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Event Report

Resistance and Mourning in the Place Where We
Stand: Gender, Sexuality and The Issue of the
U.S. Military Bases in Okinawa

Coordinator: Yuki Hanyu

(Research Institute Assistant, CGS)

September 30th, 2018 was an election day. It was the day the new governor
of Okinawa, the successor of former governor Takeshi Onaga who died in
August, was elected. It was also a chaotic day, as typhoon Trami caused the
cancellation of trains in many areas of Japan, including Tokyo. Despite the
turbulent situation regarding both politics and weather, CGS held the event
“Resistance and Mourning in the Place Where We Stand: Gender, Sexuality
and The Issue of the U.S. Military Bases in Okinawa.” The following speakers
were invited: Ms. Suzuyo Takazato, who, as a co-representative of The Okinawa
Women Act Against Military Violence (OWAAMYV), has fought against sexual
and military violence in Okinawa through organized activism; Dr. Kozue
Akibayashi, who specializes in peace education and gender studies and has
lectured on the importance of OWAAMV’s activities; and three members from
“Damattera-Ren” (No Silence Collective), Ms. Misako Ichimura, Ms. Noriko
Kyogoku, and Ms. Sora. This collective performed a silent rally in Shinjuku
against the rape and murder by a former U.S. Marine in 2016 in Okinawa, and
later on made a zine reporting this rally.

Before summarizing the content of the event, I would like to briefly explain
the purpose of this event. One of its purposes was to gain a better
understanding of the issue of the military bases in Okinawa by paying attention
to the violence inflicted by the military, especially sexual violence—which is

often ignored even in anti-military-base movements—and by doing so, to
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consider possible ways of forming movements that also fight this violence.
Another purpose was to question our own attitude towards the lives that have
been lost and the sexuality of victims that has been altered as a result of
military sexual violence. That is to say, we aimed to ask how we did —and in
the future can continue to—bring together grief and mourning for the victims
of violence in Okinawa and resistance against the sociopolitical structures that
cause those cases, while being conscious about our own positionality. The event
began with my recount of the history and current situation of anti-military-base
movements, after which I explained to the audience the above-mentioned
purpose of this event. Then the speakers went on to share their views.

Ms. Takazato first talked about the requiem for women injured by sexual
violence during and after the wartime that the group she was a part of created
on the occasion of the erection of “The Cornerstone of Peace,” which they did
because their stories were not mentioned on that cornerstone. This requiem
addresses forms of suffering that might not be included within the concept of
“wartime suffering” in a narrow sense, but nevertheless were caused by the
war and the sociopolitical structures left by the war. While briefly introducing
the “A-sign” (‘A’ stands for ‘approved’) permit system in occupied Okinawa,
Ms. Takazato then went on to emphasize that the policy of occupation went in
tandem with sexual exploitation. On the one hand, after the war, women in
Okinawa functioned as the stand-in for Okinawan men as the object of U.S.
military personnel’s violence. On the other hand, they brought in U.S. dollars
through their sex work. She also pointed out that, even though every year
women lost their lives due to the U.S. military’s violence in occupied Okinawa,
those women’s lives were not publicly mourned because of the stigma against
women working in the sex industry.

Of course, this is not just a problem of Okinawa. When considering the
stance of the Japanese central government regarding the existence of the U.S.
military as necessary for the security and peace of Japan as a whole, it is more

appropriate to say that the injury and death of women in Okinawa is being
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wrongly justified for the sake of a “secure” and “peaceful” Japan as a whole;
and, as far as this situation continues, the problem of military bases in
Okinawa—which inevitably includes violence against women—must be
understood as a problem of the people living in “mainland” Japan or Yamato,
of those who actually imposed the bases on Okinawa. Thus, as Ms. Takazato
argued at the end of her talk, it is necessary to create an environment in which
women can express their suffering openly, and to aim for a restoration of the
dignity of the victims, rather than the restoration of the sovereignty of Okinawa
or Japan.

The talk by Dr. Akibayashi began with the explanation of her personal
connection to OWAAMYV. In 1996, while she was studying under the guidance
of Betty Reardon—a pioneer of peace education studies—she met several
members of OWAAMY, who had come to the U.S. for a speech tour. Since then,
she has collaborated with OWAAMY, especially with regards to fostering
women’s international networks. She emphasized that Ms. Takazato’s great
efforts in building such an international network were motivated by the fact
that people in “mainland” Japan have not paid enough attention to OWAAMV’s
activities and to sexual violence by the military in Okinawa, foregrounding,
thus, the responsibility of those in “mainland” Japan with regards to the
problem of the military bases in Okinawa. In other words, she suggested that
it was, in the first place, the responsibility of those living in “mainland” Japan
to resist militarism in Okinawa, and that, unless this problem is resolved,
colonialism continues. Moreover, while applauding the achievement of the
World Conference on Women in Beijing in which sexual violence under armed
conflicts was acknowledged as a part of invasion strategies, Dr. Akibayashi
pointed out that this framework often renders unnoticeable sexual violence
inflicted by stationed troops, a problem which Ms. Takazato and others have
continuously pointed out. Dr. Akibayashi also stressed that former suzerain
states were accountable for conflicts and military sexual violence in (their)

former colonies and developing countries. She argued that while explicit
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military sexual violence in areas of military conflict is problematized for its
cruelty, the violence inflicted by stationed troops after war has ended is
invisibilized —a phenomenon that has its roots in a colonialist imaginary.
The last talk of the event was delivered by members of the collective
“Damattera-Ren.” As they explained at the beginning of their talk, this
collective is mainly constituted by members of “Danwara-Ren,” another group
that has criticized Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s statement (danwa) in
2015. Later, in 2016, they saw themselves confronted with conflicting
sentiments upon learning about the murder of a woman by a former U.S.
Marine officer: intensified sorrow and anger at the crime and doubts whether
a protest would be enough. They felt that the violence experienced by the
people in Okinawa was violence that could happen to themselves as well, while
being aware of the fact that they were also—as those living in “mainland”
Japan—perpetrators, that is, responsible for the violence that had happened
in Okinawa. These complex feelings, they said, often resulted in silence. Yet,
silence does not mean having no voice. So in order to show that what made
them silent was the structural violence at play in Okinawa and Japan and that
this silence is far from acquiescing to that violence, they named their collective
“Damattera-Ren,” a wordplay which literally translates to “I cannot keep silent
anymore,” with the final “Ren” also having the original meaning of “collective.”
Throughout the rest of their talk, they introduced their feminist zine in which
they included a chronology of sexual violence against women in Okinawa by
OWAAMY, and their activities to raise awareness about the importance of
protecting the everyday live of people from military violence, giving the
example of their “Anti-war dinner party in front of Japan Ministry of Defense”
(Boeisho mae hansen gohan), among others. Although this event had to be
curtailed due to the typhoon, we saved some time at the end for a floor
discussion, since one of the purposes of this event was to encourage the
audience to reconsider the problem of the military bases in Okinawa from their

own position. Some asked about how to face and deal with sexual violence;
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others asked about possible similarities of the situation in Okinawa with that
of other countries that also have military bases. Although it was unfortunate
that we had to shorten the event (even the time allotted for the speakers), I
think we were still able to provide an opportunity for the participants to
deepen their understanding of the problem of the military bases in Okinawa—

of this problem that “mainland” Japan or Yamato has imposed on Okinawa,

as it is worth repeating once again.



