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Summary of the Dissertation   

 

  

Name: Tatsiana Tsagelnik (Taciana Cagielnik) 

 

The Power of Ancestral Language: 
Exploring Language, Trauma and Empowerment in the Ainu Context 

（先祖の言語の力 

―アイヌの文脈における言語、トラウマ、エンパワーメントの探求―） 

 

Background  

The dissertation examines the reclamation of Indigenous languages through the 

lenses of colonial trauma, healing, and empowerment in the context of the Ainu in Japan 

and presents research that emphasizes the significance of focusing on the reclamation 

of heritage/ancestral languages as a tool for cultivating a positive and strong ethnic 

identity, fostering empowerment, and healing. It also seeks to contribute to the 

decolonization of the discourse surrounding Indigenous languages by emphasizing the 

need to create safe spaces for the Ainu people for engaging in language reclamation and 

policymaking related to their language and culture. The intention of this research is to 

emphasize the view that Indigenous or minoritized language vitality and representation 

should be performed and decided by the language community to whom this language 

historically belongs, and thus, the opinion of this community should always be 

prioritized. 

As a result of active Japanese colonization of Ainu lands, the traditional structures 

that Ainu society has been operating under for hundreds of years have been significantly 

damaged, and cultural practices and language have been restricted and oppressed 

(Siddle, 1996). Marginalization of the Ainu language, reduction of its status in public 

arenas, and depreciation of its prestige in Japanese society resulted in its elimination 

from all public domains and the interruption of intergenerational transmission 

(Anderson & Iwasaki-Goodman, 2001; Maher, 2001). Creation of colonial schools for 

Ainu children, rapid Japanization of Ainu language, conscription of male speakers 

through military service in the imperial army, infectious diseases brought by the 

Japanese settlers, starvation caused by the ban on traditional fishing and hunting, 

alcohol use and suicide cases caused by the colonial policies - all these factors affected 

the natural growth of the population and, hence, the number of active speakers. 

Since the activation of the movement for Ainu rights revival in the 1970s, many 

forward-looking and encouraging initiatives have been undertaken to revive the 

language. However, despite these positive tendencies in the resumption of the praxis of 

the Ainu language, its usage today is primarily limited to cultural performances and 

religious practices (Martin, 2011; Maher, 2014). Despite some improvements in policy 



and the legal recognition of Ainu as an Indigenous people, official policy (presented by 

the Ainu Culture Promotion Act 1997 and its successor, the Ainu Policy Promotion Act 

2019), being implemented towards the Ainu language at present is an example of 

folklorization - when the spread of the language is limited to serving the cultural needs, 

rather than providing the grounds for the language to function in other domains of life 

that in a contemporary world are viewed as more prestigious and indicate access to 

power (Fishman, 1987). The current policy lacks an essential element for self-resilience, 

such as Indigenous education. Instead of focusing on promoting Ainu language 

revitalization among its heritage speakers, it is oriented toward familiarizing the 

majority population with the Ainu language.  

One of the significant reasons for the current policy inefficiency is a lack of 

planning evaluation, a process of investigating the effectiveness of the implemented 

policy, and prior ideological clarification, when not only the visions for the language 

use and needs of a community are followed, but also the involved emotions and 

anxieties related to the language endangerment are recognized and taken into 

consideration. In this regard, this work emphasizes the importance of considering the 

family as a hub of language vitality (Fishman, 1991), taking into consideration that 

existing policies often overlook intergenerational language transmission as a critical 

factor in Ainu language vitality.  

In this regard, this work emphasizes the role of the “middle” generation - parents 

raising children - in facilitating language transmission and fostering a continuous 

process of language reclamation. It is especially essential in cases of endangered 

languages, when the generation of active speakers has already passed away, and natural 

language transmission has been interrupted, creating a gap for several generations, as 

in the Ainu case. If ancestral language learning is not included in a regular school 

curriculum, and it remains an object of each individual’s choice whether to learn the 

language or not, then for a resultful process of language reclamation and cultivation 

(McKenzie, 2022) among the generation of children it very much depends on how much 

parents are motivated to devote their time, resources, physical and emotional energy to 

bring back their ancestral language into their own families. 

A linguistically healthy Ainu community, where the knowledge of the language had 

been naturally transmitted from elder generations to younger ones, has been largely 

substituted by non-Ainu linguists who have access to language data accumulated by 

academic institutions, museums, and individual researchers. Taking into consideration 

the impact of official policies and the colonial trauma associated with language 

endangerment, this research aims to examine the obstacles that may influence parents' 

motivations and choices regarding whether to expose their children to their ancestral 

language. It highlights parents' motivations and the challenges middle-generation Ainu 

parents face in approaching their ancestral language and investigates perspectives on 



the importance of their ancestral language in the absence of guaranteed Indigenous 

education policies. 

 

Theoretical Parameters  

For discussion of the Ainu language learning process by individuals with Ainu 

ethnic and cultural background, this work addresses the concept of heritage/ancestral 

language as “the language associated with one`s cultural background and it may or may 

not be spoken in the home” (Cho et al., 1997, p. 106). While from the perspective of 

the main actors, Indigenous people, the term `heritage language` is largely 

institutionalized and commonly refers to policy-related documentation and academic 

settings, the term `ancestral language` is more reflective of the Indigenous language 

ideology where the connection with ancestors has always been an essential part of 

Indigenous people`s worldview (Wharry, 1993). 

The processes of colonization caused significant cultural, social, economic, and 

political damage to Indigenous societies, leaving many unresolved questions known as 

colonial trauma. This trauma continues to impact Indigenous people’s well-being, and 

as a result many Indigenous people encounter psychological barriers that hinder their 

efforts to reclaim their languages or fully embrace their Indigenous identities (Duran et 

al., 1998; Brave Heart & DeBruyn, 1998; Brave Heart et al., 2011; Mitchell & Maracle, 

2005; Whitbeck et al. 2004). For people who connect with the language by kinship ties, 

the process of acquiring knowledge about their ancestral language involves the 

spectrum of emotions associated with the interruption of language usage in the family 

and community (from shame, frustration, depression to nostalgia for the times when the 

language was freely spoken and not witnessed by the language learner) (Zwisler, 2018). 

The new learners usually bear the trauma of oppression and denial that took place for 

generations on their shoulders, and in many cases, this traumatic experience has not 

been eliminated and triggers ongoing distress (McKenzie, 2022).  

In this research, the Indigenous and Ainu perspectives on the process of bringing 

back ancestral language to families and communities are framed as reclamation rather 

than revitalization. Language reclamation emphasizes not just the revival of the 

language but also the assertion of agency and control over its meanings. It involves 

addressing historical injustices and means restoring the community's autonomy in 

language planning and decision-making, acting as one of the tools for decolonization 

(Leonard, 2011; Zuckerman & Walsh, 2011; Tuck & Yang, 2012). Furthermore, 

reclamation stimulates the construction of a stronger identity and empowers and helps 

resilience against low self-esteem and stress related to colonial trauma (Chandler and 

Lalonde, 1998; Ball & Moselle, 2013; Delormier et al., 2014). 

 

Methodology  



By grounding the methodological framework in decolonizing research 

methodology (Smith, 1999), this research aims to provide a decolonized insight into the 

perspectives on Ainu language vitality by leading actors of Ainu language reclamation 

(Ainu parents raising children), and to reverse power dynamics of Ainu language-

related research from a focus on the preservation of the language to placing Ainu 

themselves in the center, emphasizing that Ainu should be the main actors for any Ainu 

language-related decision making. This is essential in order to draw the attention of all 

the actors involved in Ainu language-related work and research to the importance of 

providing a space for Ainu for self-determination and governance of Indigenous 

education. This work also accentuates the importance of Ainu language education being 

a safe space for its heritage speakers that would assist in forming positive and 

empowering attitudes toward Ainu language learning and use, as well as to their Ainu 

identity as shaped by the language. 

This research also aims to raise awareness of the concepts of colonial trauma and 

healing in Japan, which have been widely recognized, discussed, and researched, 

especially in English-speaking countries, in the context of Indigenous resilience. It 

brings the discussion of the concept of colonial trauma into the Ainu context and 

explores the trauma-related impacts associated with Ainu language endangerment by 

addressing the data from secondary resources that include Ainu testimonies presented 

in literature written by Ainu and non-Ainu authors, as well as governmental reports and 

academic articles that touch upon the questions of Ainu identity and language attitude. 

The author also implements Critical Discourse Analysis to examine power dynamics 

within discourse and policy related to these issues (Van Dijk, 1995).  

Taking into consideration all the positive impacts of the reclamation of ancestral 

language, in order to stimulate and maintain its positive impacts of empowering, 

healing and improving well-being, it is crucial to create a culturally safe environment 

for ancestral language learners and users to revive a culturally healthy community 

where the language would be utilized and transmitted according to the values and 

worldview of the community. In this regard, this research also employs participatory 

action research initiated by the author who is related to the Ainu community through 

family ties (as a spouse of an Ainu) that could meet contemporary Ainu needs and 

become a trigger for action and change, presenting Tokapci itak (Tokachi Ainu 

language) Parent-and-Child Study Group as a case study designed to nurture a positive 

Ainu identity in children through the learning of the language of their ancestors. 

The author also draws on an autoethnography methodology approach as a speaker 

of a minoritized and endangered language - Belarusian, and as a mother of a child of 

Ainu and Belarusian descent, for the purpose of clarifying researcher biases and 

motivations. The Belarusian language has faced marginalization to colonial policies of 

the Russian Empire (1772-1918) and the Soviet Union (1919-1990) and the ongoing 



de-Belarusization policy followed by the present pro-Russian regime (since 1994). This 

led to the prohibition and forced denial of the language where for many Belarusians 

their language acts more as a marker of Belarusian identity rather than a living language 

of everyday communication.  

The autoethnographic chapter of the research explores the attitudes toward 

language within the author`s family and explains how returning to ancestral language 

has fostered a sense of empowerment and identity for both the author (who represents 

the generation that has not been raised speaking Belarusian) and her daughter, 

contributing to healing from the traumatic feelings associated with the disruption of the 

Belarusian language in her family. In this research, the author stands not only as a 

researcher but as a speaker of an endangered language, a mother of a child of Ainu 

descent, and an activist engaged in ancestral language education, that allows her to view 

the sociolinguistic situation of the Ainu language through a decolonization lens, both 

in theory and practice.  

The empirical data presented in this research was collected by conducting semi-

structured interviews with open-ended questions with twelve Ainu parents involved in 

Ainu language learning, based on the principles of the narrative inquiry approach 

(Barkhuizen, 2015). This methodology allows the research to provide a space for Ainu 

parents to share their thoughts, feelings and visions on their ancestral language, to give 

freedom in their statements and emphasis on the issues they consider to be important, 

empowering their voices and perspectives on the reclamation of the Ainu language. 

 

Findings  

Through the process of coding and analyzing the interviews the next main topics 

were identified: 1) Ainu identity discovery and early encounters with the Ainu 

language; 2) reconnection with ancestors and the role of Ainu grandmothers; 3) 

motivation for ancestral language reclamation and empowerment; 4) the obstacles to 

the learning of the Ainu language; 5) thoughts on the transmission of the Ainu language 

to children; 6) the vision of the future of the Ainu language; 7) the interrelation of 

language loss and colonial trauma.   

The analysis of empirical data and the exploration of secondary data demonstrated 

several important functions of the ancestral language. First of all, ancestral language 

serves as a medium for rediscovering one’s Ainu identity, infusing it with new meanings 

and knowledge, and fostering positive attitudes toward being Ainu. It reconnects with 

ancestors, bridging the gap in time during which language transmission was interrupted. 

Secondly, reconnecting with the ancestral language helps to strengthen ties within the 

existing community or even create new ones. Knowledge of the ancestral language is 

part of a shared heritage that builds a sense of belonging among community members 

and creates a feeling of safety. 



Tokapci itak parent-and-child study group presented in this dissertation is an 

example of such a newly formed community. Such informal and safe spaces as a study 

group can serve as places of healing for Ainu adults, many of whom have been openly 

or indirectly exposed to discrimination or biased behavior, also offering a natural 

environment for the positive identity formation of children. These two processes - adult 

healing and children's identity development - are intertwined and mutually influencing. 

It is challenging to predict how children will feel about the Ainu language as they grow 

older. However, it is evident that the ancestral language is fostering a strong sense of 

Ainu identity among these children. 

The interview data also indicates that returning to the ancestral language requires 

addressing unresolved colonial trauma. The qualitative data collected through 

interviews demonstrates that the findings align closely with similar studies on language 

loss and colonial trauma experienced by other Indigenous groups such as feelings of 

frustration and anger regarding the disruption of ancestral language transmission within 

families due to colonial policies, regrets about not learning the language from older 

generations, feelings of shame for not being able to speak it, and anxiety and sadness 

about their insufficient knowledge to pass it on to the next generation (Whitbeck et al., 

2004; Twitchell, 2018; Zwisler, 2018; McKenzie, 2022). 

Additionally, autoethnographic research on the linguistic complexity in Belarus, 

along with the intergenerational study of language shift and attitudes within the author`s 

family, revealed similar traumatic responses to the loss of ancestral languages and the 

role of language as a means of identity empowerment and healing from colonial trauma. 

In both the Belarusian and Ainu language situations, there is a shared recognition of the 

ancestral language as an important heritage that should be preserved. However, there is 

a tendency to shift the responsibility of language reclamation onto the next generation. 

Additionally, due to colonial policies, both Belarusian and Ainu languages are examples 

of the folklorization of the language, where languages are often categorized solely as 

cultural entities, disconnecting them from practical use and prestige. 

 

Discussion  

Despite the positive attitudes toward learning and using their heritage language 

demonstrated by the interviewees, certain concerns remain. These concerns stem from 

a lack of understanding, tolerance, and acceptance of Ainu as a separate ethnic group 

and as Indigenous people to Hokkaido among the majority of Japanese society. Even 

when Ainu individuals may not experience overt discrimination, they often face 

misinterpretations or ignorance regarding their history and culture. The anxiety about 

the future experiences of the next generation can be traced back to trauma experienced 

in childhood. This trauma is intergenerational and has been caused by systematic 

colonization. 



There is a diversity between parents' views on Ainu language education for their 

children and their overall perspective on Ainu language education possibilities, but the 

general consensus is that Ainu children have the right to receive education in their 

heritage language. This issue requires a careful approach, given the conflicting attitudes 

within Japanese society toward affirmative action for ethnic minorities and the current 

Ainu policy focus on educating the majority population through the promotion of 

culture and tourism. 

It is also important to note that in order to cultivate the efforts of the grassroots 

initiatives, it is essential for the language reclamation movement to be supported by 

structures that have resources and authority that could contribute to the promotion of a 

minoritized language, ensuring that heritage speakers remain central to this effort and 

avoiding re-colonization of the language by the dominant majority. An ethically 

clarified language planning process should involve strong leadership and broad 

participation from the Ainu community, require an extensive discussion on reassessing 

the impacts of colonization on Ainu society, careful consideration of reconciliation 

efforts, and a shift in policies towards decolonization. 

The topic of colonial trauma, explored in this dissertation within the Ainu and 

Indigenous context, requires a comprehensive discussion widely involving members of 

Ainu society, particularly Elders and more Ainu researchers. Though traumatic 

responses to the losses of Ainu people have not been yet broadly settled into the 

framework of historical/colonial trauma, nor have their context and scale been 

described or measured, Ainu grief has been articulated and passed down through their 

oral and written testimonies. Creating safe spaces, reviving cultural and religious 

practices, advocating for self-determination and Indigenous rights, and promoting 

education about the past will facilitate the rehabilitation of Ainu society. Importantly, 

furthermore, these efforts may contribute to larger reconciliation processes within 

broader Japanese society. 

Further examination of the language attitudes of Ainu adults toward their ancestral 

language will shed light on the challenges they face concerning their Ainu identity and 

the language itself. This exploration will also help identify strategies to enhance 

motivation for reconnecting with the ancestral language and make Ainu language 

learning more accessible. 

 

References (cited in the summary): 
Ainu Culture Promotion Act (1997). アイヌ文化の振興並びにアイヌの伝統等に関する

知識の普及及び啓発に関する法律  [Act on the Promotion of Ainu Culture, and 

Dissemination and Enlightenment of Knowledge about Ainu Tradition]. https://elaws.e-

gov.go.jp/document?lawid=409AC0000000052_20190524_431AC0000000016 

Ainu Policy Promotion Act (2019). アイヌの人々の誇りが尊重される社会を実現するた



めの施策の推進に関する法律 [Law on Promotion of Measures to Realize a Society 

that Respects the Pride of Ainu People]. https://elaws.e-

gov.go.jp/document?lawid=431AC0000000016 

Anderson, F.E., & Iwasaki-Goodman, M. (2001). Language and culture revitalisation in a 

Hokkaido Ainu community. In M.G. Noguchi & S. Fotos (Eds.), Studies in Japanese 

bilingualism (pp. 45–67). Multilingual Matters. 

Ball, J., & Moselle, K. (2013). Contributions of culture and language in aboriginal head start 

in urban and northern communities to children’s health outcomes: A review of theory and 

research. Division of Children, Seniors & Healthy Development, Health Promotion and 

Chronic Disease Prevention Branch. https://ecdip.org/wp-

content/uploads/2022/01/Language-Culture-Child-Health-Theory-Research-Ball-

Moselle-Moselle.pdf 

Barkhuizen, G. (2015). Narrative inquiry. In B. Paltridge & A. Phakiti (Eds.), Research methods 

in applied linguistics: a practical resource (pp. 169–185). Bloomsbury Academic.Brave 

Heart, M.Y.H., & DeBruyn, L. (1998). The American Indian Holocaust: Healing historical 

unresolved grief. American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health Research, 8, 56-78. 

Brave Heart, M.Y.H., Chase, J., Elkins, J., & Altschul, D.B. (2011). Historical trauma among 

Indigenous peoples of the Americas: Concepts, research, and clinical considerations. 

Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 43, 282-290. 

Chandler, M.J., & Lalonde, C. (1998). Cultural continuity as a hedge against suicide in Canada's 

First Nations. Transcultural Psychiatry, 35, 191- 219. 

Cho, G., Cho, K., & Tse, L. (1997). Why ethnic minorities want to develop their heritage 

language: The case of Korean‐Americans. Language, Culture and Curriculum, 10(2), 106–

112. https://doi.org/10.1080/07908319709525244 

Delormier, T., Hovey, R.B., & McComber, A. (2014). Social-relational understandings of health 

and well- being from an Indigenous perspective. International Journal of Indigenous 

Health, 10(1), 35-54. 

Duran, E., Duran, B., Brave Heart, M.Y.H., & Yellow Horse-Davis, S. (1998). Healing the 

American Indian soul wound. In Y. Danieli (Ed.), International handbook of 

multigenerational legacies of trauma (pp. 341-354). Plenum. 

Fishman, J. A. (1987). Language spread and language policy for endangered languages. In 

Georgetown University Round Table on Language and Linguistics 1987 (pp. 1–15). 

Georgetown University Press. 

Fishman, J. (1991). Reversing language shift: Theory and practice of assistance to threatened 

languages. Multilingual Matters. 

Leonard, W.Y. (2011). Challenging “extinction” through modern Miami language practices. 

American Indian Culture and Research Journal, 35(2), 135-160. 

Maher, J.C. (2001). Akor Itak – Our language, your language: Ainu in Japan. In J.A. Fishman 

(Ed.), Can threatened languages be saved? (pp. 323–349). Multilingual Matters Ltd. 

Maher, J.C. (2014). Reversing language shift and revitalization: Ainu and the Celtic languages. 

The Japanese Journal of Language in Society, 17(1), 20–35. 

https://doi.org/10.19024/jajls.17.1_20 

Martin, K. (2011). Aynu itak: On the road to Ainu language revitalization. Media and 

Communication Studies, 60, 57–93. 



McKenzie, J. (2022). Addressing historical trauma and healing in Indigenous language 

cultivation and revitalization. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 42, 71–77. 

Mitchell, T., & Maracle, D.T. (2005). Healing the generations: Post-traumatic stress and the 

health status of Aboriginal populations in Canada. Journal of Aboriginal Health, 2, 14–24. 

Siddle, R. (1996). Race, resistance and the Ainu of Japan. Routledge. 

Smith, L.T. (1999). Decolonizing methodologies: Research and Indigenous peoples. University 

of Otago Press. 

Tuck, E., & Yang K.W. (2012). Decolonization is not a metaphor. Decolonization: Indigeneity, 

Education, & Society, 1(1), 1–40. 

Twitchell, X.L. (2018). HAA DACHX̱ÁNXʼI SÁANI KAGÉIYI YÍS: HAA YOO X̱ʼATÁNGI KEI 

NALTSEEN /For our little grandchildren: Language revitalization among the Tlingit 

[Doctoral dissertation]. University of Hawai‘i at Hilo. 

Van Dijk, T. A. (1995). Aims of critical discourse analysis. Japanese Discourse, 1, 17-27. 

Wharry, C. (1993). Bilingualism (ancestral language maintenance) among Native American, 

Vietnamese American, and Hispanic American college students. Bilingual Research 

Journal, 17. 

Whitbeck, L., Adams, G., Hoyt, D., & Chen, X. (2004). Conceptualizing and measuring 

historical trauma among American Indian People. American Journal of Community 

Psychology, 33, 119–130. 

Zuckerman, G., & Walsh, M. (2011). Stop, revive, survive: Lessons from the Hebrew revival 

applicable to the reclamation, maintenance and empowerment of Aboriginal languages and 

cultures. Australian Journal of Linguistics, 31(1), 111–127. 

Zwisler, J.J. (2018). The Pijao of Natagaima: Post-Linguicide Indigenous Identity and 

Language. Lambert Academic Publishing. 

 


