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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
(O FFED T
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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.
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