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In 1929, the Rakuyo Maru sailed from the prefecture of Fukuoka, Japan and 
landed on the Pacific coast of Colombia with five Japanese families aboard, for 
a total of 25 people. In 1930, the same ship carried five other families, number-

ing 33 people. The Heiyo Maru, in 1935, arrived with ten families, totaling 105 people 
(ACJ, 1979, p. 24-26)2. These Japanese immigrants tilled the soil of El Jagual, a planta-
tion located in Corinto, a small town in southwest Colombia.  Despite hardship during 
the first years, the community achieved high productivity and by 1955 they owned 
13,000 hectares of cultivated land (Sanmiguel, 2006, p. 89). Agriculture has been the 
main economic activity that allowed them to be together around a single source of 
production, with plantations of soy, beans, rice, plantains, and bananas. They claim that 
perseverance and honesty played a role in their success of making a living in a new place. 

The aim of this paper is to describe the construction of identity in this commu-
nity of Japanese immigrants and its connection with the production of Spanish articles. 
In the first section, I present previous accounts about Japanese communities in Latin 
America, as well as issues on identity and second language acquisition by immigrants. 
These ideas lead to the second section in which I discuss the research question that has 
arisen from the gaps in the literature. I also state my hypothesis in this section. After 
presenting the methodology in the third section, I analyze in the fourth section how 
Japanese-Colombian immigrants have built their identity through a common history 
in which they represent themselves as part of a community. Finally, I analyze second 
language usage by the community through quantitative results of a linguistic analysis 
of Spanish articles3.

Previous studies
Social identity

According to Block (2007), identity is the construction of subjectivity in relation 
to the world. Migrant identity is the construction of subjectivity in individuals who go 
beyond the borders of their own culture. Identity is a discursive construction that has 
several dimensions: (1) ethnic identity is based on history and descent, beliefs systems, 
practices, language, and religion; (2) racial identity, somewhat related to ethnic identity, 
is derived from biological or genetic make-up; (3) national identity is a discursive proj-
ect that ties people to a nation; and (4) language identity is the sense of belonging to a 

community based on the means of communica-
tion (Block, 2007, p.41). The production of cer-
tain language features in a community as a mark 
of identity is known as indexicality (Bucholtz 
& Hall, 2010). Fox provides an example of in-
dexicality when she discusses a community of 
Bangladeshis in England, in which boys with a 
strong Muslim identity tend to produce an Eng-
lish diphthong with a particular vowel quality. 
Through using this vowel quality, the youths ap-
pear to express their belonging to the Islamic re-
ligion. Bullock and Toribio (2008) found index-
icality in a group of Dominicans who live along 
the Haitian border. The fronterizos are identified 
by means of an “Haitianized” prosody.

Although general notions of social identity 
are relevant here, we must also look at the con-
cept with reference to Japanese immigrants and 
their descendents. Work in this area has been 
done by the International Nikkei Research Proj-
ect (henceforth INRP), which is coordinated 
and funded by the Japanese American National 
Museum in Los Angeles (Hirabayashi, personal 
communication). INRP gathered researchers to 
study Japanese communities in Latin America 
and many papers and volumes have been writ-
ten by the collaborators of this project. Underly-
ing this project is the idea of Nikkei as a person 
of Japanese descent and his or her descendants 
who created unique communities and lifestyles 
within societies in which they now live. One 
cannot speak of a single Nikkei identity; how-
ever, but rather of multiple identities, since each 
community of immigrants follows its own dis-
cursive strategies (Hirabayashi et al., 2002, p. 
19). It is a concept of ethnic identity because it 
assumes all people of Japanese origins are Nik-
kei, and the ideal of the older Nikkei is that their 
children identify themselves with their ethnic 
background. The problem is that, in reality, 
the communities are not so easily defined. Nik-

kei should be better understood as a process of 
self-identification of the Japanese immigrants in 
foreign lands. Thus, the concept of social iden-
tity better describes the way that they represent 
themselves.

Despite of the fact that each Nikkei com-
munity of immigrants follows its own discur-
sive strategies, there are certain commonalities 
related to a common history. The Japanese ini-
tiatives of migration have been called initiatives 
for globalization. The first initiative took place 
in the 16th century when Japanese sailors be-
gan to explore diverse areas of Asia. The second 
was prompted by the Japanese government’s 
goal of increasing capital through colonization 
of other lands. Between 1892 and 1931, Japa-
nese emigrants settled in different countries of 
Latin America: Mexico, Brazil, Paraguay, Peru, 
Argentina, and Colombia (Befu, 2002, p.6). 
After World War II, the “Third initiative for 
Globalization” took place starting in 1952 and 
officially ending in 1973. The Foreign Minis-
try sponsored a series of emigration plans, but 
also many Japanese women, known as the “war 
brides,” agreed to marry Western men as an al-
ternative to leaving the country during this time 
(Befu, 2002, p. 11). 

Tamura (1994) describes the process of 
“Americanization” in the context of Japanese im-
migrants who worked on plantations in Hawaii. 
This Americanization had a greater effect on 
individuals of the second generation, or Nisei, 
in contrast with the strong ethnic and national 
identity of those who were born in Japan, the Is-
sei. The latter group maintained the hierarchical 
structure of relationships that developed during 
the Meiji era, the Samurai code, and the teach-
ings of Buddhism and Confucianism (Tamura, 
1994, p. 30). The Nisei gradually lost these eth-
nic values as well as their language. Many of them 
acquired English on the plantations, where they 
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had previously worked. The variety of English in 
these contexts was Hawaiian Creole, a language 
system based on Amerindian languages with 
English as the lexifier language (Tamura, 1994, 
p. 199). 

For the Japanese communities, World War 
II had an impact on the discursive strategies and 
practices of self-identity. An example of this is 
the change in the Nikkei identities in Brazil. Be-
fore the War, Nikkei identification with Brazil-
ian society was seen as desirable. During the war, 
however, Japanese immigrants created secret so-
cieties loyal to the Emperor. They promoted Jap-
anese nationalism through newspapers written 
in Japanese. After the war, the existence of these 
societies came to light, and a better estimation 
of being Japanese has extended to the present; 
after the war, the Japanese felt a stronger con-
nection to their culture and a sense of pride in 
their heritage (Lesser 2002). In the case of Japa-
nese migration to Colombia, Sanmiguel (2006) 
suggests that persecution during World War II 
strongly threatened their survival as a commu-
nity. Members of the community lost much of 
the cultivated land that they had acquired ear-
lier. However, these difficulties only encouraged 
the Japanese immigrants to work harder. Due to 
a constant and disciplined effort, the Japanese 
in Colombia not only recovered from the loss 
resulting from the war, but actually expanded 
cultivated areas.

Acquisition of L2 Articles 
In the negotiation of identity, learning a sec-

ond language (L2) is an enterprise that involves 
the acquisition of non-existent features in the 
learners’ native grammars. Features related to the 
usage of articles are among those that are hard-
est for Japanese learners. The Japanese language 
does not have functional words such as the and 
a in English, and el, la, los, las, un, una, unos, 

unas in Spanish. The acquisition of articles has 
gained increasing interest in the area of Second 
Language Acquisition (SLA), with the most re-
cent publication by García Mayo and Hawkins 
(2009), Second Language Acquisition of Articles. 
The authors explore the problem of testing the 
Article Choice Parameter (ACP). ACP is based 
on the assumption that languages with articles 
are of two types: the first type encodes definite-
ness, like English and Spanish, and the second 
type encodes specificity, like Samoan. Speakers 
of article-less languages first attempt to encode 
specificity when acquiring L2 articles, produc-
ing the phonological form of definite articles for 
specific referents, while using indefinite articles 
for non-specific referents. This choice results in 
an overgeneralization of definite articles. In con-
trast, speakers of languages with articles transfer 
their first language (L1) systems to their L2. 
The preferred methodology in these types of ap-
proaches is the comparison of speakers from dif-
ferent backgrounds: speakers of L1 with articles 
versus speakers of L1s that do not use articles. 
The difficulty of learners of languages without 
articles in their L1 when they learn an L2 with 
articles is cited as proof of ACP. (Wakabayashi 
& Hall 1997; Murphy 1997; Trademan 2002; 
and Snape 2006).

Snape (2006) performed several experi-
ments with learners of English at the Univer-
sity of Essex. Among the advanced learners, 
he found an overproduction of the article the 
instead of a in singular. He interpreted this re-
sult as a selection of specificity instead of hearer 
knowledge in the choice of the appropriate ar-
ticle. Snape (2006) found that Japanese learners 
tended to produce a definite article instead of an 
indefinite article, but not the opposite. Most of 
the omissions took place when both the definite 
and indefinite article was possible, as it can be in 
example (1):

(1) he bought a/the book

In example (1), the direct object book could 
refer to a specific book or any book. Specificity is 
not an available feature to make the appropriate 
choice, and speakers therefore prefer omissions. 
It is important to distinguish between those 
who learn in formal settings and those who do 
not. Most research has been done on speakers 
who currently attend an institution where ex-
plicit instruction is provided, that is, formal set-
tings. White (2003) researches spontaneous L2 
speech in informal settings. The study involved 
a Turkish L1 speaker in Canada who received 
little schooling in English. Her length of expo-
sure to L2 English was 10 years. Oral produc-
tion of nouns in her spontaneous speech result-
ed in a high amount of article omissions. These 
types of results may mislead researchers to be-
lieve that development stops before all features 
are acquired, or undergoes fossilization. White 
criticizes the term, and prefers to call it an end 
state grammar. However, as White implies, it 
is more than an issue of terminology. The fact 
that a speaker does not produce a PF (Phono-
logical Form) to match an L2 feature is far from 
evidence of poor acquisition. She found that her 
participant performed very well in Grammatical 
Judgment Tasks at matching [+/- definiteness] 
with the expected article. Thus, the end state 
grammar is a term that does not imply a defi-
cient acquisition, but a mismatch in production.

L2 articles in correlation with social factors 
have not been studied. Most research on the 
acquisition of articles in any language has been 
performed with experimental groups of scholar 
learners, and not with spontaneous learners, and 
comparison between these types of speakers has 
not been undertaken. Social identity and ar-
ticles have been widely studied within the field 

of the sociology of linguistics, but not in an in-
tegrated fashion. This paper integrates two sides 
of a problem that has not been seen as a whole. 
In the next section I present both the research 
question, and the hypothesis. First, my research 
question is:

How is the self-identity of late bilinguals in  
        the JC connected with their usage of 

L2-Spanish articles?

From this question my hypothesis derives 
considering that the traditional JC, or Nikkei, is 
composed of those who arrived between 1929 
and 1935. Because the effects of World War II 
dispersed the community, a strategy evolved 
that brought additional Japanese in an effort to 
maintain their ties with their origins. New immi-
grants arrived between 1952 and 1965. The new 
members integrated into the Japanese Commu-
nity through marriage and labor contracts. Both 
the early group and the post-war group shared 
the same social conditions that affected their L2 
acquisition of Spanish. Their end state grammar 
of articles had a higher rate of omissions of ar-
ticles as well as the beginners. Japanese people 
who arrived after 1990 have experienced social 
conditions that have allowed them to be more 
aware of the Spanish articles. 

Methodology
I conducted field work between July 17th 

and August 12th, 20104. Materials consisted of 
a questionnaire to solicit biographical informa-
tion and a sociolinguistic interview conducted 
in Spanish. Through the questionnaire I ob-
tained information such as age, place of birth, 
language history, language usage, and self as-
sessment of Spanish proficiency from beginning 
(1-3), intermediate (4-5), and advance (6-7). 
Through the interviews, I obtained a sample of 
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their speech as well as information on their life 
stories. I created my own interview based on 
Tagliamonte’s suggestions (2006). She explains 
that the interviewer should prepare a general set 
of topics following an order that goes from the 
more general and impersonal toward the more 
specific and personal. The script contained 
open-ended questions about general aspects of 
their life: their trip to Colombia, integration 
into the Colombian society and environment, 
preferences with respect to food, entertainment, 
and language, and other general issues such as 
work and family. Participants preferred to talk 
more about their experiences upon their arrival 
to Colombia and the efforts they made to adapt 
to the new environment and culture. 

Each interview lasted an hour to an hour 

and a half, for a total of 28.3 hours of audio-
taped material. I recruited a total of 31 partici-
pants, under the criteria of being Japanese, or 
Colombian of a Japanese family. However, for 
this paper I am focusing on the people who were 
born in Japan, a total of 19 individuals (see Ta-
ble 1 below).

We can observe that nineteen individuals 
were born in Japan, but not all of them belong 
to the JC. In fact, when I asked them about their 
identification with the JC, 10 of them said they 
do not feel part of it. All of those with that feel-
ing arrived to Colombia after 1980 as adults. I 
considered the age 13 as a limit, but all partici-
pants were far from this point. Participants were 
also asked whether they had proficiency in lan-
guages other than Spanish, and only those who 

arrived after 1990 reported to have knowledge 
of English, so Spanish is their L3. All of them 
reported that they had received explicit instruc-
tion in Spanish, while all individuals of the JC 
reported that they had never received instruc-
tion in Spanish. They are naturalistic/spontane-
ous bilinguals because they have acquired Span-
ish by natural interaction.

The audio-recorded material was tran-
scribed using the transcription code of Brian 
McWhinney in his Talk Bank, where all in-
terviews are published. I did not use that code 
in detail, except for the sign (..) for the pauses 
made by the speaker, and xxx for incomprehen-
sible speech. For issues involving this study, hesi-
tation, glance, overlapping, and other conversa-
tional signs are not relevant.

To analyze the data, I took a qualitative ap-
proach for the interviews of members of the JC. 
I selected the main points where their life stories 
show similarities in terms of how the individuals 
of the JC identify themselves as part of a group 
of individuals who share a common history. I 
describe the way they represent this history. To 
account for the linguistic behavior, I focused 
only on those who arrived as adults, and com-
pared the JC with the NJC. Those who arrived 
as children seemed to have acquired a native 
register of Spanish, with some Japanese features, 
but not as salient as those who arrived as adults. 
An example of speech for those who arrived as 
children is given in example (2):

(2) venían los colombianos y 
 come.3pl.IMP the Colombians and
 llevaba, por carga,  Ø caballos (P15)
 take.3sg.IMP for load horses.

‘Colombians used to come and take horses  
        to drive a load, they used to come so often’

P15 acquired Spanish in her childhood. A 
sample of article usage is “Los colombianos” 
(“the Colombians”), which is proper for the 
Spanish language because generic meaning is 
marked with an article. She omits the article 
in other contexts where an article is expected, 
as in “caballos.”  The problem is that, being in a 
predicative context, the mass reading is licensed 
(Contreras 1996), and omission is not entirely 
wrong. This type of speech deserves further re-
search for another type of study that emphasizes 
not only the underlying linguistic features, but 
also the fact that these speakers acquired Span-
ish in the childhood and some transference from 
Japanese is present.

I have also decided to measure the linguis-
tic occurrences in its connection with groups of 
identity. I believe that the few male participants 
in the data make it irrelevant to consider sex as 
a variable, and the wide range of age that I have 
in the corpus could not reveal tendencies due to 
this factor. I understand that sex and age as so-
cial variables could play a role in acquisition, but 
they go beyond the scope of this paper, which 
I conceived as a qualitative description of social 
identity and article usage as a distinctive feature 
of various groups of immigrants5. I divided the 
NJC into groups of proficiency. I compared the 
omissions of articles in the JC with Beg and Adv 
of NJC. There was only one intermediate, so I 
did not use this person for comparison. After 
that, I applied a T-Test using SPSS with the pur-
pose of determining significance. 

Codification was intended to show general 
tendencies in Spanish L2 usage according to 
groups of identity. I extracted all those cases in 
which the Japanese speaker omitted an article in 
an obligatory context, as in example (3):

(3) Es que eso era Ø filosofía Ø japoneses
 Is that DEM was philosophy [of ] 
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 Japanese people.  (P29, JC)

‘That was the philosophy of the Japanese      
        people’

The word “filosofía” has a referent marked 
for its uniqueness, where a Spanish speaker 
would use a definite article, and the modify-
ing prepositional phrase is another feature that 
makes the article required. In Spanish the names 
of nationalities are also modified by a definite 
article, as in “japoneses.”

I recognize that this methodology has sev-
eral limitations. One of them is the fact that I 
extracted all tokens where a definite or an indefi-
nite article was used, without counting linguistic 
factors, and without taking into account wheth-
er they were target or non target. This missing 
piece in the methodology should be taken into 
account according to intradisciplinary research 
in linguistics, and it deserves further consider-
ation. Another limitation is that the connection 
between identity and usage of articles would 
have required additional tools, for example, 
tests of assessment of foreigner talk. However, 
the findings of this paper demonstrate that us-
age of articles could be constrained by social fac-
tors too.

The construction of identity in the Japanese Com-
munity

One of the questions in the interviews asked 
the participants about the importance of the JC. 
However, 9 of the 19 participants who were born 
in Japan said they did not belong to the JC: “Es 
que yo no soy de colonia japonesa. O sea tengo 
totalmente diferente” (“I am not of the Japa-
nese Colony. That’s to say, I am something totally 
different”, P3). P3’s interpretation of “Japanese 
Community” and “Japanese Colony” should be 
noted.  Both are translations of the term Nik-

kei, which has two meanings involved: one is 
the sense of community, and the other is the 
sense of permanent residence. Therefore, both 
Japanese Community and Japanese Colony have 
the same meaning for all Japanese. Even people 
outside the community clearly understand the 
difference between being part of the Japanese 
Colony/Community, and not being part of it. 

All but one of the nine participants who ar-
rived after 1990 to Colombia expressed the view 
that they did not to belong to the JC. P13, who 
came to marry a Nisei of the JC. Two of those 
who do not feel part of the JC are scientists who 
work with projects to improve local agriculture 
in the Centro de Internacional para la Agricul-
tura Tropical (International Center for Tropi-
cal Agriculture, CIAT). Four participants are 
volunteers for the Japanese International Coop-
eration Agency ( JICA). They provide assistance 
with industrial and technological improvements 
for institutions of research and education in Co-
lombia. All of these individuals migrated to Co-
lombia as a volunteer option and plan to return 
to Japan. They live Cali, a large city in southwest 
Colombia, the capital of the departamento of El 
Valle del Cauca. The case of a Christian mission-
ary couple, however, is rather different. They live 
in Palmira, a suburb of Cali. They are leaders of 
the Colombia Iesu no Itama Kyoka, which in Jap-
anese means Colombian Church of Holy Spirit. 
Both of them were born in Japan and followed 
traditional Japanese religions, but they later con-
verted to the Church. Their decision to establish 
their church in Colombia came to them as a di-
vine revelation. 

The first group of individuals who feel part 
of the JC is composed of those who arrived be-
tween 1929 and 1935. P15 and P24 are two 
women who arrived in 1935, at the ages of 7 
and 4 respectively. In Japan, they were from the 
prefecture of Fukuoka. After landing at the port 

of Buenaventura in El Valle, they undertook 
a journey toward the departamento of Cauca, 
where they arrived at the traditional plantation 
of El Jagual (ACJ, 1979, p. 32). The economic 
activity that seemed so promising for these mi-
grants was agriculture. As an anonymous Japa-
nese person declared: “Yo pensaba ir al Brasil, 
pero cuando [sic] vi en un boletín informativo 
de inmigración que decía: ‘si hubiera un paraíso 
en este mundo, sería la Colonia de Colombia’ y 
heme aquí” (“I was thinking to go to Brazil, but 
when I saw in an informative brochure of immi-
gration that said: ‘if there was a paradise in this 
world, it would that of the Colombian Colony’, 
and here I am”, ACJ, 1979, p. 46). They did not 
encounter a ready-made paradise, however. They 
had to start by preparing the soil, to build such 
a paradise little by little. They began by build-
ing their houses with iraca, a type of local palm. 
The adaptation to the new environment was a 
long process of withstanding the annoying ni-
guas, types of fleas that are not perceived with 
a naked eye, but that reproduce in the toenails. 
They share the same representation of their own 
history as a past full of a heroic effort that led 
them to succeed as a community. They empha-
sized the value of hard work when they talked 
about their first years in Colombia. 

The first contact with the Colombian soci-
ety was through work. In their plantations, they 
hired Colombian labor. P29 explains the dif-
ficulties she experienced with the Colombian 
workers. They were not used to the amount of 
work expected. She solved the situation by hav-
ing workers wear different colored uniforms. 
She monitored their work through binoculars. 
Workers received payment according to the 
amount of work completed, but also received 
extra payment if they did more than required. 
With this method, she also prevented the work-
ers from stealing hens and other things from the 

farm. She proudly believes that she was inculcat-
ing in them the values of honesty and hard work.

The first farmers formed a shared company 
for all Japanese, or cooperativa, to support each 
other and maintain their ties. The Japanese im-
migrants formalized their relationship through 
this cooperativa as a society that kept the families 
together in order to share the profits and sup-
port each other in cases of loss. However, the co-
operativa came to an end during the World War 
II, because they were accused of having airports 
for the German airplanes, as P15 reports. This 
situation forced them to leave El Jagual and dis-
perse throughout the region from town to town 
(ACJ, 1979, p. 71). The impossibility of com-
municating by mail isolated them even more 
from their relatives in Japan.  Moreover, as P24 
asserts, many of their family members died after 
the bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

A strategy to recover from the crisis left by 
the war was the creation in 1951 of the Socie-
dad de Agricultores Japoneses (Society of Japa-
nese Farmers, SAJA, ACJ, 1979, p. 94). Many 
Japanese moved to Palmira and other cities of El 
Valle. By this time other Japanese people arrived 
in Colombia. Only after the treaty with the al-
lies in 1952 did Colombia resume diplomatic 
relationships with Japan, and migration was al-
lowed after having been prohibited since the be-
ginning of the war (ACJ, 1979, p. 110). In 1953, 
P30 arrived with her family in Colombia. Her 
father was a soldier from Fukuoka, who could 
not find employment after the war. He migrated 
and joined the Colombian JC by helping with 
farm work. P31 states that, like others, the post-
war crisis forced him to emigrate. According to 
him, the Japanese landowners preferred to make 
contracts with people of Japanese descendant 

because they felt more confident about their 
countrymen. In 1961, P7 arrived with other 
young men to work in the banana plantations of 
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Tumaco, a city in the departamento of Nariño. 
He was part of a campaign of expansion pro-
moted by the Tenrikyo church6. As with P31, 
he had to learn how to drive heavy agriculture 
machinery, such as tractors, and to manage a 
type of soil with different properties than that 
in Japan. He arrived in Palmira ten years after 
working two and a half years in Tumaco, where 
he integrated into the JC. 

Partly moved by the post-war crisis and 
partly taking advantage of a marriage proposal, 
P6, P12, and P29 were all women who arrived in 
Colombia in 1964, 1957, and 1961 respectively. 
They married Nisei. While the original com-
munity of El Jagual preferred Japanese spouses 
for their children, the new community of the 
1950’s had a different attitude, and more mar-
riages with Colombians were allowed. P12, who 
arrived in 1957, said that if she came to Colom-
bia to look for a Colombian husband, she could 
expect their children to find a Japanese spouse. 
This change in mentality led to a gradual attri-
tion of the Japanese language. 

An additional factor that produced attrition 
of Japanese was the growth of Cali as a metropol-
itan area. The lands of the JC were located in ru-
ral zones where schools are small and have fewer 
resources than urban schools. The most presti-
gious and modern schools were established in 
the cities like Cali, and the JC saw the need for 
their children to be educated in these schools. 
Therefore, the Nisei who grew up in the 60’s and 
70’s were more exposed to a Spanish speaking 
environment from an early age than those who 
grew up in the 30’s and 40’s. The Japanese do not 
find integration of their children as negative. For 
example, P31 says that he speaks Spanish to his 
children, not Japanese, because they “don’t need 
Japanese” (“no necesita japonés”). Due to the 
increase of interethnic marriages, children had 
more contact with the mainstream community 

and with the Spanish language. 
Most Issei people currently live in Cali.  

Few of them continue to live in Palmira. P12 
reported that a cultural center for the Japanese 
colony of Fukuoka exists in Palmira, where 
they get together for leisure activities, such as 
karaoke. In Cali, there are two main places for 
the JC:  one is the ACJ facility, located on the 
border between a high class neighborhood and 
downtown, and the other is the Tenrikyo church 
in the suburbs of Cali. However, the Tenrikyo 
community is also conceived as a different asso-
ciation, even though few individuals belong to 
both the Nikkei and to Tenrikyo. The ACJ is the 
continuation of the former SAJA. Agriculture is 
not as prosperous as in the past, but traditional 
immigrants keep their ties through membership 
to a society that originated from the old coop-
eratives of farmers.

Language among the JC
The interest in speaking the Japanese lan-

guage and passing it to the next generation was 
a project of the first settlers. Inside the colony 
of El Jagual, the Japanese language was spoken, 
and participants agree that it was non-standard 
Japanese. The communication code was the dia-
lect of Fukuoka. The dialect did not receive the 
same innovations as in Japan due to isolation. 
Hence, the vocabulary remained obsolete be-
cause in Japan much of it was replaced by Eng-
lish loanwords. As expected, as time passed and 
new generations arose, the JC accepted loan-
words from Spanish. To maintain the language, 
a school for children was created in 1936. In this 
school, the Japanese language was principally 
spoken, but they also received instruction in the 
Spanish language as a subject. P21, a Nisei who 
was born in 1935, reports to have participated 
in the activities of this school. 

The Issei people had contact with the Span-

ish language through the local farm workers, 
who used to speak a non-standard variety of 
Spanish. Participants report that their parents 
felt ashamed of speaking Spanish in “educat-
ed” settings, such as school meetings, because 
of their awareness of speaking a non-standard 
variety, not only because of the Japanese influ-
ence. Adult settlers of the period between 1929 
and 1935 and who made an effort to maintain 
the language caused other conflicts. Since their 
dialect became obsolete, traditional settlers who 
used a modern variety had trouble adapting to 
it. P6 reports that her husband told her “Usted 
no está hablando japonés” (“You are not speak-
ing Japanese”, P6, JC), and she had to explain to 
her husband that his language was that of “hace 
sesenta, setenta años” (“sixty, seventy years ago”). 

All of the Issei people said that they speak 
mostly in Spanish to their children, contrary to 

what former settlers did. The women say they 
were actually learning Spanish from their chil-
dren. The language situation in which Issei peo-
ple were using Spanish created an acceptance 
of their non-native features without system-
atic correction or explicit instruction. The most 
common pattern of interaction was Issei people 
talking to their children or to their employees. 
A person speaking L2 Spanish would typically 
be a Japanese speaker addressing a person of 
lower status. This situation should have created 
an acceptance of non-native features such as the 
omissions of Spanish articles due to lower-level 
addressees. Table 2 shows article omissions of 
around 75%, in both the JC and the beginners 
who do not belong to it (see Table 2 below).

The NJC-Adv shows only a 33.9% of omis-
sions, while the NJC-Beg show a similar per-
centage of omissions: 75.4%, the JC; 75.7%, the 
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NJC-Beg. The t-test shows that the pattern of 
omissions among the JC and the NJC-Beg is not 
significant (p= .715). In contrast, the difference 
between the JC and the NJC-Advanced JC is 
significant (p= .007). This result shows that the 
people who do not belong to the JC have ac-
quired a system of articles, even if we do not dis-
cuss how “target-like” it is. Similarity between 
the JC and the NJC-Beg could lead to differ-
ent interpretations. One possibility is that the 
JC have accepted an article-less type of speech 
due to the lack of explicit instruction. The JC 
frequently speak Spanish to their employees and 
to their children, which requires a lower need 
of correction. The community has acquired a 
prestige toward the Colombian mainstream 
community, which allowed them to keep a Japa-
nese usage of nouns. With regard to cognitive 
factors, explicit instruction seems a requirement 
for adult acquisition of L2 articles. Speakers 
need a series of explicit statements and rules to 
be able to recognize an abstract system not pres-
ent in their L1s, and this system is not accessible 
to adults through pure naturalistic input. 

In the subject position, where definite ar-
ticles are preferred in Spanish, the word “bar-
rio” (neighborhood) refers to a unique referent 
where a Spanish speaker would use a definite ar-
ticle. Individuals from both the JC and the NJC 
omit the article in these cases, as in examples (4) 
and (5):

(4) Ø barrio, Ø barrio es son toda 
 neighborhood neighborhood is are all
 residencial
 residential. (P29. JC)

‘The neighborhood was residential, but 
people of low income live nearby [right 
in front of us this neighborhood started]’.

(5) En Ø barrio (..) solmente japonés 
 (P11, NJC-Beg).
 In neighborhood only Japanese

‘Only Japanese live in the neighborhood.’

Definite articles are used as part of fixed ex-
pressions, such as expressions of time todos los 
días (lit. “all the days”, ‘everyday’), or por la noche 
(“in the night”, ‘every night’), as examples (6) 
and (7) show:   

(6) Pero vino otro de (..), sobrina de él, para
 But came other of niece  of him,  for
 llevárselo en la noche. (P6, JC)
 take.CL(DO).INF in the night.

‘But another person came from… his niece, 
to take her at night.’

(7) Por la mañana, siete. (P11)
 For the morning, seven

‘At seven in the morning.’

A NCJ-Adv shows a more variety of con-
texts for using articles, as example (8) shows:

(8) Porque cuando yo estaba estudiando el
 Because when I was studying the
 bachillerato me interesaba mucho la 
 secondary interested much the
 historia mundial, la CL.1sg época
 history of. world, the age 
 medieval de la historia, España tuvo
 medieval of the history, Spain had
 un gran territorio mundial donde no
 a great territory of. world where no
 cae el sol
 falls the sun (P9, NJC-ADv)

‘[I decided to study Spanish] because when 
I was in high school, I was interested in 
world history, the medieval age of the his
tory, [when] Spain had a great territory 
around the world where the sun never set’.

The content of the extract from P9 also reveals a 
different attitude from people who arrived after 
the 90’s. They have learned Spanish due to a per-
sonal interest, and not for obligation, as many of 
the JC had to do it.

Conclusions
Among the Japanese who currently live in 

the cities of Cali and Palmira, departamento of 
El Valle, those who identify themselves as part of 
the JC share certain elements of identity. They 
feel as though they are a strong and persevering 
people who were able to succeed despite diffi-
culties in an agricultural community. In fact, 
at the entrance of ACJ, there is a large board, 
written in Japanese, with a proverb that states: 
“Perseverance is the strength.” The ACJ is the 
continuation of a society whose members share 
a history of migration that goes back to 1929. 

During and after World War II, ties with 
Japan decreased abruptly, and the method to 
reestablish them was through ethnic marriages 
and labor contracts. Japanese people who ar-
rived after 1952 integrated into the community, 
so that their language and culture were main-
tained. This integration had to follow a process 
of adaptation between a traditional community 
and the newcomers. The former had not experi-
enced the changes in the language and culture 
of Japan after the war, while the latter brought 
a new cultural background. An element of con-
flict was dialect. The traditional community 
used to speak an old variety of Fukuoka’s dialect, 
while the others had very different elements of 
speech they felt were more standard and mod-

ern. In addition, families formed after 1952 ex-
perienced a change in mentality regarding the 
ethnic marriages. Parents of these new families 
tend to believe that integration toward Colom-
bian culture and Spanish language was a better 
legacy for their children. Responsibility for lan-
guage maintenance was given to the school and 
associations.

Regarding the L2 Spanish, the community 
of 1952 was forced to learn Spanish through 
spontaneous contact with their workers and 
their children who acquired Spanish in the for-
mal setting of school. In this situation, their ac-
quisition of nominal systems followed a process 
in which they felt the referent could be success-
fully expressed without articles, as Trenkic says 
(2009). Thus, their end state grammars have a 
tendency to signal most referents with features 
that do not need to specify definiteness as in 
Japanese.

In conclusion, directions for future research 
should take into account other methods to col-
lect information about indexicality. Foreign Ac-
cent Judgment tasks could give more informa-
tion about whether the people of the JC identify 
themselves because of language features such as 
article omissions. A task like that would also re-
veal whether the Japanese are aware of the func-
tionality of articles in Spanish, but intentionally 
omits them as a way to express themselves as part 
of the JC. This type of information, along with a 
more detailed integration of linguistic features, 
would make a contribution to how social factors 
interact with linguistic factors in the acquisition 
of articles.

Notes
1  This research is the result of a class project that 

started in the Fall of 2009 with Dr. Ana de Prada Pérez, in 
the university of Florida. She encouraged me to continue 
with it, and I completed a proposal in the Spring of 2010. I 
received a grant from NSF through the I-Cubed program. 
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Petta-Gay Hannah, Jeanne Holcomb, and Diego Pascual, 
helped me refine the materials for the sociolinguistic in-
terviews. In addition, Diego Pascual collaborated in the 
field, and transcribed the biographical information of 
the participants into a spreadsheet. I acknowledge the fa-
cilitation provided by the Asociación Colombo-Japanesa 
to contact the participants and perform the interviews. 
Ángela María Collazos produced the first draft of all the 
transcripts, and Dr. Brian MacWhinney assisted me in the 
production of a cleaner version of them. Dr. Hirabayashi 
recommended valuable material for the sociology portion 
of this paper. I am grateful to my family, Clara Inés Col-
lazos Sandoval and Guillermo Alberto Díaz Tobón, who 
housed me and provided me transportation to the field. 
Carlos Enrique Ibarra devoted a long time in the organi-
zation of the quantitative data, and in the statistical tests. 
Special thanks to all people who supported me during the 
most challenging stages of this process, David Vásquez 
Hurtado, my husband, who encouraged me to publish the 
results of this portion of the project, and Cindie Moore, 
who also proofread this paper all the times I needed. And 
I want to acknowledge the support of Dr. David Pharies 
and Dr. Gillian Lord, who helped me overcome admin-
istrative difficulties related to this project. To all of them 
thank you for allowing me to take this step toward a per-
sonal project, not related to my dissertation, which start-
ed four years ago when I first became fascinated with the 
Japanese language and culture. 

2  The Colombian Nikkei recounts this story in 
Los pasos de 50 años: Historia de la Inmigración Japonesa a 
Colombia. Information is taken from this primary source. 
ACJ stands for Asociación Colombo Japonesa (Colom-
bian-Japanese Asociation). This institution is made up of 
individuals who belong to the Japanese Community of 
Colombia

3  I will use the following initials in this paper: JC 
for Japanese Community; NJC (Non- Japanese Commu-
nity) for the Japanese immigrants who live in Colombia, 
but do not feel part of the JC. Beg, Int, and Adv refers to 
the levels of proficiency in Spanish: Beginner, Intermedi-
ate, and Advanced respectively. I will refer to all partici-
pants with a P plus an identification number of, such as 
P18, meaning participant 18. In addition, the Asociación 
Colombo-Japonesa ( Japanese-Colombian Association) 
will be referred to as ACJ.

4  IRB2 was approved on July 23, 2010. 
5  In the description of social identity, quotation 

will be given in Spanish, with indirect translations of 
meaning. For discussion of linguistic features, I will pro-

vide glosses as well as translations of meaning.
6  Tenrikyo is a monotheistic religion founded in 

the 19th century in Japan by Oyasama, a young, female 
farmer. Followers of the religion believe that she received 
a revelation from God. People of any ethnic origin may 
belong to the religion.
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