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Okinawa and Problems of Empire

By Doug Bandow 
 
A bloody military battlefield in 1945, Okinawa is the subject of 
an equally bitter political fight today. A majority of the 
prefecture's residents want the American military to go 
elsewhere. 
 
The U.S.-Japan alliance is almost 50 years old. The treaty's 
terms are simple. The U.S. agrees to defend Japan. Tokyo 
agrees to be defended.  
 
Japan's international role has been circumscribed by Article 9 of the post-war 
Japanese constitution, domestic pacifism growing out of World War II and regional 
fears of revived Japanese imperialism.  
 
Concern in Tokyo is growing over China's rising military expenditures and North 
Korea's ongoing nuclear program, but the pace of policy change remains glacial. 
 
Last August the Democratic Party of Japan ousted the long-ruling Liberal Democratic 
Party. The DPJ advocated a more independent foreign policy and the new 
government let expire authority to refuel U.S. and other allied ships in the Indian 
Ocean.  
 
Even more controversial are American bases in the prefecture of Okinawa (the 
largest island of which also is named Okinawa). In April and May 1945, the island 
suffered through one of the most brutal battles of World War II.  
 
After the war, the occupying U.S. military loaded the main island with bases. Okinawa 
was not turned back to Japan until 1972, but with only a modest U.S. military 
drawdown.  
 
Today the prefecture, Japan's smallest with just 0.6 percent of the country's land 
area, hosts roughly three-quarters of American military facilities and two-thirds of 
American military personnel ― some 27,000 personnel stationed on 14 major bases 
― located in Japan.  
 
The rape of a 12-year-old girl by U.S. personnel in 1995 led to mass protests. A 
decade later the American and Japanese governments agreed to move the Marines 
Corps Air Station at Futenma to a less heavily populated area on Okinawa.  
 
However, Okinawa residents want to remove, not relocate the base. The DPJ 
government announced plans to revisit the 2006 agreement while the Obama 
administration demanded that Tokyo live up to its responsibilities. The Hatoyama 
government is holding consultations, with a decision promised for May. 
 
The ultimate decision lies in Tokyo. If Washington is going to both defend Japan and 
use Japanese territory as a launch pad for intervention elsewhere, troops must be 
stationed somewhere, and Okinawa is centrally located.  
 
In fact, there's no reason for the U.S. to do either. The Cold War ended long ago. 
Enemy threats are far fewer and allied capabilities are far greater.  
 
True, President Barack Obama says that ``America's commitment to Japan's security 
is unshakable,'' but does that mean the U.S. forever must defend that nation? The 
1951 military treaty committed Japan to ``increasingly assume responsibility for its 
own defense against direct and indirect aggression.'' 
 
Tokyo is capable of defending itself. Moreover, the U.S. would be far more secure if 
its allies and friends created forces to discourage aggression and worked together to 
encourage regional stability, rather than depended on Washington. 
 
If the 3rd Marine Expeditionary Force located on Okinawa is not needed to defend 
Japan, then what is it for? Not to reinforce South Korea, which vastly outranges the 
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North on virtually every measure of power. 
 
There also is much talk about maintaining regional stability. But most potential 
conflicts would not warrant American intervention: Should Washington help the Thai 
government fend off ``red shirt'' demonstrators? America should avoid, not seek out, 
war. 
 
Even if U.S. forces left, Okinawa's future would be tied to the more basic question of 
Japan's foreign policy and military posture. If Japan took over responsibility for its own 
defense, as well as contributed to regional and global security, it would have to 
maintain its own military.  
 
The Japanese government needs to assess future dangers and decide on 
appropriate responses ― without assuming that the U.S. Marines will show up to the 
rescue.  
 
Fairness suggests a major drawdown from Okinawa irrespective of whose military is 
protecting Japan. If the U.S. disengaged militarily, these decisions could be made 
without pressure from Washington. 
 
The two countries would still have much to cooperate about, including security. The 
governments could focus on issues of mutual interest, sharing intelligence, preparing 
emergency base access and otherwise cooperating to meet international challenges.
 
With the rise of numerous prosperous allied and friendly states ― most notably 
Japan, but also South Korea, Australia, India and others ― the U.S. should step 
back, prepared to deal with an aggressive hegemon should one arise but determined 
to avoid being dragged into routine geopolitical squabbles.  
 
Then Tokyo could chart its own destiny, including deciding what forces to raise and 
where to base them.  
 
The Japanese government could no longer use American pressure as an excuse for 
inaction in Okinawa. Then Okinawans finally might gain justice ― after 65 long years.
 
Doug Bandow is a senior fellow at the Cato Institute. A former special assistant to 
President Ronald Reagan, he is the author of ``Foreign Follies: America's New Global 
Empire" (Xulon Press). He can be reached at ChessSet@aol.com.  
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