Although he is unknown to haiku writers in Japan, for those who write haiku in 

Brazil, he is a significant figure held in high regard.  

Apart from those used as kigo, there are other Brazilian-born expressions, 

Koronia-go, often employed in haiku. Yookoku（養国）is one such expression coined in 

Brazil, literally meaning “foster country.” Yookoku contrasts with the Japanese word 

bokoku (母国), which literally means “mother country.” For Japanese immigrants, 

yookoku is Brazil and bokoku is Japan. The metaphorical implication is that Brazil is a 

foster parent and Japanese immigrants are its adopted children58. Example 8.2 is a haiku59 

                                                
57 In Japanese haiku, death anniversaries of highly renowned poets are recognized as kigo.  
58 See Maeyama (1982, p. 47) about the discourse of Japanese immigrants as adopted children of Brazil.  
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using this expression, produced in response to the kendai, Dokuritsusai (Independence 

Day).  

 

Example 8.2: Yookoku  

Haiku journal, October 2008 
 

養国に Yookoku ni In the foster country (Brazil) 
共に栄えて Tomoni sakaete (Japanese and Brazilians) flourish together 
独立祭 Dokuritsusai – Brazilian Independence Day 

 

Other Brazilian-born words that may be used in haiku include Seishi (聖市, lit. Saint city) 

meaning “São Paulo city,” Seishuu (聖州, lit. Saint state) meaning “São Paulo state” 

Hakujin (伯人60) meaning “Brazilian” and Hakkoku (伯国) meaning “Brazil.” These 

terms are also used in Japanese newspapers published in Brazil.  

In addition to these Japanese terms coined in Brazil, there are also terms of 

Portuguese origin used in haiku. Koronia (コロニア) is naturally a popular one. Also, 

garantido (ガランチード , guaranteed), is one of the well known expressions of 

Portuguese origin used among Japanese immigrants, meaning reliable Japanese 

immigrants. Example 8.3 is a haiku using the term, produced as a response to the kendai, 

hyakunensai （百年祭, centenary festival), which indicates the centenary celebration of 

the Japanese immigration to Brazil held in June 2008.  

 

                                                                                                                                            
59 All the haiku examples presented in this chapter are taken from the monthly journal of the Bella Vista 
Haiku Club with the permission of the authors.  
60 Haku (伯) of Hakujin and Hakkoku are the first character of 伯刺西爾 (read as Burajiru), which is a 
kanji representation of Brazil.  
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Example 8.3: Garantido 

Haiku journal, June 2008 
 

ガランチードの Garantido no “Garantido” 
礎固き Ishizue kataki The solid foundation 
百年祭 Hyakunensai – Immigration centenary 

 

As it is clear from the examples above, participation in the haiku club means a lot 

more than simply increasing one’s Japanese vocabulary and practicing kanji. Haiku 

creation also involves acquiring and expressing the shared knowledge of Koronia, 

including the lives of the Koronia-jin, their history and their culture. In fact, Japanese 

people in Japan would not fully understand many of the haiku published in the monthly 

journal of the Bella Vista Haiku Club, unless they happen to be familiar with the history 

of Japanese immigrants in Brazil.  

The haiku in this sense is a dialogue between the author and the reader. Toshiaki, 

one of the participants, expressed this aspect of haiku as follows: “Readers understand 

haiku with their imagination. The haiku is like this. The author makes half of it and the 

reader makes the other half” (Interview, 9/18/2008). For such communication, it is 

essential for the author and the reader to share the same ground. 

 

8.4 IMAGINING KORONIA 

Shirane (2005), in his discussion on the nature of Japanese short poems, explains 

that because their forms are so short, the poems have to depend on either immediate or 

alluded contexts. Also, more importantly, Japanese poetry has a tradition of employing 

poetic topics, which have an “established cluster of literary and cultural associations” (p. 
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222). In haiku writing within the club, the assigned kendai serve as the poetic topics. 

Kendai are accompanied by short descriptions, which often inform the participants of the 

poetic association (e.g. “Jacaranda” and “sadness” in Example 8.1). Because of the 

tradition of incorporating poetic topics with an established association, according to 

Shirane, “The poet is not attempting to be original so much as to create a new variation 

on an established pattern (kata) or theme. Creation is a process of ‘re-producing,’ or 

better yet a process of ‘re-performing’ or ‘re-presenting’”(p. 223) themes already 

established in the literary tradition. This section explores aspects of haiku writing as re-

production, re-performance, or re-presentation of the communal experiences of Koronia 

focusing on the particular structure of kukai.  

Haiku presented in kukai do not always reflect the actual experience of the 

authors for several reasons. First of all, because the kendai pre-determines the topic of the 

haiku, it is sometimes inevitable that participants make haiku about something with 

which they do not have firsthand experience. For example, when the kendai, koojo (耕鋤, 

plowing), is provided, even participants who have never done farming are expected to 

create poems using the term. Although a majority of Japanese immigrants have once 

engaged in agriculture, there are two postwar immigrants in the club who have no 

experience farming. In interviews and during kukai, some participants expressed their 

struggles with creating haiku about something they are not familiar with. One of the 

participants, Maiko, mentioned, “when I do not have any relevant experience with the 

suggested kendai, I think about somebody who must have experienced it, and try to 

imagine how he or she would have reacted to it” (Interview, 8/20/2008). As mentioned 

above, many of the kendai are related to the typical experiences of immigrants, involving 

agriculture and struggles in a foreign land.  
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Second, in addition to the kendai, the short descriptions that accompany them 

encourage participants to explore particular imagery associated with the word. For 

example, the kendai, kaiko (silkworm) in Example 8.1 (4), was followed by the 

description that makes a clear connection between silkworm, Japanese immigrants, and 

the tragedy of internal disunity in Koronia. Example 8.4 is a haiku presented in response 

to the kendai, presumably inspired by the description.  
 

Example 8.4: Burning of a silkworm shed 

Haiku journal, October 2008 
 

蚕飼ひ Kaiko kai Bred silkworm, 
蚕室焼かれて Sanshitsu yakarete The silkworm shed was burnt, so 
専耕す Senkoosu Became full-time farmer 

 

Third, the evaluation system also makes a significant impact on the kinds of haiku 

that are presented. Since all the haiku are evaluated by other members and scored 

according to their votes, writers selectively use a particular imagery that resonates with 

their peer reviewers. Moreover, as part of the evaluation procedure, participants select 

their favorite haiku and write them down in their own notebook. It is likely that this 

process also contributes to the club members developing a communal memory and shared 

emotions over a period of time. By constantly hearing, reading, and writing down haiku 

composed by other members, some of the repeated themes and emotions gradually 

become part of one’s own experience.  

Example 8.5 and 8.6 are haiku that received high scores, although they did not 

originate from the immediate experiences of the authors. Example 8.4 is a piece made in 

response to the kendai, “silkworm”. 
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Example 8.5: Silkworm and the dream of becoming of a millionaire 

Haiku journal, October 2008 
 

蚕飼ひ Kaiko kai Breeding silkworm, 
千金の夢 Senkin no yume Dream of becoming a millionaire  
馬車に積み Basha ni tsumi Loaded in the horse wagon  

 

The author, Maiko does not have any experience breeding silkworms. Still, she managed 

to make an allusion to the dream of becoming wealthy, from the term “silkworm”. This 

piece won other members’ sympathy, and 7 out of 11 members who were present at the 

meeting selected this piece as their favorite. This haiku achieved the highest score of the 

month. When Maiko found out that so many people voted for her piece, she commented, 

“the part, senkin no yume (dream of becoming a millionaire), must have worked!” (Haiku 

meeting, 9/9/2008). Indeed, for most immigrants, economic success was one of the 

strongest motivations to immigrate to Brazil.  

Example 8.6 is another haiku in which the author described something that she 

did not actually experience. This piece was made in response to the kendai, shunkyuu (春

窮 , famine in spring). According to the description that accompanied the kendai, 

shunkyuu indicates the situation in which farmers suffer in spring because it is the time of 

the year when they have used up all of the staple foods from the previous harvest and still 

have to wait for the next harvest season.  
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Example 8.6: Famine  

Haiku journal, September 2008 
 

春窮の Shunkyuuno Famine in spring, 
辛さ身に沁む Tsurasa mini shimu Feel the severity especially deeply 
子澤山 Kodakusan For having lots of kids  

 

4 out of 11 members voted for this haiku. When the author’s name, Harue, was revealed, 

another participant jokingly commented that he did not expect this haiku to come from 

Harue because, apparently, she did not have that many children. Japanese immigrants 

tend to have many children, and the expression kodakusan (having lots of kids) typically 

implies having close to 8 or more children in the family. These two examples show the 

importance of making appropriate allusions to the shared memory of the community. At 

the same time, however, the reader’s reaction to Harue’s piece also shows that haiku is 

still considered a personal narrative, rather than complete fiction.  
 

8.5 CONCLUSION 

This chapter has explored a way in which immigrants’ identity is constructed 

through structured haiku writing. In particular, it illustrated how kendai and the 

evaluation procedure uniquely promote co-construction of the immigrant identity. 

Building on the inherent nature of haiku that requires shared cultural knowledge, the 

haiku club functions as a site where participants’ private experiences are merged with the 

communal knowledge of the Koronia-jin identity. While communal memory becomes a 

powerful resource for haiku writers to develop individual identity, the personal 

recollection of individual writers also contributes to the construction of the communal 
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memory. The interplay between the communal knowledge and personal experience of the 

immigrants is summarized in Figure 8.1.  

 

Figure 8.1: Interplay between communal experience and individual experience 

 

 

 

As noted earlier, many of the haiku produced in the club would not be fully 

understood by the Japanese people in Japan. This is not only because of Brazilian-born 

terms often incorporated in the haiku, but also because of the association between a word 

and imagery established within the specific context of Koronia (e.g. “silkworm” and 

“tragedy”). Therefore, although the haiku is still written in (mostly) Japanese, it is not 

accessible to the Japanese readership outside of Brazil. The intended audience is 

generally confined to fellow immigrants, or more specifically, those who share the 

Koronia-jin identity. This is reminiscent of the two ethnic language movements that 

occurred in Koronia around the 1960s to early 1970s, in educational and literary contexts 

(Mori, 2009). As described in Ch. 3, section 3.4, the community-wide movements tried to 

legitimize and promote Koronia-go as inherent to the local identity. Although the 

movements have declined in public, the link between localized language practices and 
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local identity is still vital in the haiku club. Use of Koronia-go enables authors to express 

a Koronia-jin identity that embraces both the Japanese and Brazilian cultures.  

As mentioned in the introduction, short poems composed by Japanese immigrants 

have been considered useful data that inform us about their lives. Although the haiku 

presented in the club journal may not provide factual information about the individual 

authors, the haiku still reflect the social reality of Koronia, significant for both the authors 

and those who voted for the haiku. Although it is beyond the scope of this study to 

provide a comprehensive picture of the koronia-jin identity expressed through haiku, this 

identity includes images of agricultural immigrants, their hopes, struggles, and a quest to 

make a permanent home in Brazil. These themes form a part of the communal memory 

and shared emotions of the Koronia, which are reified discursively through their repeated 

reference in the haiku. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

By employing various methodologies, including ethnographic description and 

analysis of linguistic practices such as code-choice, metalinguistic commentaries, and 

poetry production, this dissertation has examined the language ideologies and complex 

identity formation of Nikkeis, within the specific context of a Japanese cultural institute. 

This concluding chapter revisits the research questions set out in the beginning of this 

dissertation, summarizing the findings of this study. Then, it provides a concluding 

observation about the interplay of ideologies about language, culture and ethnicity. 

Finally it describes the contributions of this dissertation.  

 

9.1 REVISITING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

(1) What social meanings do Nikkeis assign to Japanese (spoken in Japan and in 
Brazil) and Portuguese, and how does this perception affect Nikkeis’ identity 
formation?  

This question was addressed mostly in Ch. 5, Ch. 6 and Ch. 7. First, Ch. 5, section 

5.1, dealt with the informants’ perception of Japanese spoken in Japan and in Brazil. The 

analyses showed that the idea of “pure Japanese” is not a static ideology of the authentic 

Japanese language, but a point of reference, with which speakers are aligned to or 

distanced from. “Pure Japanese” is an idealized variety of Japanese supposedly free from 

foreign influence, spoken in the past. As illustrated in the figure below, depending on 

where the idea of “pure Japanese” is anchored, informants constructed two patterns of 

relationships with the different varieties of Japanese. On the one hand, some informants 

aligned Japanese spoken in Brazil with “pure Japanese,” claiming that the traditional 

Japanese language is better preserved in Brazil. In contrast, the Japanese spoken in Japan 
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was perceived as “Americanized,” due to the incorporation of English borrowings. On the 

other hand, other informants distanced both varieties of Japanese spoken in Brazil and 

Japan from the “pure Japanese.” Acknowledging the influence of Portuguese in the 

Japanese spoken in Brazil, they considered the Japanese spoken in Brazil to be 

“Brazilianized.” In both cases, the Japanese language spoken in the past, specifically, 

when the Japanese emigration to Brazil occurred, is considered to be “pure.” The process 

of attaching social meanings to the two varieties of Japanese was investigated using 

Irvine and Gal’s (2000) semiotic processes of differentiation, namely iconization and 

erasure.  

 

Figure 9.1: “Pure Japanese” as a point of reference 

 

 

These perceptions of the varieties of the Japanese language in Japan and in Brazil 

are juxtaposed with images of the Japanese speakers in Japan and in Brazil, as in 

“Americanized” people in Japan, “Brazilianized” people in Brazil, vis-à-vis those who 

keep the traditional way of life. The difference in the two varieties of Japanese not only 

poses communication problems for Nikkeis trying to understand Japanese spoken in 
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Japan, but also becomes one of the crucial factors that cause dis-identification of Nikkeis 

from the Japanese people in Japan.  

Second, Ch. 6 and 7 investigated values attached to Japanese and Portuguese in 

the context of a Japanese cultural association, NIKKAI. To understand the positions of 

Japanese and Portuguese within NIKKAI, it is crucial to take the on-going language shift 

into consideration. While Japanese was the only language of communication in the early 

days of NIKKAI, Portuguese has gradually been usurping the position Japanese held as 

the de facto language of communication. Nowadays, Japanese is assuming more of a 

symbolic role in maintaining NIKKAI’s identity as a cultural institute. On the other hand, 

Portuguese is gaining a more pragmatic role essential for the survival and growth of 

NIKKAI, especially in acquiring new members who are likely to be Portuguese 

monolinguals. The oppositional values attached to the two languages and their speakers 

were analyzed using an identity construction process of an authorization/illegitimation 

paradigm (Bucholtz & Hall, 2004a, b). Table 9.1 below summarizes the positions of 

Japanese and Portuguese in NIKKAI.  

 

Table 9.1 Positions of Japanese and Portuguese in NIKKAI 

 Japanese (past) Japanese (present) Portuguese (present) 
Speakers All members Elderly  Youth and non-Japanese 

Brazilians 
Status De facto official 

language of 
NIKKAI 

Language of public 
speaking for some 
divisions 

Language of public 
speaking for some 
divisions 

Value Symbolic & 
Communicative 

Symbolic 
Traditional, heritage 
language 

Communicative 
Tool for survival and 
growth of NIKKAI 
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 (2) What are the characteristics of linguistic practices in NIKKAI and how do the 
speakers use available linguistic resources to construct identities?   

This question was addressed in Ch. 6, 7 and 8, which focused on NIKKAI as a 

whole, its karaoke club, and its haiku club respectively. First, Ch. 6 explored ideological 

conflicts at the linguistic boundary between Japanese speakers and Portuguese speakers, 

using Bourdieu’s (1991) metaphor of linguistic capital in a linguistic market. This 

chapter, by analyzing the language choices of individual members, described the 

identities of NIKKAI as a cultural organization. It illustrated how public speakers’ choice 

of code impacts upon who will gain recognition as full-fledged members, while 

marginalizing those who do not possess the requisite linguistic repertoire. In the Dept. of 

Women, the language of public speaking is Japanese despite many of its members being 

Portuguese-speaking. There, Japanese monolingual elderly officers who founded the 

department still hold sway in running the department. On the other hand, the current 

president of NIKKAI stipulated before assuming the leadership role that he would only 

make speeches in Portuguese due to his limited knowledge of Japanese. His facility of 

communication in Portuguese enables NIKKAI to strengthen its connection with the 

wider Brazilian society, which is necessary for the future growth of NIKKAI. However, 

the president still finds himself occasionally making speeches in Japanese at cultural 

events specifically targeted for Japanese speakers, where speech in Portuguese would be 

considered inappropriate. By doing so, he legitimizes his authority as a president of the 

Japanese association.  

Ch. 7 further investigated the strategic use of language by public speakers of the 

karaoke club. Because both Japanese and Portuguese carry different social significance, 

choosing one code often means both gain and loss of symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 1991), 

such as authority as karaoke experts or solidarity with one of the two monolingual 
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groups. Therefore, public speakers employ strategies such as use of humor, metalinguistic 

comments, and code switching to conciliate the tension between the speaker and the 

audience, as well as among members of the audience that include two groups of 

monolinguals. The case study of a karaoke seminar showed that humor combined with 

code switching was used as a strategy to level the boundary between the two monolingual 

groups. Also, metalinguistic comments and code switching were used not only to mitigate 

criticism from the monolingual audience who would be frustrated with the public 

speakers’ code-choice, but also to protect the speakers’ authority as karaoke experts.  

Analysis of the language used at the karaoke club also revealed a symbolic use of 

Japanese in the construction of ethnic identity. Symbolic use of Japanese includes singing 

songs with Japanese lyrics, deployment of a limited set of Japanese borrowings by 

Portuguese speakers, and a formalized Japanese MC during contests and seminars. 

Although Portuguese-speaking members do not necessarily know the precise meaning of 

the lyrics, singing in Japanese is crucial in performing the Nikkei ethnic identity. 

Similarly, the use of Japanese borrowings functions as a cultural emblem, and a 

formalized Japanese MC authenticates karaoke’s inherent connection with Japan. The 

limited use of Japanese can be attributed to the process of adequation (Bucholtz & Hall, 

2004a, b), in which it is enough for the Nikkeis in this study to construct a socially 

recognizable “Japaneseness” without necessarily having a full command of the language.  

Ch. 8 investigated quite a different situation in the haiku club, where members get 

together and evaluate one another’s haiku pieces. In composing Japanese haiku, the 

writers often incorporate what is called Koronia-go, specifically, Portuguese borrowings 

and Brazilian-born Japanese expressions, in their pieces. These Koronia-go expressions 

enable them to effectively depict an immigrant identity as these expressions themselves 

have originated from immigrant experiences. Ch. 8 also illustrated the way in which the 
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writing of haiku encourages participants to incorporate a particular set of immigrant 

experiences in their poetry creations. These experiences have become a part of the 

communal memory even if the individual writes may never have experienced them.  

NIKKAI as a whole as well as its subdivisions are striving to strike a balance 

between the existing members’ language preferences and the desire to acquire new 

members from the wider community. Comparison of the language choices made in the 

haiku club and the karaoke club reveals different degrees of attachment to the Japanese 

language and also provides insights about the viability of the two clubs. The haiku club is 

open only to those who are fully literate in Japanese. In contrast, the karaoke club is open 

to Portuguese monolinguals as long as they can sing in Japanese, and the use of Japanese 

is becoming more superficial, removed from being the primary means of communication. 

Partly because of the different linguistic requisites, the haiku club has only 14 members 

within a concentrated age range (74 to 94 years old), while the karaoke club lists as many 

as 173 members from a wide range of age groups. It is most likely that the karaoke club 

will survive much longer than the haiku club.  

It is important to note that both karaoke and haiku have Portuguese versions, 

Portuguese karaoke and Portuguese haiku are practiced outside of NIKKAI, both by 

Nikkeis and non-Nikkeis. Both clubs have the option of accepting people who practice 

the Portuguese versions of the same activities, which would potentially attract more 

participants and revitalize the clubs. However, neither of the clubs seems to be interested 

in doing this, at least at the present time. Especially for the haiku club, it is likely that the 

club will eventually disintegrate, as the current members die. As described, their 

participation in the haiku club is built upon specific use of language, which includes 

deployment of Koronia-go and established associations of words and imagery, as well as 

the specific cultural and communal history of immigrants. Those who write haiku in 
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Portuguese do not have access to the language and culture unique to the immigrant 

community. It would be quite challenging for those who write in Japanese and 

Portuguese to hold haiku meetings together, fully appreciating one another’s pieces. In 

contrast to the haiku club, karaoke club is more likely to accept Portuguese karaoke 

singers in the future, as the function of the Japanese language is already reduced to a 

symbolic one. 

In contrast to the haiku and the karaoke clubs, NIKKAI as a whole and some of 

its other subdivisions have already made the decision to open their doors to anyone who 

is interested in their cultural activities, without any linguistic prerequisite. This decision 

bodes well for their survival and growth. The taiko (drumming) club61 is an example of a 

subdivision that is open to anyone, where the use of Japanese is limited to a few greeting 

expressions. Upon examining the linguistic component and the viability of such 

subdivisions, it becomes clear that subdivisions that are more independent of the 

Japanese language are likely to survive longer.  

 

 (3) How can this study inform us about the transforming reality of the Japanese 
Brazilian community in this global age?  

Issues related to recent changes in the Nikkei community were addressed 

throughout this dissertation. First, as described in Ch. 5, reconnection of Nikkeis to their 

homeland through the reverse migration boom and Japanese TV broadcasting in Brazil 

has had a strong impact on their identity, especially for the emerging identity that 

differentiates them from Japanese people in Japan. Investigation of the shiranjin (people 

of nowhere) discourse in section 5.2 demonstrated one way in which the emerging 
                                                
61 The taiko club is relatively new and it was established by Portuguese speakers. Therefore, it is not the 
case for the taiko club that there was a shift from Japanese to Portuguese. In contrast, NIKKAI was 
founded by Japanese monolinguals and it is currently going through a language shift.  
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identity of Nikkeis as belonging to nowhere is co-constructed through interaction. The 

shiranjin discourse involves, on one hand, the perceived loss of the idealized homeland 

that one finds difficult to reconnect with, and, on the other hand, the feeling of never 

completely belonging to their host country.  

Ch. 6 discussed the transformation of NIKKAI’s role within the Japanese 

community over the years and its resultant impact on language maintenance. NIKKAI 

was originally founded by Japanese monolingual immigrants to alleviate their struggle 

dealing with the linguistic and cultural barriers in the wider Brazilian society. However, 

the role of NIKKAI has been transformed. One of its main objectives is now the 

promotion of Japanese culture. Since the new objective inevitably involves recruitment of 

Portuguese-speaking Nikkeis and non-Japanese Brazilians, it is now the Japanese 

monolingualism that is posing a language barrier within NIKKAI. As Figure 9.2 

illustrates, while language used to be the core part of their culture and inseparable from it, 

now culture is being thought of as more and more independent of the language. The 

Japanese language is not the only means of cultural transmission any more.  

 

Figure 9.2: Language and culture in NIKKAI 

 



 185 

 

It was also pointed out in Ch. 6 that the understanding of the “Japanese culture” 

itself has been changing. This is exemplified by many of the modern cultural activities 

held in NIKKAI, including appreciation of pop art forms (e.g. animation and 

videogames) that are not directly related to the cultural heritage that immigrants brought 

from Japan. The present-day NIKKAI is striving to host these globally distributed 

cultural practices, for its survival and growth within the local Brazilian community. In 

addition, as Ch. 7 and 8 described, the karaoke club and haiku club activities have been 

localized in the Japanese Brazilian context. In particular Ch. 8 demonstrated how the 

culture of Koronia, which is distinct from the Japanese culture of Japan is constructed 

and given expression through the writing of haiku. The fact that many of their haikus may 

not be fully understood by Japanese people in Japan suggests the independence of 

Koronia as a cultural space from that of Japan.  

 

9.2 LANGUAGE, CULTURE AND ETHNICITY 
This dissertation has explored how Nikkeis in this study construct and negotiate 

their ethnic identity by engaging in Japanese cultural activities, employing language as 

one of the important resources in the performance of their identity. Considering the 

confluence of ethnic identities, cultural activities and linguistic practices, this section 

discusses how ethnicity, culture and language define and redefine one another as they 

interact and transform over time. In particular, locating this case study in a larger context 

of anthropological and sociolinguistic studies of ethnic minorities, it focuses on three 

issues: namely, 1) the nature of cultural activities as construction of ethnic identity, 2) the 

localization of cultural products, and 3) the role of language in the maintenance of ethnic 

identity.  
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The nature of cultural activities as construction of ethnic boundary  

One of the goals of this dissertation has been to document how the ethnic identity 

of Brazilian Nikkeis is constructed within the context of a cultural association. Giddens 

(1997) defines ethnicity as “the cultural practices and outlooks of a given community of 

people that set them apart from others” (p. 210). The factors that may distinguish an 

ethnic group from others include shared ancestry, religion, social ideologies and 

language. This dissertation has considered ethnicity as constantly negotiated and 

renegotiated (Barth, 1969), involving both external and internal beliefs about the group of 

people in question. At the same time, this study also recognizes that ethnicity is not a 

choice free from constraints.  

In the case of Nikkeis in Brazil, their ethnicity as “japonês” is essentialized by 

their distinct racial features in the wider Brazilian society. The association between Asian 

physical characteristics, most commonly expressed as olhos puxados (slanted eyes), and 

Japanese ethnicity is so strong that few Nikkeis can escape the label of “japonês.”62 As 

Tsuda writes, “The Brazilian preoccupation with racial appearance forever designates the 

nikkeijin as culturally Japanese regardless of their level of assimilation” (2003, p. 365).  

While minority groups are usually assumed to be disadvantaged as compared with 

the majority group, suffering from prejudice and discrimination (Giddens, 1997, p. 211), 

Brazilian Nikkeis enjoy the status of a “positive minority,” due to their socio-economic 

status and favorably regarded “Japanese” cultural traits (Tsuda, 2000). Nikkeis are 

generally perceived as hardworking, educated, and trust-worthy. Japanese culture, 

including food and art forms such as the tea ceremony are also considered to be “a 

symbol of refinement” in Brazil (Rocha, 1999, p. 289). Therefore, even in the midst of an 

                                                
62 There are other East Asian groups in Brazil such as Chinese and Koreans. However, Japanese is by far 
the largest immigrant group among those who share the East Asian physical characteristics.  
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increasingly assimilated community, it is natural for Nikkeis to try to construct and 

maintain cultural distinctiveness, in addition to the already existing racial distinctiveness 

imposed by the wider Brazilian society.  

In this context, cultural activities practiced at NIKKAI and other Japanese cultural 

associations can be understood as the creation of an “ethnic boundary” (Barth, 1969). 

Many of the NIKKAI activities have a public nature, which takes social interaction 

beyond the Japanese community, serving up the wider Brazilian society as the audience. 

This was especially true during cerebrations of the Japanese immigration centenary in 

2008, when Nikkei communities and their cultural traditions attracted a tremendous 

amount of attention from both Nikkei and non-Nikkei Brazilians. Throughout the year, 

many of the Japanese cultural activities, including dance, drumming, karaoke, flower 

arrangement, calligraphy and traditional handcrafts were demonstrated or displayed in 

various locations outside of the Nikkei community. In this sense, the immigration 

centenary provided a golden opportunity for the Nikkeis to demonstrate cultural 

distinctiveness in front of the majority Brazilians.  

As noted earlier, cultural activities practiced in NIKKAI are not necessarily 

brought from Japan by the immigrants. Also, some have been significantly altered 

overtime. The cultural traditions have become performances of “symbolic ethnicity” 

(Gans, 1979), which are “characterized by a nostalgic allegiance to the culture of the 

immigrant generation, or that of the old country; a love for and pride in a tradition that 

can be felt without having to be incorporated in everyday behavior” (p. 9). For 

maintenance of an ethnic boundary, it is not necessary for Nikkeis to faithfully preserve 

what immigrants brought from Japan. It is enough to be perceived as having a Japanese 

quality, by demonstrating what appear to be Japanese cultural products in the eyes of 

mainstream Brazilians. A combination of physical characteristics and the ability to 
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perform seemingly Japanese cultural activities is deemed sufficient to establish ethnic 

and cultural distinctiveness. As Tsuda points out, as a result of the socially constructed 

distinctiveness, “both majority Brazilians and minority nikkeijin are somewhat blinded to 

their substantial cultural similarities, which greatly outweigh any lingering differences 

(2003, p. 365). The next section further discusses how the cultural products and ethnic 

identity have been localized.  

 

The localization of cultural products: whose “Japanese culture” is this?  

As stated above, Nikkeis are undergoing a process of assimilation in the larger 

Brazilian society while striving to maintain and reinforce their prestigious representation 

at the same time. This is especially salient in the context of cultural associations like 

NIKKAI. Culture is not static, and what constitutes “Japanese culture” varies greatly for 

immigrants, descendants, Japanese people in Japan, non-Japanese Brazilians, and even 

among individuals. The divergent cultural practices of the members of NIKKAI illustrate 

complex interplay among social and ethnic forces giving rise to an expression of their 

own “Japanese culture.”  

NIKKAI provides a social structure for its members, as active agents, to employ a 

wide variety of resources available to create and perform localized “Japanese culture.” 

For example, as shown in Ch. 7, in the Karaoke club, the members don’t just sing in 

Japanese. The members follow a highly disciplined ranking system to improve their 

skills, dress up for the contest, prepare Japanese food for potluck dinners, and interact 

with other participants across generations. Although these practices may appear very 

“Japanese” in the Brazilian context, all of them are in fact rare to find in the Karaoke 

scene in Japan. Also, as discussed in Ch. 8, the haiku club fosters a unique framework for 



 189 

the members to co-construct a specific kind of collective immigrant identity, while 

employing localized linguistic resources. By doing so, the members contribute to the 

body of the new indigenous literature which is increasingly more independent of the 

Japanese literature of Japan.  

Although the transformation of cultural products is seen among different 

generations of Nikkeis, changes are more visible in the cultural practices of younger 

Nikkeis. Ethnicity is a learned experience (Giddens, 1997, p. 210), and younger Nikkeis 

learn to be “Japanese” incorporating not only what they inherited from their ancestors, 

but also what is favorably considered as “Japanese” in the wider Brazilian society. Yano 

(2006) on her study of Asian American beauty pageants in the U.S. aptly describes the 

intersection of views from the old world and the new world.  

 

Some contestants may speak an Asian language at home, while others have little 
or no Asian cultural knowledge. Yet, part of the work of the beauty pageant is to 
perform some version of Asia, as well as Asian America. The simultaneous 
performance of Asia and Asian America constitutes the schizophrenic cultural 
split of succeeding generations: one is preserved, distilled, and distorted out of 
time: the other is dynamic and always changing (p. 35).  

 

In the same way, the cultural products and ethnic identity of Nikkeis are 

appropriated and re-created in a new environment in Brazil. NIKKAI members have 

choices about which aspects of the Japanese culture they would like to perform, and in 

doing so they can also alter the cultural products to make them more appealing to the 

non-Japanese audience. For example, in choosing a kimono for a Japanese dance 
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performance in front of a non-Japanese audience, one may choose a kimono that is more 

likely to be appreciated by Brazilians.63  

NIKKAI as a whole also contributes to the localization of the culture, as one of its 

main objectives is to promote the “Japanese culture” to the wider Brazilian community. 

Towards that goal, it was in fact the current president who introduced new club activities 

such as taiko (drumming) and yosakoi soran (dance) to NIKKAI, by arranging for 

facilities and teachers. These two clubs have become extremely popular among Nikkei 

youth and non-Nikkei Brazilians. Existence of the (Afro-) Brazilian traditions of 

drumming and dance in the Brazilian society probably contributed to the popularity of 

these clubs. With regards to the viability of different clubs within NIKKAI, a process of 

natural selection is also at play. Use of the Japanese language poses one of the biggest 

barriers for younger generations. Thus, those activities that do not heavily rely on 

proficiency in the Japanese language, such as performing arts like taiko and yosakoi 

soran, are likely to survive, while activities in which proficiency in the Japanese language 

is a prerequisite are likely to diminish over time.  

It is also important to note that not all NIKKAI activities are directed toward non-

Japanese Brazilians. The haiku club discussed in Ch. 8 is a good example of divisions of 

NIKKAI that are heavily dependant on a linguistic component and thus not open to non-

Japanese Brazilians. The readership of their haiku is exclusive to the Japanese literate 

population (or, more precisely, the Koronia-go literate population) who share their 

immigrant experiences. Although haiku produced in the club are extensively localized, to 

the extent that many of the pieces would not be understood by the Japanese people in 

                                                
63 I witnessed this while conducting participant observation in the nihon-buyo (Japanese classical dance) 
club. When choosing a kimono for a performance at a Brazilian institute, the instructor decided to use a 
kimono with a gaudy pattern, attributing her choice to the non-Japanese audience.  
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Japan, the localization process has been free from non-Japanese Brazilians’ evaluation of 

the haiku.  

Ang (2001) in his essay titled “On not speaking Chinese,” writes “a critical 

diasporic cultural politics should privilege neither host community nor (real or imagined) 

homeland, but precisely keep a creative tension between ‘where you’re from’ and ‘where 

you’re at” (p. 35). The localization of Brazilian Nikkei culture also lies in the shifting 

balance between “where they’re from” and “where they’re at.” Where Nikkei stand 

today, the Japanese culture in Japan is no longer the norm by which the authenticity of 

the “Japanese culture” is measured.  

 

The role of language in the maintenance of ethnic identity 

The previous two sections have discussed the transforming nature of culture and 

ethnicity. This section now investigates the role of the ancestral language in the 

maintenance of a minority identity, asking the question: “to what extent is the Japanese 

language dispensable for the ethnic and cultural identity of Nikkeis?”  

Studies conducted in different communities report different degrees of ties 

between language and ethnic identity. For example, Woolard (1989), in her study of 

Catalan and Castilian bilingualism in Barcelona, writes, “language is a key symbol of 

ethnic identity, a marker that summarizes a number of perceived differences between 

groups of people” (p. 1). Similarly, Shu (1984) in her study of Chinese descendants in 

Texas found that, for her informants, the ability to speak Chinese was a crucial factor in 

determining their Chinese ethnic identity. However, Cody’s (2003) comparative study 

between a Mexican American family in Texas and a Québécois family in Montreal shows 

that Mexican American ethnic identity is less dependant on fluency in Spanish, compared 
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with the Québécois family for whom fluency in French is indispensable to their ethnic 

identity.  

In the case of Nikkeis in Brazil, as described above, race is the strongest 

component in their ethnic identity, backed up by assumed cultural distinctiveness. A 

Japanese descendant can easily be “japonês” without speaking any Japanese. Even within 

the Nikkei community, as exemplified by the case of the NIKKAI president who does not 

make public speeches in Japanese, fluency in Japanese is not a defining factor of their 

ethnicity. Also, although NIKKAI hosts a Japanese language school, the language school 

does not play a central role within NIKKAI. Only a small portion of the youth in 

NIKKAI attend the language school.  

Woodbury (1993) argues that, with regards to the relationship between loss of 

language and loss of culture, “in situations of language shift, ancestral and replacing 

languages are not equivalent vehicles for cultural maintenance or expression” (p. 101), 

providing evidence from the Alaskan Yupik language.  According to Woodbury, with 

loss of a language, some cultural traditions directly dependent on the linguistic system 

will be lost.  Other aspects of the culture may be significantly altered, restructured and 

reevaluated within the mainstream community.  

Woodbury’s claims well describe the linguistic and cultural shift in NIKKAI. 

Haiku activities discussed in Ch. 8 are the former case, which is heavily dependent on the 

localized Japanese language, Koronia-go. One can create haiku in Portuguese or in other 

languages, but as demonstrated in Ch. 8, the immigrant experience is best described in 

Koronia-go, and not fully translatable to other languages. Because of the language 

barrier, as noted in the previous section, the haiku activity is free from direct intervention 

from the Portuguese-speaking Brazilian society. Other activities in NIKKAI, such as 

dance performance which are much less dependant on language, lend themselves to 
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public consumption by the wider Brazilian society. In the process, these cultural activities 

are subject to evaluation from outside of the Nikkei community, and are likely to evolve 

in ways that will gain approval and participation from the wider community.  

As discussed extensively in Ch. 7, although there is an on-going language shift 

from Japanese to Portuguese, and the viability of the Japanese language as a means of 

communication is diminishing, some aspects of the Japanese language still play an 

important role in the performance of ethnic identity. That is, owing to the popularity of 

the Japanese culture in Brazil, even Portuguese speaking members of NIKKAI find ways 

to exploit the Japanese linguistic resources available to them in the construction of their 

cultural and ethnic identity. The Japanese language is used in superficial and symbolic 

ways, such as in greetings, as a cultural emblem and to linguistically authenticate the 

cultural activities they are engaged in. The symbolic use of language, together with other 

cultural practices, highlights ethnic boundaries that separate Nikkeis from rest of the 

Brazilian society. Apart from the symbolic use of Japanese, as described in Ch. 6, some 

NIKKAI members believe that fluency in Portuguese is more important for the Nikkei 

community to survive in the wider Brazilian society. In this context, use of Japanese for 

cultural transmission can be considered as a language barrier for the Japanese culture to 

survive in Brazil. 

 

9.3 SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY 

This study contributes to the furthering of the sociolinguistic and linguistic 

anthropological research on language ideologies, linguistic practices and identity 

construction in immigrant communities. Many sociolinguistic studies on immigrant 

communities have been done in the situation where there is a polarization of a dominant 
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group and a minority group (e.g. Wei, 1994; Zentella, 1997), where the focus of analysis 

tends to be on the assimilation process of the minority group. In these studies, immigrants 

tend to be described as less privileged to certain kinds of capital. Instead of characterizing 

participants’ ideological orientations and communicative competencies as advantages or 

disadvantages to survive in the dominant society, this study argued that cultural and 

linguistic differences, for the informants of this study, are efficient resources to maintain 

and to perform ethnic identities.  

This study also contributes to the study of language shift, by underscoring the 

significance of language ideologies in rationalizing language choice. It illustrated how 

NIKKAI has made the choice to promote the culture while sacrificing the language, 

disregarding the original function of NIKKAI as a site of mutual-aid among Japanese 

monolinguals. This shift in the ideology and accompanying language choice can be 

understood as a result of adaptation, choosing Portuguese ensures NIKKAI a permanent 

home in Brazil. 

In addition to its contribution to sociolinguistics, this project is also significant for 

the field of Japanese diaspora studies. It presents the first empirical investigation of 

ideologies about language and ethnicity within a Japanese cultural association in Brazil, 

and in a karaoke club and a haiku club. As described, the Nikkei community has 

undergone a dramatic social and linguistic change during the past several decades, 

including as a result of World War II, oppression, and re-connection to the homeland. 

Each generation of Nikkeis who gather at the association has been searching for what it 

means to be “Japanese” in a modern context. This study offers a new perspective on their 

struggle from the sociolinguistic analysis of their linguistic practices. At the same time, 

this dissertation is a case study focusing on Nikkeis in a very specific context. In order to 

achieve a broader basis for generalization and comparison, it is my hope that the findings 
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of this research promote further study on language, culture and ethnicity among Nikkeis 

in Brazil and elsewhere. 
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