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Abstract

There are eight (UNESCO), twelve (Ethnologue), or more (degree of intelligibility) endangered languages/dialects in Japan. We present
a database and digital archiving space that NINJAL (National Institute for Japanese Language and Linguistics) is developing for all
of these languages where individual researchers or language communities can deposit their field data, language documentation, or
audio-visual recordings. Two major features of the database/archiving space include (i) that it is a Japanese-mediated database/archive
and thus virtually everyone in Japan can use it, and (ii) that it comes with an online exhibition space so that archiving is tightly connected
to public use of the deposited items.
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1. Introduction

Atlas of the World's Languages in Danger (Moseley, 2010)
reports that there are eight endangered languages in Japan:
Ainu, and seven Japonic languages, namely Hachijo, and
six Ryukyuan languages (Figure [L]). Although these eight
languages tend to receive a special attention with respect to
language conservation, there are many more mutually unin-
telligible sub-varieties including Japanese dialects. Indeed,
there have been eight reference grammars for Ryukyuan
and three for Japanese dialects, and many more grammar
sketches (Shimoji, 2008; Pellard, 2009; Niinaga, 2014;
Shimoji and Pellard, 2010; Heinrich et al., 2015). Under
the influence of the dominant language, so-called Standard
Japanese, most, if not all, of such local languages are in dan-
ger of extinction.

Since 2010, National Institute for Japanese Language and
Linguistics (NINJAL) has been leading a collaborative
research project termed the Kiki-Gengo Project (Endan-
gered Language Project, PI: Nobuko Kibe) to describe
and conserve the local languages in Japan. As of 2019,
57 researchers from 36 domestic and overseas universi-
ties/institutions are working on documentation of the local
languages spoken at 40 sites across Japan and producing
vocabulary lists, grammar sketches, and narratives. The
project also collaborates with some of the local govern-
ments to raise the awareness of the language endangerment.

In this paper, we will first present the currently available
language resources resulting from the NINJAL project. We
also introduce an ongoing project of language archiving and
an exhibition system that targets researchers and language
communities.
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Figure 1: Language map in Japan

2. Current Resources

The documentation works done by the collaborative re-
searchers in NINJAL’s Kiki-Gengo Project are incremen-
tally made available at Kiki-Gengo Database (Endangered
Language Database). NINJAL also provides a corpus of
Japanese dialects (COJADS). This section gives a brief
overview of these resources. Also, some of the colleagues
made a set of fonts called “Shima Shotai Font” in collabo-
ration with a designer so that everyone can type their lan-

uages on computer. We give an overview of these re-



Sources.

2.1. Endangered Language Database

The Kiki-Gengo (endangered language) Database is a web-
site to make NINJAL’s collaborative researchers’ documen-
tation works accessible online (Celik and Kibe, 2019). It
provides vocabularies and narratives site-by-site and cur-
rently covers 14 sites (mainly Hachijo and the Ryukyus).
Approximately 9,000 words and expressions are currently
registered and searchable online. In addition to the record-
ings collected by the collaborative researchers, some legacy
recordings of dialogues and monologues collected as old as
1969 are also available.

Grammar sketches will be made available at the website by
the end of the current project period, 2021. For now we post
pdf versions of the grammar sketches along with a basic
vocabularies and sentences at nine sites.

Currently the data depositing is done by a few project RAs
by hand and is not quite functioning as an ideal archiving
system, but the process is fairly simple for the collaborative
researchers for they just need to submit their field data filled
in a spreadsheet template along with the audio files.

2.2. Corpus

Corpus of Japanese Dialects, or COJADS
is the largest corpus of Japanese dialects
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2.3. Shima Shotai Font Font

Many languages/dialects in Japan have

sounds that cannot be written in Japanese

writing, which is based on the Standard Japanese sound sys-
tem. Ogawa (2015) proposed a unified writing system to
express all sounds in Ryukyuan varieties. The proposed
system, however, includes unconventionalized usage of di-
acritics (such as ~ , ~ , and *) and needs a new type of

"http://kikigengo.ninjal.ac.jp
Zhttps://chunagon.ninjal.ac.jp

font. Ogawaetal. (2019) proposed new font termed “Shima
Shotai Font” (shima means “(our) island” and “(our) vil-
lage” across Ryukyuan islands), which includes unconven-
tionalized combinations of diacritics and kana (Japanese
phonogramic characters). See Figure f for an example. It
is kana-based phonogramic system instead of kanji-based
ideogramic system because the pronunciation of kanji is of-
ten ambiguous. The set of fonts makes it easier for com-
munities to use their languages on PCs (and smartphones in
the future), which is expected to promote their language us-
age. Vertical writing is also possible with this set of fonts.
In the future, Ogawa and his colleagues want the font to be
included in Unicode fonts.

3. Archiving and Exhibition Space

This section discusses our ongoing project and future plan.

3.1. Language Archiving System

We are now building a language archiving system both
for researchers and for community members. The system
should be Japanese-mediated so that almost all citizens in
Japan can access it. It should be easily depositable and im-
mediately visible/usable; i.e., it should be easy for everyone
to deposit their data and to see and search the data immedi-
ately after they deposit them.

3.2. Language Museum

The language archiving system accompanies with exhibi-
tion space, called “digital museum of language”, which ex-
hibits part of the archived data mainly for non-researchers
(Takubo, 2017). This kind of exhibition space not only
encourages the community members to be proud of their
community, but also motivates researchers to deposit more
data since researchers receive feedback from the commu-
nity. The goal is to receive positive feedback, but should
the feedback be negative, researchers would strive to im-
prove the content.

We plan to show our materials with coherent stories. For
example, users interested in the history of Miyako Island
will be able to access related videos in chronological order,
while users interested in sightseeing can access videos intro-
ducing popular locales and other nearby attractions. Mul-
tiple stories will be attached to the same video, accessible
based on the users’ interests. In the future, we would like
to make it possible for everyone to make their own stories,
arrange materials in the museum, and publish them.
Materials for Miyako language (Ikema-Nishihara variety)
learning are already partially available.B They cover pro-
nunciation, the writing system, grammar, and videos. We
will improve this website to be more user-friendly.

4. For and with Communities

This section introduces some projects we are working on
with community members.

4.1. Picture books with audio, video, and text

We and other colleagues (Akiko Tokunaga-Yokoyama,
Kayoko Shimoji, and Fumi Yamamoto) are making four
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Figure 3: Drawings from a picture book

picture books for children in four different Ryukyuan lan-
guages. They are based on the local stories or songs in-
herited from their ancestors. The pictures were drawn by
Fumi Yamamoto, a professional illustrator and designer,
who happened to be attracted to one of the stories in the
Ryukyus (see Figure [).

Each story was narrated by a local native speaker, was tran-
scribed by a linguist who specializes in the language, and
was accompanied with interlinear gloss and translations (in
Japanese).f The linguists also wrote grammar sketches to
help readers to read aloud the text and understand the story
in the given language (Nakagawa and Yamada, 201&). Nar-
ration by the native speaker was recorded and will be avail-
able online so that people can learn how to pronounce each
word and how to read a sentence with natural intonation.
The books have a kid-friendly appearance and content, but
it is also intended that the parent generation can practice the
language while they read them to their children. The par-
ent generation are considered to be passive speakers; they
can understand the language but do not speak it (Yamada ef
al., to appear). The picture books are expected to encourage

them to speak their language.

“English translations will be also available.
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We are now raising a fund via crowdfunding to publish the
books 8 213 people donated 3,032,000 Japanese yen (ap-
proximately 28,000 US dollars) as of 13th January, 2020.
Comments left by the supporters tell that the supporters are
not necessarily related to Ryukyu.

4.2. Dictionary

Traditionally, a single native speaker devotes their life to
compiling a dictionary, and it usually takes decades to
publish it. Now, younger community members collect
words and expressions from elderly speakers with a help
of linguists and input the collected items in Google Docs.
Another linguist in Tokyo receives the data immediately,
change the spread sheet into a database and makde it avail-
able online. Another linguist prints the data in a dictionary-
like format (using LaTeX), and send it back to the commu-
nity. In the future, we want to make an online dictionary
maker which automatically generates a professional dictio-
nary from Google Docs (or tab-separated file).

4.3. Interactive interlinear glossed
transcriptions (Karaoke)

We are making a system of interactive interlinear glossed
transcript called karaoke. For now, only karaoke system
with sounds (without video) is available.f In this system,
users can not only see the subtitles while watching a video
or listening to narratives, but also can click the subtitles and
watch and listen to the corresponding part. Users can also
chose what they see; they can watch a video or listen to nar-
ratives without any subtitles or they can chose to see one of
the transcriptions (IPA, kana-based style, and/or only trans-
lations). In this way, the karaoke system functions as an
efficient, customized learning tool. It can also be applied to
songs.

4.4. Physical “escape the room” game

We (Niinaga Yuto, Masahiro Yamada, and Natsuko Naka-
gawa) are also making a game called physical “escape the
room” game with Igengo Lab. “Escape the room” is a kind
of game played with a book or, more recently, a computer.
The player is confined to a room and is required to escape
from the room by collecting hints hidden in the room. The
hints are often encrypted, and the player needs to infer the
solution. In the physical escape the room game, the players
actually play the game physically. They (usually a team) are
confined in a room, seek hints often encrypted, and look for
the solution.

Igengo Lab is one of such game-developping groups. They
specialize in Japanese Sign Language and have made vari-
ous problems (e.g., encrypted hints) that can be solved only
when signers and non-signers collaborate with each other.
We and Igengo Lab made a game using three varieties of
Ryukyuan: Yonaguni Dunan, Shiraho (Ishigaki, Yaecyama),
and Amami (See also Figure [L]). The players are required
to compare these three languages, find phonological corre-
spondence and some grammatical rules, and communicate
with local people in the local language in order to solve the
problems. We will run the first trial in February 2020 in

Shttps://readyfor.jp/projects/minato
®http://kikigengo.ninjal.ac.jp/danwashiryo.html



Tokyo and hope to continue in the Ryukyu Islands in the
future.

5. Conclusion

This paper gave a brief overview of NINJAL projects re-
lated to endangered languages in Japan. The resources al-
ready available are a vocabulary database (9000 expressions
from 14 places, contemporary), spoken corpora (75 hours
from 25 places, approximately 40 years ago), and the Shima
Shotai Font, expected to be more ubiquitous and be regis-
tered as Unicode fonts. We are now building an archiving
system with exhibition spaces that are mediated in Japanese.
Finally, we introduced four ongoing projects with commu-
nities: picture books, dictionaries, a karaoke system, and a
physical “escape the room” game.
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