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Précis:

This  article  provides  a  genealogy  of  the
argument for kengai isetsu, or the relocation of
US  military  bases  outside  of  Okinawa  to
another  part  of  Japan.  It  shows  how kengai
isetsu has been reduced to a politics of NIMBY,
or  “Not  In  My Back Yard” when understood
through  a  politically  conservative  vs.
progressive  grid  of  intelligibility.  Instead,  a
colonial  vs.  anticolonial  reading  informed  by
postcolonial  studies  is  offered  to  show  how
kengai isetsu reveals Okinawa as the lynchpin
holding  together  the  US-Japanese  security
relationship.  In  particular,  this  paper
problematizes  the  reluctance  on  the  part  of
international and Japanese progressive activists
and  intellectuals  to  criticize  Japan’s  role  in
maintaining  US  military  bases  in  Okinawa
because  of  the  deeply  entrenched  desire  to
posit  Japan  as  a  passive  victim of  American
power,  thereby  maintaining  the  Eurocentric
position  of  the  US  as  the  more  aggressive
agent.
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Omitting the Plea

On September  19,  2011  Okinawan  Governor
Nakaima  Hirokazu  delivered  a  speech  at
George  Washington  University  so  as  to
preclude any illusion of  harmony in  the  US-
Japan  Bilateral  Meeting  between  President
Barack  Obama  and  Prime  Minister  Noda
Yoshihiko that followed on September 21, 2011.
Gavan McCormack and Satoko Norimatsu have
cogently  underscored  the  implications  of
Nakaima’s  visit  in  their  article  “Discordant
Visitors: Japanese and Okinawan Messages to
the US.”1 In that meeting, Prime Minister Noda
assured President Obama that “We will strive
to  achieve  cooperation  in  line  with  the
eagreement  between  Japan  and  the  United
States,  and  I  will  do  my  best  to  gain  the
understanding of the Okinawan people.”2

Of course,  he was referring to the return of
Marine  Corps  Air  Station  Futenma  and
construction  of  a  new  US  military  base  in
Henoko, Okinawa that has been disputed for
the  past  fifteen  years.  As  McCormack  and
Norimatsu  observed,  Nakaima  “flatly
contradicted  the  Prime  Minister”  in  his
speech.3  Indeed,  Nakaima’s  language  was
strong as he threatened an “irreparable rift”
between “the people of Okinawa and the US
Forces in the prefecture” if the US and Japan
carried out the “current plan to construct the
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Futenma Replacement Facility in Henoko.”4

Gov.  Nakaima  at  George  Washington
University

Nakaima’s  speech  is  powerful  evidence  of
Okinawan resentment towards the US military
presence in Okinawa. And as McCormack and
Norimatsu suggest, it also showcases how the
conservative  Japanese  central  government
bullies  mass  non-violent  resistance  in  the
prefecture  of  Okinawa  for  which  they  think
there  “is  no  precedent  in  Japan’s  modern
history.”5  Nonetheless,  I  couldn’t  help  but
notice  that  they  omitted  Nakaima’s  main
message  in  their  otherwise  bri l l iant
commentary. Nakaima makes his dramatic exit
with the following conclusion: “A relocation site
outside  of  Okinawa  prefecture,  but  within
Japan, is the most logical way to speedily move
forward on this issue.”6 Perhaps this omission
was made because, if the bases are transferred

to  another  location  “outside  of  the  Okinawa
prefecture, but within Japan,” then Nakaima’s
use-value as a critic of US militarism in East
Asia  and  the  conservatism  of  the  Japanese
central government against mass protest would
be diminished. In other words, it might appear
that  Nakaima  is  simply  transferring  the
problem  of  US  military  bases  elsewhere,
specifically from Okinawa to the rest of Japan.

Nakaima’s conclusion is well-known as “kengai
isetsu” (県外移設)  in  the  Japanese  language
media,  literally  meaning  “relocation  of  the
facility outside the prefecture,” but generally
understood precisely as the Governor put it in
his final words: move the bases out of Okinawa
to another part of Japan. I dwell on McCormack
and Norimatsu’s  omission here  because it  is
symptomatic of a much wider neglect in both
the English and Japanese media, first to report
the  existence  of  the  specific  argument,  and
second  to  grant  it  the  space  in  which  its
theoretical  implications  can  unfold  before  a
transpacific community concerned with the US-
Japan alliance and its effects on Okinawa and
the  Asia-Pacific.  Below  I  provide  a  brief
genealogy of the argument for kengai isetsu,
and  show  how  i t  can  be  a  vehic le  for
understanding  the  structure  of  US-Japan
political reason that defines the postwar era. 

Genealogy  of  the  Argument  for  Kengai
Isetsu

The argument for kengai isetsu was proposed
as early as 1989 by Seki Hironobu, a Japanese
living  in  Okinawa  who  wrote  extensively  on
Japanese discrimination against Okinawans. He
wrote:

Even though it is the Japanese government that
desires US military bases, there is not a single
example anywhere in Japan where residential
areas are enveloped by bases and civilians live
adjacent  to  shooting  ranges  as  there  is  in
Okinawa…If the Japanese government desires
the US-Japan Security  Treaty  along with the
stationing of the US military, that is fine. Well
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then,  let’s  act  like  a  civilized  nation  with
military bases and immediately remove bases
like  Camp  Hansen  where  live  bullets  shoot
through the villages, and have them taken back
to Yamato.7

This view has also been strongly advocated by
the feminist civic organization Kamadugwa no
Tsudoi in Ginowan City since 1995.8 Kunimasa
Mie  of  the  group  problematized  Japanese
activists who argue for the removal of bases
from all Japanese state territory by saying they
undermine  Okinawan  resistance:  “Okinawans
become incapable of saying, ‘Take US military
bases  in  Okinawa  back  to  Yamato!’  because
they feel they have to defer to people working
h a r d  f o r  t h e  [ a n t i - b a s e ]  c a u s e  i n
Japan.”9  Former  Okinawa  Governor  Ōta
Masahide (1990-1998) made this critique of the
Liberal  Democratic  Party  (LDP)  in  a  1996
speech for Shinbun Renrō: “If the purpose of
the US-Japan Security Treaty is to protect the
peace of all Japanese nationals, then it is only
natural that this is recognized by having the
burden  of  the  Treaty  shared  by  the  entire
people.”10 Finally, the argument was introduced
to academic circles by the Okinawan sociologist
Nomura  Kōya  who  articulated  it  through
postcolonial  and Weberian political  theory in
his 2005 book Muishiki no shokuminchishugi,
or Unconscious Colonialism.11 There he wrote:

Nomura’s Undying Colonialism

Every Japanese person, whether of a rightist or
leftist persuasion, shares the same benefits that
result  from  forcing  US  military  bases  onto
Okinawans.  Are  they  not  guilty  of  a  most
atrocious colonial discourse when they oppose
relocation  of  US  military  bases  to  Japan,
thereby  protecting  their  own  interests?  The
Japanese fail to abrogate the US-Japan Security
Treaty, and then concentrate US military bases
in Okinawa.12

Initially,  the argument  for  kengai  isetsu was
rejected  by  well-intentioned  activists  and
scholars  interested  in  problems  of  US
militarism  in  East  Asia.  For  example,  when
writer  chinin  ushii  of  Kamadugwa no Tsudoi
presented  her  argument  at  an  academic
conference in the US, feminists from the US
and  Japan  dedicated  to  eradicating  all  US
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military bases in East Asia reduced her claim to
a  politics  of  NIMBY,  or  “Not  In  My  Back
Yard.”13 Nomura Kōya was similarly treated as
an extreme Okinawan separatist14 and “enemy
of alliance politics.”15

However,  the  pol i t ical  t ide  changed
dramatically  in  2009.  Koizumi  Junichirō’s
neoliberal  policies,  implemented  during  his
reign as Japan’s Prime Minister from 2001 to
2006, deepened the economic gap between the
rich and poor that generated widespread social
unrest. His LDP successors attempted to make
amends,  but  after  a  series  of  mishaps,  the
strongly  pro-American  party  that  enjoyed  a
nearly  continuous  grip  on  Japanese  politics
since 1955 lost popular support. In this political
climate,  the  opposing  Democratic  Party  of
Japan (DPJ) won a historic majority in the Diet
in September 2009. Hatoyama Yukio used the
kengai  isetsu  argument,  particularly  in  the
Okinawan  voting  district  where  votes  were
crucial, as a way to win the historic DPJ victory
in  the  2009  elections  and  become  Prime
Minister.

Hatoyama’s proposition instantaneously thrust
kengai isetsu as an intelligible political claim
into public consciousness. Which governor of a
Japanese prefecture, he asked, was willing to
accept  a  US  mil i tary  base  in  place  of
Okinawa?16 Due to the disproportionately small
number  of  US  military  bases  in  Japanese
prefectures other than Okinawa, few Japanese
politicians or citizens had directly confronted
the meaning of the US-Japan Security Treaty.
However, with Hatoyama effectively dropping
the base problem on each governor’s doorstep,
many  citizens  were  forced  to  confront  the
reality of the Treaty from which they benefit.
Are you willing to pay dues for the US-Japan
Security  Treaty  rather  than  continuing  to
exploit Okinawa Prefecture by imposing 75% of
the burden there?

Hatoyama informs Obama of the Kengai
Isetsu Policy

Responses reverberating through the national
media changed the geopolitical understanding
of the situation overnight. Results of a survey
published  in  the  Asahi  Shimbun  noted  “a
conspicuous discrepancy in the consciousness
between Okinawa that faces base issues every
day  and  mainland  Japan.”  It  continued  that,
“many  governors  avoided  a  clear  response.”
Localities  with even a slight  burden such as
Tokyo (4.26 percent) and Kanagawa Prefecture
(5.86  percent),  registered  an  “adverse
reaction”  and emphasized  that  they  “already
accept bases and training facilities.”17  At  the
National  Governor’s  Conference  held  in  May
2010,  multiple  constituencies  declared  that
“national security is the country’s problem” and
hence not their concern. Shizuoka Prefecture,
which currently assumes 0.39 percent of  the
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burden  stated,  “We  basically  oppose  any
increased  burden.”  The  Governor  of  Nara
Prefecture, where there are no bases, stated,
“We  have  no  room  to  accept  bases.”  Only
Governor  Hashimoto  Tōru  from  Osaka
proposed  to  extend  usage  o f  Kansa i
International  Airport  to  accommodate  US
military exercises in order to make up for the
fact that “Osaka has been getting a free ride off
[national]  security.”1 8  However,  even
Hashimoto  was  ultimately  unable  to  put  the
move  into  effect.  Through  the  politics  of
“passing  the  buck,”  Okinawa  was  asked  to
accept  a  burden  that  no  other  Japanese
prefecture was prepared to tolerate.

Once Hatoyama opened this pandora’s box, the
argument that once made its adherents appear
as  dangerous  radicals  quickly  jelled  into
mainstream majority  opinion in Okinawa and
became  incumbent  governor  Nakaima’s
political platform. Recall that Nakaima became
governor in 2006 backed by the conservative
LDP  party  by  defeating  Itokazu  Keiko  who
firmly opposed the relocation of Futenma from
Ginowan City  to  Henoko.  Nakaima remained
ambiguous  about  the  relocation,  while
effectively  stal l ing  it  throughout  his
administration. However, in the November 28,
2010 gubernatorial election seeking his second
term, Nakaima made kengai isetsu his slogan.
Like Nakaima, his opponent, former Ginowan
mayor  Iha Yōichi,  vociferously  advocated the
return of  Futenma,  which occupies  the most
precious area of land in his constituency. Iha
also  opposed  the  relocation  to  Henoko,  but
argued for kokugai isetsu or relocation to a site
“outside of Japan.” For Iha, “outside of Japan”
was a  vague category  that  encompassed the
“mainland US, Guam, or Hawaii.”19  However,
given  that  the  US  and  Japan  had  already
engaged in discussions to move 8,000 Marines
and 9,000 dependents to Guam, most people
associated “outside of Japan” with this location.
This political switch hitting dazed and confused
political pundits. Nakaima had commonly been
coded  as  “conservat ive”  and  Iha  as

“progressive,”  yet  in  the  2010  gubernatorial
election, Nakaima adopted what had previously
been a dangerously radical argument while Iha
suggested a transfer of US military bases to an
even more vulnerable colony—Guam.

Democratic Colonialism

Many  scholars  and  activists  concerned  with
Okinawa’s base problem filtered their analysis
of the 2010 gubernatorial election through the
usual  political  coding  of  Nakaima  as  a
conservative and Iha as a progressive perhaps
out  of  a  lack  of  any  alternative  grid  of
intelligibility.  For  example,  disappointed  by
Iha’s defeat, Satoko Norimatsu, Director of the
Peace Philosophy Centre, argued in her online
blog  that,  “Nakaima  won  the  election  by
deceiving many Okinawans into believing that
he was committed to moving the base outside
of  the  prefecture.”20  Rather,  she  felt  that
Nakaima’s  true  intentions  were  to  “get  the
most favorable terms for Okinawa in exchange
for  building  the  Henoko  base.”  Norimatsu
found  nothing  particularly  progressive  about
Nakaima’s victory, and rather than interpreting
the widespread support for Nakaima’s kengai
isetsu  platform  as  a  legitimized  sentiment
amongst the Okinawan people, she concluded
that they had been fooled. However, to date,
Nakaima  still  has  not  agreed  to  build  the
Henoko  base  contrary  to  her  prediction.
Nor imat su  perhaps  we l comed  th i s
miscalculation  as  she  subsequently  argued
(together with McCormack) that, at the time of
Nakaima’s  visit  to  the  US,  “Okinawa’s  most
senior official believed that base construction
would  call  for  rolling  the  tanks  through
Nago.”21

Nevertheless,  kengai  isetsu  does  not  fit  the
usual  political  coding  circulated  through  the
US-Japanese media. This mixing of apples and
oranges is reminiscent of Malcolm X’s criticism
of the inclusion of civil rights in the Democratic
platform  during  the  1964  elections.  As  an
individual of African descent, his opposition to
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the Democratic Party obviously did not entail
acceptance  of  white  supremacy.  Similarly,
Okinawan  support  of  kengai  isetsu  does  not
necessarily entail support of US military bases.
Just as Malcolm X argued in his “The Ballot or
the Bullet” speech, “I’m not trying to knock out
the  Democrats  for  the  Republicans,”
proponents of kengai isetsu are not trying to
defeat  progressive  anti-military  activists  who
argue  for  the  removal  of  bases  from  all  of
Japan’s territories in favor of US militarism.22

Rather,  both  challenge  progressives  by
suggesting  the  existence  of  “democratic
colonialism.”23  Malcolm  X  stated,  “I’m  not  a
Democrat.  I’m not a Republican,  and I  don’t
even consider myself an American. If you and I
were  Americans,  there’d  be  no  problem.”
Malcolm  X  was  suggesting  that  American
democracy  has  historically  been  sustained
through  African-American  oppression;  to
suddenly  advocate  “civil  rights”  through  the
democratic process as if everyone were already
on  equal  footing  would  seem  to  erase  this
fundamental premise. Likewise, it is important
to  recall  how  postwar  Japanese  state
sovereignty and the US-Japan Security Treaty
were  both  established  on  foundations  of
Okinawan subordination to US military power
on a scale far beyond anything that prevailed in
other areas of the Japanese state.

First, it has been well documented that Japan
was able end the Allied occupation and emerge
as  a  sovereign  nation-state  by  relegating
Okinawa to the US as a military outpost of the
Pacific.24  This  occurred  as  General  Douglas
MacArthur suggested on June 27, 1947 that the
end to occupation of Japan—and potential anti-
American agitation—was preconditioned on the
continued  military  occupation  of  Okinawa.
MacArthur  noted  that  there  would  be  “no
Japanese  opposition  to  the  United  States
holding Okinawa since the Okinawans are not
Japanese.”25 Three months later in September
1947, Emperor Hirohito sent an official  on a
secret mission to MacArthur’s staff to say that

the occupation of Okinawa could continue for
“twenty-five to fifty years.”26 In this way, Japan
regained  its  sovereignty  under  the  San
Franc isco  Peace  Treaty ,  which  was
preconditioned on the establishment of the US-
Japan  Security  Treaty  and  the  reduced
presence of US forces in Japan and, above all,
with  Okinawa  as  the  centerpiece  of  the  US
armada in the Pacific. As Nomura Kōya writes,
“the  Japanese  declared  ‘Okinawans  are  not
Japanese’ through the democratic process, and
enthusiastically  approved  the  military
colonization of Okinawa by transforming it into
a base island.”27 Just as Malcolm X stated, “If
you  and  I  were  Americans,  there’d  be  no
problem,” if Okinawans were treated as equal
Japanese and not used as a footstool for the
recuperation  of  Japanese  sovereignty  and
establishment  of  the  US-Japan  Security  that
supports it, there would be no base problem.
Hence, the entire discussion of bases and the
US-Japan Security Treaty can only start with
this fundamental premise in mind.

Second, this is not simply an historical quibble,
but rather an ongoing colonial legacy manifest
in the present structure of political reason28 in
Japan.  The  response  to  Hatoyama  clearly
demonstrated  that  Japanese  people  are
unwilling to share any part of the burden of the
US-Japan Security Treaty presently imposed on
Okinawa.  Yet,  the  vast  majority  of  Japanese
continue to support the Treaty in its present
form. In an NHK survey conducted in 2010 on
the fiftieth anniversary of the 1960 revision of
the  original  US-Japan  Security  Treaty,  42%
answered  that  the  Treaty  should  be  kept  in
place as is and 29% answered that it should be
strengthened.  Only  14%  answered  that  it
should  be  weakened,  and  just  7% answered
that it should be abolished altogether. Of the
combined  21%  that  answered  weakened  or
abolished,  only  27%  answered  that  their
criticism of the Treaty rested on the burden of
US  military  bases.29  In  other  words,  only  a
small segment of people considered US military
bases a burden to Japan. Political subjects in
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Japan  are  completely  oblivious  to  the
consequences  of  their  choices.

While Okinawa has been engaged in an intense
struggle against the construction of a new base
in Henoko, a recent Associated Press-GfK poll
has  found  that  the  “Japanese  have  become
more welcoming to the US military presence in
their country over the past six years as fears
spread  that  neighboring  China  and  North
Korea are threats to peace.”30 Furthermore, it
has  been  reported  that  the  US  military  has
improved its image in Japan after the March
11,  2011  earthquake.  A  “new  and  welcome
face” of some 20,000 US troops that executed
“Operation  Tomodachi”  to  clean  up  Sendai
Airport,  transport  supplies,  and  help  contain
the  disaster  at  Fukushima  Daiichi  Nuclear
Plant,  generated  good  will  amongst  the
Japanese people.  Unfortunately,  for  Okinawa,
th is  has  resu l ted  in  the  US  mi l i tary
transporting radioactive waste and storing it in
Futenma.31

Again,  it  bears  noting  that  75%  of  all  US
military  bases  in  the  Japanese  state  are
concentrated  in  Okinawa,  which  comprises
0 .6%  o f  the  na t iona l  te r r i tory ,  and
approximately  1%  of  the  total  Japanese
population.

The  US  is  a  Japanese  ally  through  which  a

continuing colonialism can be carried out vis-à-
vis East Asia in the postwar era while Japan is
able to contain the ill effects of its alliance in
Okinawa. In this respect, writer chinin ushii of
Kamadugwa no Tsudoi argues that Okinawa is
the  keystone  holding  together  US-Japan
imperialism.  She  writes,  “Japan  has  stuck
Okinawa with the negative and humiliating part
of  US-Japan  relations.”32  This  is  caused  by
“democracy rooted in Japanese discrimination
of  Okinawans”  which  “America  collaborates
with” in order to “continue imperialism in East
Asia.”33 She argues that by requesting kengai
isetsu, which she defines as a “return” (and not
relocation) of “their own” US military bases to
Japan,34 her intent is to “call for a dislodging of
t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  U S - J a p a n
imperialism.”35 Indeed, only when the Japanese
bear the consequences of their democracy can
Japan  reach  the  limits  of  its  own  political
reason without having Okinawa insulate it from
the violence implicit in the US-Japan security
relationship.  In  this  way,  chinin  haunts  the
emergence  of  postwar  democratic  political
subjects  in  Japan.   

 

The Missionary  Positionality  in  US-Japan
Identity Politics and its Okinawan Other

During the reversion movement, many activists
assumed that the problem of US military bases
in  Okinawa  would  be  rectified  once  it  was
protected  under  the  umbrella  of  Japanese
sovereignty and democracy. In other words, if
Okinawans  had  suffered  the  egregious
extraterritoriality of US military bases on their
island  with  no  recourse  to  the  democratic
process to remove them, then recuperation of
state sovereignty and the democratic process
under  the  Japanese  constitution  was  the
solution. In this way, activists in Japan and the
US supported the reversion movement framed
as Japan’s “reclaiming Okinawa”36 from the US.
This sentiment was perhaps stronger than ever
after  the  failure  of  the  1960  mass  protest
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against  revision  of  the  original  1951  US-
Security  Treaty,  or  Ampo  tōsō.  After  its
collapse, the Japanese Left threw itself into the
Okinawan reversion movement with little other
place to go.

There is no denying Japanese subservience to
the United States throughout the postwar era.
For example,  Gavan McCormack has pointed
out  how  the  US  compromised  Japan’s  state
sovereignty  and  has  emphasized  the  slavish
docility of the LDP in particular in the course of
its  five  decades  in  power.37  He  has  further
articulated  Okinawa's  subservience  to  Japan.
This three-tiered layering of power (US-Japan-
Okinawa) relations is hardly the exception but
another manifestation of Foucault’s articulation
of  the  “boomerang  effect”3 8  of  colonial
domination.  Japan  not  only  acquiesces,  but
enthusiastically  embraces  a  subservient
relationship vis-à-vis the US precisely,  in the
case of  Okinawa,  because it  justifies  Japan’s
own colonial rule. This is specifically the case
in  its  imposition  of  US  military  bases  in
Okinawa while protecting the rest of Japan. If
Japanese sovereignty is limited by the US, then
this  is  an  enabling  limitation  that  at  once
justifies  (i.e.,  Okinawa shouldn’t  complain  to
Japan because Japan doesn’t complain to the
US) and allows Japan to benefit (Japan’s loss is
offset  by  the  Okinawan  buffer)  from  the
exploitation  of  Okinawa.  What  goes  around
comes  around,  and  the  colonial  boomerang
thrown at Okinawa comes back to the Japanese
nation-state  whose  constituents  form  as
passive-aggressive  political  subjects  vis-à-vis
the US whom they are reluctant to challenge
for they are guilty of a similar colonial crime.

In  this  way,  efforts  to  underscore  Japan’s
compromised  position  vis-à-vis  the  US  have
obscured  the  larger  colonial  equation  that
includes Okinawa. As a result, it is no surprise
that  Okinawa’s  problems  have  remained
tenaciously  intact  after  its  reversion  to
Japanese  administration  in  1972  as  the
proportion  of  US  military  bases  in  Japan

decreased  by  approximately  one-third
compared to only a few percent in Okinawa,
thus  widening  the  disparity  with  Japan even
more.39 This is why it is more important than
ever to analyze the role Okinawa plays in the
relationship between the US and Japan instead
of remaining fixated on the a priori concept of
national sovereignty. As the underside of the
reversion movement has shown, Okinawa still
remains in a colonial-like relationship to both
the  US  and  Japan  irrespect ive  of  the
deprivat ion  or  recuperat ion  of  state
sovereignty. At the same time, the issue of US
military bases in Okinawa today continues to
follow a tenaciously entrenched framework of
the  US  (as  aggressor)  vs.  Japan  (as  victim)
mapped  onto  a  conservative  vs.  progressive
politics. The argument for kengai isetsu stands
precisely at this theoretical lacuna in US-Japan-
Okinawan relations.         

Activists  and scholars  have criticized Japan’s
assumption of a missionary positionality40 vis-à-
vis the US that is either passively accepting or
tragically victimized as a way to obscure the
larger dynamics of  the US-Japan relationship
that leaves Okinawa to deal with its unpleasant
consequences. Now that postcolonial Japanese
studies and interest in other minorities in Japan
such  as  the  Ainu  and  zainchi  Koreans  have
started  to  take  root  in  English  language
literature as well, critiques of the Euro-centric
desire to project its own role as dominator vis-
à-vis a submissive Japan have also started to
surface. For example, as Leo Ching writes of
Japanese colonialism in Taiwan, “It is as if the
very  thought  of  a  non-Western,  nonwhite
perpetrator of an equally reprehensible colonial
violence  is  unfathomable  in  the  Eurocentric
consciousness.”41  Ching is clearly troubled by
the inability of postcolonial Japanese studies to
register  in  the  English  language  context
because  of  the  reluctance  to  recognize  the
sophistication  and  potency  of  Japanese
colonialism  compared  to  its  European
counterparts.   
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This  is  why  political  scientist  C.  Douglas
Lummis’s postcolonial analysis of kengai isetsu
is  particularly  illuminating.  In  response  to
Norimatsu’s  blog  post  discussed  above,  he
attempted to extend her analysis of Nakaima’s
gubernatorial  election  results  centered  on
kengai isetsu. As he explained, “you can’t catch
the  significance  of  this  only  within  a  war-
antiwar  or  left-right  framework;  you have to
s e e  i t  i n  a  c o l o n i a l - a n t i c o l o n i a l
framework.”42  The  importance  of  Lummis’s
statement43 speaks volumes given his corpus of
academic  and  activist  work  in  Japan  as  an
exceedingly  self-reflexive  “American”  activist-
intellectual critical of US militarism throughout
his career as a teacher and writer. 

Lummis’s “war-antiwar or left-right” discourse
changed  signif icantly  to  a  “colonial -
anticolonial” one after he moved to Okinawa in
2000. He states that his “world view changed”
due to the “feeling that [he was] living in a
different country.”44 He attributes this change
in “world view” to the fact that while debates
over the US-Japan Security Treaty or US bases
in  Japan  have  a  certain  abstract  character,
their  real  lived  consequences  are  powerfully
experienced  in  Okinawa.  Lummis  came  into
contact  with the argument  for  moving bases
out  of  Okinawa to  another  location in  Japan
after  taking  up  residence  in  Okinawa,  and
given his prior career as an ex-Marine turned
anti-war  pacifist  who  relentlessly  criticized
American militarism in Japan, he found himself
in  an  awkward  position.  In  a  roundtable
discussion with Okinawan sociologist Nomura
Kōya and Japanese novelist  Ikezawa Natsuki,
he states:

When discussions close in on the relationship
between Japan and Okinawa, I am not really in
a position to make a statement. The idea that
since  US  military  bases  are  forced  onto
[Okinawa], they should be equally distributed
throughout  Japan,  or  the  so-called  mainland,
can  be  stated  by  an  Okinawan.  I  am  from
California.  Of  course,  I  want all  bases to be

eliminated.45

At  that  time,  Lummis  appears  to  have  been
reluctant  to  argue  that  bases  should  be
relocated out of Okinawa to Japan because of
the feeling that he would be overstepping his
positionality as an “American.”

However, today Lummis is anything but shy in
presenting  kengai  isetsu  in  his  political
writings  and  speeches.  For  example,  he  has
recently  spoken  of  the  contradiction  in
Japanese peace activists (among whom he had
long  enjoyed  popularity)  who  boast  that  the
Article  9  “no  war”  clause  in  Japan’s  Peace
Constitution is a “world treasure” in no small
part  because  they  are  able  to  take  it  for
granted that it comes with the protection of the
US-Japan  Security  Treaty  including  the  US
nuclear umbrella.  In  response to this  all  too
common  mentality,  Lummis  postulated  that
“Yamato wants  the US-Japan Security  Treaty
and wants bases; so it isn’t illogical that the
bases be placed in Yamato.” Accordingly, when
he  lectured  in  Niigata  and  proposed  that,
“Futenma  be  relocated  to  Niigata  airport
because  it  is  in  debt,”  he  found  himself
surrounded by an angry audience.46   

While  Lummis  became  the  target  of  anger
among  peace  activists  in  Japan  who  may
question  the  audacity  of  an  ex-Marine
proposing  the  construction  of  a  US  military
base in their localities, he in effect refuses to
assume a missionary positionality in US-Japan
relations where he is expected to perform the
role  of  a  repentant  aggressor.  If  “America
collaborates with” Japan in forcing US military
bases  onto  Okinawa  through  the  democratic
process to “continue imperialism in East Asia”
as chinin argued above, then Lummis refuses
this  collaboration.  Indeed,  it  may  seem
conscientious for “Americans” to pay heed to
their  positionality  vis-à-vis  Japan admired for
embracing defeat in the postwar era, but from
the perspective of Okinawans left in the wake
of  a  continuing  colonialism,  these  identity
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politics are anything but right.    
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