
The Signiffcance of the Seminar on the Commemoration of

the Reversion of Okinawa

Akio Watanabe

Professor of lnrernarional Relarions
The Univenity of Tokyo

The Ba le ofOkinawa. tought over an 8G
day penod in April June 1q45. $as one ot rhe
ltraior hisroncal evenr\ s)mholicall) Ineft'ng the
closing dayr of rhe Pacif ic war ( l016-1q45)
Many ol the fierce ba le. loughr during rhar $ar
l|,ave eamed special recognition in the arnats of
military history, and each and every one of them
has been deeply engraved into the Japanese
cusciousness. The Battle of Okinawa, however.
baving been fought within the ftontiers of Japan
itsel f  and having ensnared many ordinary
ci t izens In rrs mael( l rom. hds an exlraordin, l )
f td unequaled signi l - ic, ince lor the Iapanese
Funhermore, rhe tacl  lhar Okinatra remaineu
onder lhe control of the U.S. milirary so long
after the war has given the name 'Okinawa' an
c t e n  g r e a t e r  s y m b . l i c  p l a c e  i n  J a p a n e r e
memories ol  rhe Pacif ic War: A con\ iderahrc
amount of time passed before Japan's post-war
h i s r o r )  w a s  a b l e  r o  m o ! e  b e l o n d  r h e  p , i g e
lEaded the Batlle of Okinawa ln the summer
of 1c65. Sato Eisalu. rhe frrsr Japane\e pr ime
Minister ever to visil Okinawa, proclaimed rhar
'withour rhe rc!ersion ot Okrnawa llo Japanese
control l  there can be no end ro rhe po(r-s
p€nod .  and he cef l . in l)  cpote ior a grea'
n u m b e r  o I  J r p a n e s e  c i r i / e n .  o r  s i m r l a l
convrcuon.

Japan was off ic ial ly released from
occupalion by ihe Sm Francisco Peace Treal),
and on 28 April 1952 it rejoined rhe international
community. Twenty years later, on 15 May
l9?2. Ol inawa was retumed lo Japan Wirh rhe
passage of yet another iwo decades, we
s(heduled xn academic {eminal lor May lqq2 I
Fovide both American and Japanese scholars an

opportuni ly to reconsider f tom a var iely of
angles the signi f icance of lhe reversion of
Okinawa Today, forty years afrer rhe
conclusion of the peace treaty marking lhe end of
rhe Pacrfic war. Japan occupres a very irnponanl
place both globally and wirhin Asia. As rhe
rnternat ional communiry undertakes rhe
fashioning of a new world order, we believe it
i m p o r r a n r  r o  e \ a m r n e  p o . r - s a r  J a p a n e r (
diplomacy. U.S.-Japan relations. and the history
of international relaiions in Asia as a whole irl
looking back upon how the road was paved for
Okinawa's reversion and what impact thal
episode has had on U.S -Iapan relat ion. and
tnFmaLronal relal ions ln the Asta-Pacif ic regton.
From an academic srandpoint.  this 20th
an0rversary was a one,t lme opportunrty to
c ^ n d u c r  i n r e r v i e q s  w i r h  p e r c o n s  d r r e c t l )
i n \ o l r e d  r n  t h e  r e ! e r ( r o n  a n d  l o  o r g a n i T e
essential documentation an opportunity that we
could not afford to ler pass.

Naturally. numerous approaches can be
tal<en in assessing the historical significance of
Okinawa s reversion. The question of lhe place
of rhe Ohndwa prohlem in lhe conlext ofJapan ,
p,rsr $ar hirrory ha'  alread) been menrioned.
Qu'te ftankly, Okinawa was one oflhe posr-war
i"ues rhar .houlJ ha\e been rerolved in rhr
peace treaty with Japan but was not. Unlike
oiher p.oblems of ihe post war period. lhis issue
sa: one t ied \eD closely ro U.S.-Japan relar ions
alier the peace lreaty. Though the call of rhe
residents of Okinawa for a return ro thc
motherland' weDt unheeded during ralifi cation of
lhe peace treaty.  the treaty 's recogni l ion of
Japan's 'potent jal  sovereignry lef l  the door
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panially open. Final serttemenr of the issue of
Okinawa's srarus, however, was lefi to the future
of U.S.-Japan relat ions. In other words, rhe
leader\ ofborh Japan and lhe U.S hnked $e rar(
of Okinawa to furure developments in relarions
between the two countr ies. For lhat reason
alone, the srory of Okinawa is itself the story of
posr-war U.S.-Jspan reladons

How should one interpret, from such a
standpoint,  the reversion of Okinawa rw
decaJer afrer rhe peace maryl For rhe resrdenrs
of Okinawa these years undoubredly meanr
exlremel) long per\ererance lt one accepls thd
i l  i s  l h e  d u t y  o r  r h e  s t a r e  t o  l r e a t  i t q  p e o p r (
withoul di \cr imrnarion, lhen rhe fact lhal  rhrs
duly went unfulfilled for a period of 20 years
clearly leaves only Japan ro blame. The speciat
effons expended by rhe Japanese governmenr
srnce re\ersion ro br ing r .rJd-ndrr i  (mainland
standards) to Okinawa-as a first srep in its
Okinaqa Promorion and Development plan-
srem ftom the pa\r inabrlrry ro suppon Oknawa

Was lhere really no way ofdealing with thrs
issue afrer rhe peace neat) other lhan dn{int
Okinawa into the conrext of U_S-Japan relations
and leaving it under rhe conrinued conrrol of the
U.S.' From $e \en sran. rhere \rere people In
bolh the U.S. and Japan who advocated ihe
return of Okinawa to Japanese adminisrrative
aulhority, asse(ing that American possession of
mi l i raD bases on OUna\ a rn compl iance *rth
lhe te'ms of rhe U S -Japan Secunly Agrerment.
d, $i lh i rs bd\e(,  in mainland Japan. woutd
suffi ciendy proiecl American military inrerests.
Uffestricted use of rhe Okinawa bases, free ftom
any political considerarions due an autonomous
Japan, however,  was seen by the U_S. as
incomparably valuable t. irs Cold War arm, In
addition, the perceptions of American polilical
leaders regarding Japan's reservations about the
U.S. '  mi l i tary role. even withiD rhe basic
framework ofthe U.S. JapaD Friendship Treary.
made fie U.S. increasing reluctant ro give up
u n r e s t r r c r e d  u . e  o f  i r s  O k i n d q a  b a s e :
Consequent ly.  the keystone of the U.S. '
Okinawa policy was that Okinawa could no( be
turned over to Japan unril the dark clouds of
clanger oler rhe fter sorld drsper'ed and a (le
sky appeared oo the Far East horizon. This was

lhe political atmosphere in Washington when in
la65 P' ime Minisrer Sato. dur ing his vir i r  ro
Naha. gave voice to the Japanese peopte's hop€s
for Okinawa's reversion.

The Sato-Johnson Joint Communiqui of
1967 promised 1o decide the t iming of a
re\ersion ol  Okina$a sirhin a tew year( .
af let  r$o or rhree years .  al ter l$o )etu\ had
pa..ed. a ba.rc con\ensus $as reached in rh\
l a 6 q  S a t o - N r \ o n  m e e t i n S ,  o n  a  n o o .
nuclear/hondo nami reversion. These were
indeed remarkable developmenrs. The
.onclun\e fac'or behind the Amencan decisiou
was a recognition that any immediate benefits to
be gained by insisaing on the unrestricted use of
O k i n a $ a  $ o u l d  b e  l a r  o u r w e r g h e d  b y  l h e
problems this would I ikely cause the
mainlenance of sound U.S.-Japan relatioos. For
rhe rationilltst.. who beltered that lbts wds th(
proper course for U.S.,Japan relat ions, the
resolurion of rhe Okinawa rssue in lhrs fashiox
was perhaps no more than what should have
been done?. Neverrheless, it is not an easy rhing
to abandon benefirs already in hand in the hopes
of gaining vague and uncertain long-rerm
trenefits, even more so when the interests of such

organizat ion as the U.S. nutrrar,

From the vantage of hindsighr, one norices
lhat iu\t abour the lime that American pol'fical
decision makers commenced secret preparations
to make the rcversion of Okinawa rhe neir item
on lhe [ .S lapan agenda. U.S. relar ions wrth
China began ro .ee rmprovemeot. tr would nor
be in |he least unusual to imagine tha( some
c o n n e c t i o n  e \ i \ l e d  b e t $ e e n  t h e s e  t $ u
occurence\. Ho\rever, as far as we hale beel
a b l e  I o  c o n f r r m  s i r h  A m e f l c a n  g o v e r n m e o l
officials al thar time. includrng Secretar) or Slard
Kr,vnger. there L no e\ idence ror lhe exislenc(
of any such :ational model' of political decision
malringi the Okinawa issue was always confined
wilhin fie limits of U.S.Japan relations. This
m e a n s .  r h e r e f o r e .  r h a r  i m p r o v e d  S ' n o - U . S .
relation' and rhe \ubsequenl appedrance ol blue
skie) on rhe l-d-r Ea(l hon/on were nor direcd,
responsible for making rhe reversion ofOkinawa
posrible.  Indeed. Irum rhe sLandpoinl  of  U.S.
military authorities still bogged down in the
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Vietnam war. any pol icy change thar would
endanger the mililary value of Okinawa was
cenainly out ofthe quesrion.

The withdrawal of nuclear weapons (Mace
B, deploled rn Okinawa was a srmlar rssue w.
know today thar the utility of rhis rype of nuclear
weapon haLj already dropped consrderabl)  b)
l h i s  r i m e  a n d  r h a r  r h i s  f a c l
Ino$ledge amonp cpecial is ls in lhe f ie ld anJ
even knowr lo some degree oubide the field. In
other words. the miliiary technological obstacles
to the re\eaion of a non-nucleal Okinawa had
already been lose'ed While rhrs was cenainl.)
so. again $ingr drd nor proceed dlong a ,Lrarghr
line plolred by .ome rariondj modet ol pohtrcdl
decision-making.
Poinrrng our rhe objecrile laclors rrelaled to rhe
i n r e r n a t i o n a l  a r m o s p h e r e  a n d  m i l  a r )
technology) that ac€elerated progress towards a
rerersion of Okrnawa. even il we suppose rhaL
pohrcal deci\ion malers were aware of lhecL
facrors bur did nol acl on rhem, in and or ilself
has meaning. More imporlanl .  lhough. is rhe
abilily ot political leaden ro take ad\antage ot
lhe oppof lunir ies hom ol the changes in the(e
obiecr ive facrors (such opponuni l ies normal l ,
s e e m  r n s i g n i f i c a n t  a t  h r s t r .  l o  s e r  a  d e l r n r r e
cour"e ard to bring rhe issue ro a clear oulcorne
In the shadows of the accomplishments of $ese
poliucal leaders. rhough. stand lhe uncelebrared
&votion and talent of the countless people who
assisted them. Walking back along the rcad to
Okina\ra s reversion. one is deeply rmpre*ed b,
the presence o[ rhese people and d'e rnajor and
minor dramas in which rhey acred. The
p r o c e s s e s  l e a d i n g  u p  t o  r h e  d i p l o m a l r c
nego[at ions on Okina$a s re!ersron required
extremely delicare handlinS. bringrng ro nund.
numt€. ol surgeons ar work Ju\l a( rn surger).
where it is practically impossible to create a
completely germ-free environment, success in
dplomatic relauonc oflen rehes a great deal on
luck.

Conrinuing wl lh rhrs andiogy. how shoulu
the results of the reversion negot iat ions be
evaluatedl In ahe sense that the surgeons were
able 10 remove a potentially cancerous growlh
ftom the U.S.-Japan relationship before ir was
too lale, the operation was a success. In lighl of

fie varous fncrons rhar have ari\en sin€e, whal
sould hdve happenei ro U.S -Japan relarions had
the Okinawa problem been lefi unresolved? (One
can wel l  imagine the effects on U.S-Japan
r e l a r i o n .  r f .  g r ! e n  s u c h  a  ' i r u o r r o n .  r h e  l g S
m r l r r a r )  c o m m a n d e r  a r  O l i n J q a  q e r e  r o
announce that a continued American military
presence in post-Cold War Asia was needed to
preverl lhe military resurgence of Japan) The
senes of accords and agreemenls resulting ftom
t h e  O t i n a q a  n e g o l | a r i o n s  w a s  l r k e  m o s l
diplomatic negotiations. the produci of difficult
compromises, and if one looks hard enough il
would not be difficult to find some imperfect
sutures. The Korea. Taiwan, and Vietnam
clauses and the vague wording on the
r e d e p l ^ ) m e n l  a f  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  $ e r e  a l l
subjecrr of  dehare ar lhe l rme These extemal
factors were cenainly capable of inflaning the
sulures, but with time these stitches healed over
to become relalively unnoticed scars. In &e end.
the results of diplomatic negotrations, as those of
.urgery. are deleffiuned by Lhe recupemtive sLate
of the patienl, and success or failure must be
evaluaGd from a long-term persp€ctive.

How, then, did U.S.-Japan relations fare
afrer rhi' major su'pe'yl 4\ mentioned earlier.
the Olinawa re!e6ron |es al rhe mrdpoinl of $e
4 0 - ) e a r  h i , r o r y  o f  p o \ l - t r e a r y  U  S  - J a p a n
relat ions. Conparing U.S. Japan relat ions
before and after Okinawa s revercion, one can
quickl) conclude rhat Japan ' polirical rold in $e
A r i a - P a c ' f r c  r e g r o n  h a s  ' e e n  r e m d r k a b l e
e\pansion. U.S. e\pecrrt ions of a more acr ive
role for Japan in the Asia-Pacific region entered
greatly inio ihe decision to return Okinawa. In a
manner of speaking. the Okinawa reversion
signif ied the U.S. choice of a trust ing
relationship with Japan as the basis of its future
Asian polrc) Such a U.S Japan parmership wa5
In r l .el f  an expre<rion of the e\pectar ions thar
U.S. leaders had of Japan. using the Okinawa
reversion as collaleral. Nalurally ihe spe€ifrc
n a r u r e  o l  l h e  p a r r n e r s h i p  w a s  n o r  c l e a r l y
determined at the outset,  and was iodeed
somethin! rhar wo'r ld have ro be gradual ly
d e f i n e d  r h r o u g h  l a t e r  d e r e l o p m e n l (  I n  I ' S . -
Japan relauons. Thi' rs an ongornS process. and
no final judgmenl can yet be handed down on the
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conseqrences. However, it is evid€nt that Japan
has a€cepted more political responsibility in Asia
since the reversion and that the U.S. Japan
partnership has taken on even greater imponance
for intemational relations in the Asia-Pacific
region.

Social and economic changes in Okinawa in
rhe 20 years sinc€ reversion have on the whole
been for the bet ier.  though Okinawa does
continue to host an enormous American military
base. Mosl importandy, Okinawa has been
restored ro r ts status as a prefeclure of lapan.

givinf its p€ople a fealing olcontentnrent a5 wel,
as of pride. In this sense, too, lhe operation can
be de€med a success. Today. as Japan attempts
ro fulfill an rmportanl role in the Asia-Pacinc
region. hope. are hiSh rhal i ts southernmosl
prefecture, Okinawa, will lend the vigor of its
own historical and cultural heribge to this task-

I have atl,empted in lhis very limited space
to comment on the f inal  report  and
accompanyinp documentdl ion trom the U.S
Japan Acadenuc Seminat: I srncetely hope Lhal
renlers will find it useful.
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