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Editor’s Note

In 1878 the redoubtable Victorian explorer Isabella Bird took a trip through northern Japan, foregoing
the urban cosmopolitanism of contemporary Edo in favour of rural inaka Japan. Her travels took her to
Yeso, Hokkaido, then a remote and little visited part of the country, which Bird described as “rough,
little-known, and thinly peopled ... nobody comes here without meeting with something queer”. She
sailed to Hakodate and then travelled overland along the Pacific coast, passing through Muroran
(“truly beautiful”’) and on to Biratori, then, as now, the center of Ainu society. “I am in the lonely Aino
land, and I think the most interesting of my traveling experiences have been living for three days and
two nights in an Aino hut”.

What Bird could not have known was that she was living in a hut in a society that was already rapidly
disintegrating under the remorseless ‘progress’ of the Meiji Restoration, that heedless, rapid rush by
the Japanese state to embrace modernity. One wonders what Bird would make of Hokkaido and Ainu
society today? 140 years ago the Ainu, their culture, and their language were a cohesive, vibrant
society, alive to both their temporal presence and the deep traditions of the places they inhabited. One
has to only look at the Ainu derived place names that bespeckle Iburi - Noboribetsu, Kuttaro-ko,
Shiraoi - to remind us that before Muroran there was Mo Ruerani, ‘the bottom of a little slope’.

But what of the language that gave us these graceful names?

Languages need care. They are not self-sustaining. They can be extinguished, purposefully or by
neglect, in the same way that we have extinguished too many other living things. This is particularly
true of minority languages and regional dialects, whose speakers are crowded out by the unrelenting
cacophony of the dominant tongue. This edition of the Hokkaido Gengo Bunka Journal highlights a
number of such cases: the embattled indigenous languages of the Pacific Northwest, the Polynesian
languages of the Pacific, and the disappearing regional pathos of the Oshima Peninsula here in
Hokkaido.

Language is the means by which people conduct their social lives; it is how we recall the past, interact
with the present, and contemplate the future. It is first and foremost through language that we
construct and bind ourselves together in human communities.

But in contemporary society, it would seem that such quintessentially human attributes are not
enough. Increasingly language is delineated by its perceived economic value, a utilitarian function that
prioritises commercial worth over cultural depth. In Hokkaido students at elementary school study

English for the potential benefits it may bring, both individually and to the nation. Yet, the very names
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of these schools - Washibtesu, Horobetsu, Sobetsu - are unheeded reminders of the Ainu language that
preceded both English and Japanese, but is no longer ‘worth’ studying.

At the end of March, just as this edition of the Hokkaido Gengo Bunka Journal is being published,
there will be a temporary exhibition of Ainu culture and traditions at New Chitose Airport. Were
Isabella Bird to miraculous return to Yeso (most likely by airplane), she would be appalled at the
current state of Ainu society: utterly diminished to a lifeless exhibition for free spending tourists. Its
current worth as a top Tripadvisor attraction far surpassing whatever value Ainu once had as the living
language of a human community.

Languages need care. As linguists, theoretical and applied, it is our professional responsibility to

provide that care.

(B. G



