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AMERICA’'S TREATMENT OF OKINAWA
ZNRERD K E D IR~ DR; L5 H
(FESCKETHR)

George Feifer(writer)

If 9/11 had killed the same percentage of our population as the Battle of
Okinawa killed Okinawans, they’d have numbered ninety million, not three thousand.
The largest land-sea-air battle in history devastated the formerly independent
kingdom that had been known and admired for its peaceful ways before Japan
assumed control of it. Their ghastly lesson from the Pacific War that war was that
far from protecting them from anything, military bases on their island invite

destruction from military powers determined to destroy them.

While the mainlanders who started the war were recovering, Okinawans, still
hungry and living in near total ruins in the 1950s—uvirtually every major building
had been reduced to wreckage or ashes—were given a tiny percentage of the aid we
sent to Japan, even though the island was the only particle of formally Japanese
territory that suffered invasion by foreign troops. That’s why they have an
aversion to everything military, unlike our fancy for it.

Yet now, 71 years later, our giant bases still pain them. They hear our
mighty jets roaring overhead not as a guarantee of freedom as our military p.r.
spokesmen are fond of describing them but as sound subjugation. = And they see
the tanks, planes and howitzers park at the gates to our bases there, with
understandable pride, as invitations to repeat the nightmare.  Our 38 facilities
occupy fully 20 percent of Okinawan territory make them shudder rather than
breathe easier. Almost all are on flat land that used to be arable. It had always

been scarce on the mountainous island and we’re making it more so.

Still hungry and living in near total ruins in the 1950s while the mainlanders

who started the war were recovering, the islanders got a tiny percentage of the aid
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we sent to Japan, even though it was the only particle of formally Japanese territory
to suffer invasion by foreign troops. And our military presence continues to diminish
their lives like a permanent physical handicap. Not our presence as welcomed
visitors but as occupiers, which is essentially what we remain, whatever the legal
arrangements between Washington and Tokyo—Okinawan representatives were
excluded—that secured our “rights” that so obviously violate more fundamental
human rights.

In the sense that American forces remain on the site much against the
majority will, the Battle of Okinawa never ended for Okinawans. With their
territory and lives disfigured by barbed-wire fences around mile after mile of our
bases, it’s hard to defend the violations of our belief in truth, justice and decency
without ignoring all considerations except narrowly military ones, and not even all
of those. In addition to all its unwarranted and untoward aspects, it's
fundamentally unlawful: the Japan-US Security Treaty of 1960 that provides legal
warrant for our bases throughout Japan, including on Okinawa, entitles us to station
troops there for “the purpose of contributing to the security of Japan and the
maintenance of international peace and security in the Far East.” Since 1990,
however, our forces have been repeatedly dispatched from there for participation in
the Gulf, Afghanistan, and Iraq Wars, and held in readiness to be launched for attack
of other distant enemy territory.

Harper Lee, author of The Mocking Bird, warned that “you never really
understand a person until you consider things from his point of view.” In other
words, put yourself in others’ shoes, in this case, Okinawans’ sandals. How would
we like it if a large percentage of the best American land were under the concrete of
a foreign power’s military bases? If, for example, Long Island, Massachusetts,
California’s Sacramento and San Joaquin valleys—or; to suggest a more accurate
territorial equivalent, half our Midwest—were occupied by Russian or Chinese
bases? And that’s not taking into account most Okinawans’ aversion to everything

military, unlike our fancy for it.
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After our 27-year occupation of their island—23 more than ours of
Germany—promises to disband or much shrink our bases propelled their 1972 vote
toreverttoJapan. A 1969 agreement signed by President Nixon and the Japanese
prime minister stipulated that they would be reduced to “the same level” as on the
Japanese mainland after reversion. It would soon become evident that Tokyo’s
deception about that was in keeping with its history of abusing Okinawa, which
Washington understood perfectly well. Not wanting the bases on its sacred land, it
had shunted most of them to the far smaller island that lay some 600 miles south of
Kyushu, the southernmost of the four major home islands. Questioned about that
wild imbalance, Tokyo officials answered that the fault lay with history, presumably

meaning their government had nothing to do with the arrangements it made.

Okinawans had far too little political clout to make Tokyo honor its promises.
At the same time, Washington of the great influence on Japanese foreign policy was
and is ultimately responsible for the 70 percent of our bases in Japan on its 0.6
percent of official Japanese territory now, 43 years later.

Of course not all Americans are guilty of the violations by commission and
omission. Most of the people of Hawaii, who also live on a small island or, more
properly, a collection of them, are admirable exceptions. A Resolution of the City
Council of the city and county of Honolulu dated __ reminded that many
Okinawans remember the three-month battle as “a dark episode in the long history
of Okinawans being sacrificed for the greater good of Japan.”  (The mistreatment
of un-militaristic Okinawans, who had no weapons on their island before Tokyo
seized it together with the other Ryukyus in 1879, often sneering at its distinctly

different culture that had no love for The Way of the Samurai.)

Are our big sticks taking us where we want to go or are they sowing future
trouble for us? How sound will be be in the long run that the United States, born in
wariness of military influence on politics, may now be spending nearly as much on

“defense” than the rest of the world combined.
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Okinawans have far too little political clout to make Tokyo honor its promises
The prefecture remains the poorest of Japan’s 47 and its people are still subject to
racial discrimination. At the same time, Washington, with its great influence on
Japanese foreign policy, was and is ultimately responsible for the 70 percent of our
bases in Japan that now, 43 years later, are still shunted to its 0.6 percent of official
Japanese territory.

In the sense that American forces remain on the site much against the will
of the great majority of the islanders, the Battle of Okinawa never ended for
Okinawans. The barbed-wire fences around mile after mile of our bases disfigure
their territory and lives, suggesting a disturbing resemblance to King George III's
treatment of the American colonies. The violations of our belief in truth, justice
and decency are difficult to defend without ignoring all considerations except
narrowly military ones, and not even all of those supply support: some American
experts say the bases have become strategically unnecessary. In addition to all its
unwarranted and untoward aspects, it’s fundamentally unlawful: the Japan-US
Security Treaty of 1960 that provides legal warrant for our bases throughout Japan,
including on Okinawa, entitles us to station troops there for “the purpose of
contributing to the security of Japan and the maintenance of international peace and
security in the Far East.” But as Gavan McCormack of the Australian National
University recently pointed out, our Marines there

are neither a defensive nor a Far Eastern force but an expeditionary “attack”
force, dispatched repeatedly since 1990 for participation in the Gulf,
Afghanistan, and [raq Wars, and held in readiness to be launched as a ground
force into enemy territory. As a senior official in the Japanese Department of
Defense putit, the 3rd Marine Division is a “force for deployment at any time

to particular regions beyond Japan...not for the defense of particular regions.”

Shouldn’t the people whose forbearers have lived on land for generations

determine its use? Are our big sticks taking us where we want to go or are they
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sowing future trouble for us? And how sound will it be in that long run that the
United States, born in wariness of military influence on politics, may now be
spending more on “defense” than the rest of the world combined, as some
economists estimate? (The use of “defense” illustrates George Orwell’s thesis
about twisting language for political purposes as well as any other.)

Let’s leave aside the virtually ignored question of whether our enormous
military establishment has been leading us to the calamities that result from the also
virtually inevitable misuse of weapons to attack problems that weapons can'’t solve,
as virtually all empires have done throughout history. Let's also postpone
considering what our love affair with firepower is doing to our politics and culture,
despite our Founding Fathers’ warnings about the danger of that happening. But
listening to people on whom we very greatly impose is something else.

If you visit the island and tour some of our 38 facilities, you may be prompted
to ask whether our military establishment and thinking are making us the people we
want to be and our Founding Fathers urged us to be. Even if you don’t get to know
extremely courteous Okinawans long enough for them to open up about their wish
to be free, it may also cause shame.  Of course they have their share of lotus-eaters
and money-grubbers who want more of the money the bases “earn” in ground rent,
now paid almost entirely by Tokyo, and the owners of bars and cafés want more
takings. But the majority wants nothing more than to be left in peace. Whose
land is it, after all?

And we’ll be doing a service to ourselves too if we leave the bases or much
shrinkthem. Ifnot, the resentment of us for our overbearing presence and reliance

of force will damage us too in the long run.
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