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ALEXYSS MCCLELLAN-UFUGUSUKU —
Between a Rock and Two Nation-
States: Positing Shimanchu
Indigeneity Against the Futenma
Replacement Facility (FRF)

On July 12,2020, | was lying on my couch, catching up on the twitterverse,
when | came across a video. Hundreds of people were squished together, rager
style, without masks, swaying to a song you couldn’t hear. | rolled my eyes
thinking it was some college party, complete with guys in backward hats and
“bro tanks,” oozing with heteronormative masculinity. | checked the caption
and choked on my iced coffee. “Independence Day party video of US soldiers,
rumored to be the cause of a cluster... #4148 # _100."[1]

Hashtag Okinawa.
Hashtag Corona.

Okinawa Prefecture, the political unit that comprises most of the former Ryiikyi
Kingdom, is a chain of hundreds of small islands between Japan and Taiwan
and “home” to roughly half of the US service personnel stationed in Japan.[2]
On July 7, 2020, US Marines informed the Okinawa Prefectural Government

that a coronavirus cluster had been identified at a particularly contentious base:

Marine Corps Air Station Futenma.[3]
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Fence to Camp Schwab, Oura Bay, August 30, 2017.
Photograph by Julia Jen.

[1] My translation. @Oshinako, “kEEA /BN [T
AR—] £HL TVEMREAD/N—F 1 —BEh
[B] > T &7z,” Twitter, July 12, 2020.

[2] As awhole, Okinawa Prefecture itself consists of
0.6 percent of the total landmass of Japan. The largest
island is Ochinaa.
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RS 3 E 1E&H” Rydkyid Shimpo, July 7, 2020.
link.
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MCAS Futenma has for years been what Dustin Wright has called
“the lodestone for Okinawan frustration.”[4] The base first came under deep
scrutiny after the now-infamous 1995 kidnapping and rape of a twelve-year-old
Shimanchu girl by three American servicemen.[5] In 2003, then-Secretary
of Defense Donald Rumsfeld deemed Futenma “the most dangerous base in
the world,” in no small part due to its location in the densely populated city of
Ginowan.[6] Frustration over MCAS Futenma, however, can be isolated not
only to Futenma itself but also to the planned construction of the Futenma
Replacement Facility (FRF) in Oura Bay, Henoko.

The ire surrounding MCAS Futenma and its planned relocation in
Henoko has been the result of years of accidents, crime, and the undermining of
Shimanchu self-determination—evidenced most recently by the Japanese gov-
ernment’s skirting of the results of a nonbinding referendum that voted in heavy
opposition to the construction of the new base. In a recent survey conducted by
the Ryidkyl Shimpo, Okinawa Television Broadcasting, and JX News Agency, 61
percent of the 502 respondents at least somewhat opposed the construction
of the FRF in Henoko; in February 2019 a Prefectural Referendum resulted in
aresounding “No” vote against the construction of the FRF in Henoko, with 70
percent of voters opposing the plan.[7]

The history of land seizure by the United States via “bayonets and
bulldozers,” the high concentration of US soldiers in the Rylkyds, and the
continued protests against the current and future base (which have continually
been ignored by the Japanese central government) position Futenma and the
FRF squarely within the realm of so-called Indigenous issues.[8] However,
while Shimanchu indigeneity is not a question of this paper, it should be noted
that while the United Nations recognizes the “Ryiikyi/Okinawa” (Shimanchu)
people as Indigenous, the Japanese government does not.

[4] Dustin Wright, “Impasse at MCAS Futenma,”
Critical Asian Studies 42, no. 3(2010): 457-468,
link.

[5] Most of my research is about Uchinaa, the main
iland of the Rylkyis; however, | consciously use

the term Shimanchu, meaning “island people,” to
encompass the larger identity of the archipelago.
Shimanchu here is also purposeful, as “indigenous
people” in Japanese does not carry the historical
nuance that it has acquired in English, in Rydkyis this
causes recoil or outright denunciation of the label
outside of scholarly contexts. Shimanchu, literally
“(Rydkyis) island people,” has the capacity to address
issues that have come to be seen as “indigenous
issues,” such as self-determination, land rights, and
preservation of culture and language.

[6] Douglas Lummis, “The Most Dangerous Base in
the World,” Asia-Pacific Journal 16, issue 14, no. 1
(July 2018): link.

[7] “Okinawa Survey Results Show 61 Percent
Oppose Henoko Relocation, 18 Percent Support Abe
Administration,” Ryidkyd Shimpo, July 17, 2020.

[8] “United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples,” ratified September 2007.

Aerial view of Marine Corps Air Station Futenma.
Image from Wikipedia.
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Futenma and the Futenma Replacement Facility Plan

The US military presence in the Ryiikyi islands has been a long-standing point
of contention for the Shimanchu people. Self-determination for the Shimachu
is often undermined by Japan to facilitate a good relationship with the US
military, the most recent of which is the result of a twenty-plus-year plan to
construct the FRF. In 1996, the Japanese and US governments, as part of

the Defense Policy Review Initiative, agreed to relocate MCAS Futenma out [9] Marine Corps Installations Pacific, Marine
Corps Vision and Strategy 2025 (Arlington: Marine

of Ginowan and to Henoko in the northern part of Uchinaa (Okinawa island). Corps Headquarters), undated. Shimanchu people
[9] Despite its intent to move Marines to a less densely populated part of the are not considered Indigenous by the government
. L. . . . . of Japan, but the United Nations has issued four
island, the provisional decision drew controversy because it maintained force recommendations to the Japanese government to
alLs . ayr . do so. Shimanchus are internationally recognized

levels within the prefecture and did not transition them elsewhere in Japan. In as Indigenous. There are a number of articles in
1997, the City of Nago, where Henoko is located, voted no against the project the UNDRIP that the Marine Corps and Japanese
. Lo . ) government would be in violation of Articles 3 and 4
in a local nonbinding referendum.[10] The project continued to be unpopular, of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of

. . . g . Indigenous Peoples (the right to self-determination);
sparking continual protests at Camp Schwab, the existing base in Henoko. Articles 26 and 29, the right to traditional land and to

conserve and protect the environment, respectively;
and, perhaps most critically, Article 30, that “military
activities shall not take place in the lands or territories
of indigenous peoples, unless justified by a relevant
public interest or otherwise freely agreed with or
requested by the indigenous peoples concerned.”

[10] Kyodo, “Residents Vote ‘No’ to Heliport-
Japanese Report,” BBC News, December 21, 1997.

Anti-Henoko protest at Onoyama Park following
Governor Onaga’s passing, August 11,2018.
Photograph by Teodor Jaich.

In 2006, the two countries passed the “Realignment Roadmap,” a
formal plan to construct the FRF in Oura Bay and to transform Camp Schwab
into a large-scale Marine Corps Air Station. While meeting some local
demands, the plan outlined a way to downsize US military forces in Okinawa
as awhole, proposing to send some Marines to Guam and eventually return
land from older bases, contingent, however, on the completion of the FRF.[11]
According to the Realignment Roadmap, construction at Camp Schwab was [11]Rice, Rumsfeld, Aso, Nukaga, “United States-
targeted for completion by 201 4.[1 2] Japan Roadmap for Realignment,” May 1, 2006.
In 2011, actual construction in Oura Bay had yet to begin, but the [12] Rice, Rumsfeld, Aso, Nukaga, “United States-
Security Consultative Committee—a group consisting of the US Secretaries of Japan Roadmap for Realignment,” May 1, 2006.
State and Defense and the Japanese Ministers of Foreign Affairs and State of
Defense—issued a statement reasserting the project’s importance. This time,
emphasizing “the increasing importance of the presence of the US forces in
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Japan, including in Okinawa, to maintain deterrence and strengthen Alliance
capabilities in view of the current evolving regional security environment.”[ 13]
By this time, the long-standing dispute between China and Japan over the
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands was reaching a boiling point, and the United States
had recently engaged in Operation Tomodachi to provide aid to Japan following
the tsunami and subsequent Fukushima nuclear disaster. In 2012, the Security
Consultative Committee issued a follow-up statement maintaining that,

The ministers resolve to continue to work toward the relocation of
MCAS Futenma in a way that meets the criteria: operationally viable, politically
feasible, financially responsible, and strategically sound. The Ministers
reconfirmed their views that the FRF, planned for construction at the Camp
Schwab-Henoko saki area and adjacent waters, remains the only viable solution
that has been identified to date.[14]

The reports did not explain how Camp Schwab’s expansion came
to be viewed as the “only viable option” given increasing opposition from the
local population and the existence of an additional airfield (Kadena Air Force
Base) already in Okinawa and the disproportionately high number of bases and
US servicemen already in the Ryiikyiis.[ 15] By 2016, 70.6 percent of sole-use
American military installations and bases in Japan were located in Okinawa
Prefecture, despite being 0.6 percent of Japan’s total landmass.[16] In 2020,
Uchinaa and its satellite islands hosted one-eighth of all American troops
stationed abroad, on a total of thirty-one installations.[17]

[13] Clinton, Gates, Matsumoto, Kitazawa, “Progress
on the Realignment of US Forces in Japan” (June 21,
2011).

[14] Clinton, Panetta, Gemba, Tanaka, “Joint
Statement of the Security Consultative Committee”
(April 27,2012), 5.

[15] When Nago held its referendum in 1997, 27,000
of the total 47,000 American servicemen in Japan
were stationed in the Ryilkyls. Kyodo, “Residents
Vote ‘No’ to Heliport-Japanese Report,” BBC News,
December 21, 1997.

[16] See United States Government Accountability
Office, “Congressional Committees,” Marine Corps
Asia Pacific Realignment: DOD Should Resolve
Capability Deficiencies and Infrastructure Risks and
Revise Cost Estimates (April 5,2017); and Okinawa
Prefectural Government Office Washington, DC, “US
Military Facilities and Areas on Okinawa Main Island &
its Vicinity,” US Military Base Issues in Okinawa.

[17] Reinsch, John, “Let’'s Push Democratic

Presidential Hopefuls to Address US Bases on
Okinawa,” Truthout, December 8,2019.

Okinawa Base Data Map. Image from the Okinawa
Prefectural Office in Washington, DC.
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Shimanchu as an Indigenous Identity

Indigenous identity in the Shimanchu context is complex and not a given within
the Shimanchu community itself. Laura Kina, a mixed-race Okinawan (Uchi-
naanchu)-American, articulates the nuance of “discovering” Shimanchu as an
Indigenous identity:

[ REMEMBER BEING SURPRISED AT TAULAPAPA MCMULLEN'S

[A SAMOAN AMERICAN FAAFAFINE (THIRD-GENDER) ARTIST]
EXPLANATION THAT OKINAWANS ARE INDIGENOUS BECAUSE
WE WERE THE ORIGINAL INHABITANTS OF THE RYUKYU
ISLANDS AND OUR TRADITIONAL LANGUAGE, CULTURE, AND
LAND HAVE SINCE BEEN COLONIZED BY JAPAN AND THE US.[18]

Kina’s surprise is not an isolated experience and is further compli-
cated by the linguistic connotations of indigeneity as well the numerous labels
and identities Shimanchus can hold simultaneously. Whether it’s because, as
Ryan Masaaki Yokota, Richard Siddle, and others have noted, the Japanese
term for Indigenous, senju minzoku, is historically linked to connotations of
“backwardness,” or because, as Kina notes, it is seen as a highly politicized
subject position, self-identifying as “Indigenous” is not universal among the
Shimanchu community.[19] In an English-language conversation with a person
of Japanese descent, my own identification as “Indigenous Ryukyuan” led
to guffaw and confusion: Why was | was differentiating myself from “other
Japanese”? Why was |, by reiterating that | was Ryukyuan and NOT Japanese,
creating an unnecessary and uncomfortable distinction between these two
identities?

Activist Oyakawa Shinako, in a 2019 interview, relayed a similar
experience: “We had a lot of criticism, especially from Japanese scholars, like,
‘oh, you’re discriminating against Japanese people.’ Or, ‘you’re too nationalis-
tic; that’s not good.’ And | always say, our nation was taken by you. So how can
we be nationalistic?”[20] Kina’s observation, Oyakawa’s experience, and my
conversation are not unusual for Shimanchu Indigenous advocates, and a 2019
study of millennial Okinawans (in the Prefecture) from the East-West Center
goes so far as to say that “Okinawans feel more Japanese than ever.”[21] This
is not to say that Shimanchus (Uchinaanchus in the “Millenial+” report) do not
experience an outsize level of pride in Okinawan identity; the study also found
that “Okinawan or ‘Uchinanchu’ is a powerful and exclusive identity... when we
discussed with older Okinawans, some commented that the sense of Okinawan
pride has been growing, not just within Okinawa itself but throughout the
Okinawan diaspora... We know of no other Japanese prefecture with this level
of local identity.”[22]

The articulation of “Okinawan” as merely a strong local identity
plays down the unique history of the Ryikyi islands, which is unlike any other
Japanese prefecture. Today’s Okinawa Prefecture, the ancestral homeland of
Shimanchu people, was formerly the Ryilkyl Kingdom until it was annexed by
Japan in 1879. Though nominally never a colony, the Rylikyls were governed
akin to one, with Shimanchus undergoing processes of doka and kominka,
assimilation and imperialization, respectively. In understanding Ryukyuans as

[18] Laura Kina, “Ancestral Cartography: Trans-
Pacific Interchanges and Okinawan Indigeneity,” Asian
Diasporic Visual Cultures and the Americas 6 (2020):
48-70.

[19] Ryan Masaaki Yokota, “The Okinawan
(Uchinnchu) Indigenous Movement and Its
Implications for Intentional/International Action,”
Amerasia Journal 41, no. 1,(2015): 65-73; Richard
Siddle, “Return to Uchin: The Politics of Identity in
Contemporary Okinawa,” in Japan and Okinawa:
Structure and Subjectivity, eds. Glenn Hook and
Richard Siddle, (London: RoutledgeCurzon, 2003),
14; and Kina, “Ancestral Cartography,” 68.

[20] Oyakawa Shinako, “Interview with Shinako-
shinshii 071519,” interview by Lex McClellan-
Ufugusuku, July 15,2019.

[21] Steve Rabson, “Being Okinawan in Japan: The
Diaspora Experience,” Asia-Pacific Journal 10, issue
12, no. 2 (March 2012), link.

[22] Charles E. Morrison and Daniel Chinen,
“Millenial+ Voices in Okinawa,” 2019, 12. Charles

E. Morrison and Daniel Chinen, “Millenial+ Voices

in Okinawa: An Inquiry into the Attitudes of Young
Okinawan Adults Toward the Presence of US Bases,”
2019, link.


https://apjjf.org/2012/10/12/Steve-Rabson/3720/article.html
https://www.eastwestcenter.org/publications/millennial-voices-in-okinawa-inquiry-the-attitudes-young-adults-toward-the-presence-us
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different from Japanese, two Shimanchu women, Nakamura Kame and Uehara
Ushi, were displayed in the Human Pavilion at the Fifth Industrial Exhibition in
Osaka in 1903, alongside other Japanese imperial subjects.[23] During World
War Il, one third of Uchinaa’s population was killed during the Batlle of Okinawa.

Okinawa Prefecture once again became called “The Ryukyus” during
the formal US occupation from 1945-1972; it was during this period that the
mass construction of US bases in the Ryiikyls occurred, the majority of which
are still operating today. Shimanchu pride is unique because the RylikyQ’s
history is unique, especially in regard to the US bases. As articulated in the
Millenial+ report: “there is a strong sense of distinct identity and local pride
that appears to be frequently coupled with a resentment narrative that Okinawa
is under-appreciated by the rest of Japan, as demonstrated by the heavy
concentration of foreign bases.”[24]

Pride in a strong Okinawan or Uchinaanchu identity however,
does not equate to a self-proclaimed indigenous identity. Further, the use of
Uchinaanchu and Okinawa can be problematic in that it ties belonging to the
Ryiikyd’s largest island (Uchinaa/Okinawa). As a diaspora, Shimanchus are
spread across the globe, with major hubs in Japan, Hawai‘i, Brazil, Latin Amer-
ica, and the United States. Within the diasporic population, there have recently
been efforts to push for a more inclusive label that ties the island chain together
rather than defer to the main island of Uchinaa. Shimanchu, or people of the
(Ryiikyd) islands, is the result of that push for inclusivity.

My use of Shimanchu here expresses a pride in my identity as
Uchinaanchu, as my family is, in fact, from the island of Uchinaa, and works to
strongly anchor my identity to an Indigenous one with direct ancestral ties to
the Ryikyd islands at large. | employ the term “Shimanchu”—*island” (shima)
“people” (chu)—when referring to myself and other Ryukyuans/Okinawans/
Uchinaanchus in Okinawa Prefecture or in the diaspora, as a way to emphasize
our ancestral connection to the Ryiikyi islands but also connectivity between
ourislands.

Derived from a conversation with Eric Wada, who has been at the
forefront of normalizing the use of Shimanchu, Kina explains, “this shift to using
the Uchinaaguchi word in place of the English word ‘Indigenous’ also shifts
our thinking to how a person is dependent on the island and ofthe island.”[25]
Such a shift in Indigenous identity from a continentally oriented one to that of
an island perspective has simultaneously put Shimanchu Indigenous issues into
larger conversation with Indigenous issues throughout the Pacific, namely in
Hawai‘i and Guahan, which are also marked by deep legacies of US militariza-
tion.[26] As Kina recalls of her conversation with Taulapapa McMullen, while
a continental perspective posits islands and their people as peripheral within
nation-states, Oceanic perspectives fundamentally show islands and their
people as connected through waterways and their possibilities.[27]

[23] Kirsten Ziomek, Lost Histories: Recovering

the Lives of Japan’s Colonial Peoples (Cambridge:
Harvard University Asia Center, 2019): 37. Ziomek’s
interrogation of Nakamura and Uehara’s display in the
pavilion and its potential gray area is outside the scope
of this paper but definitely worth a read nonetheless.

[24] Morrison and Chinen, “Millenial+ Voices in
Okinawa,” 2019, 5.

[25] Kina, “Ancestral Cartography,” 68.

[26] John Letman, “Native People Across the Pacific
Are Resisting Dispossession of Sacred Land,”
Truthout, August 6, 2019, link.

[27] Kina, “Ancestral Cartography,” 59.
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Dual Colonialism and the Ryiikyis

Just as naming and adopting a consolidated Indigenous identity is complicated
for Shimanchus, the colonial situation of the Ryikyis is equally complex.
Though nominally not a colony, the state of Okinawa Prefecture today needs

to be categorized as dually colonized by both the United States and Japan.
Following World War Il, Okinawa Prefecture became the “Keystone of the
Pacific” for the United States military and was severed politically from Japan
until 1972. The exponential increase in US bases in Ryilkyl during the US
occupation period (1945-1972), coincided with an exponential decrease of
bases on the Japanese mainland.[28]

Annmaria Shimabuku points out that: “the vast majority of research
critical of the Okinawan situation either focuses on one side at the expense of
ignoring the other... or attempts to transcend the problem through a ‘universal’
approach.”[29] Instead of focusing only on Japan or the US, Shimabuku posits
that the Ryiiky(s are subject to transpacific colonialism at the hands of both
nations. She articulates that, “insofar as nation-states are mutually vested
in suppressing their ethnic minorities, this approach enables me to open up
a space for the convergence of minority politics in both the American and
Japanese state contexts.”[30] This framework serves to better explain the
complicated space that Okinawa presently occupies: an independent country
until 1879, controlled by the United States Civil Administration of the Ryilkyis
from 1945-1972, and currently governed by Japan in an arrangement that
tacitly allows for occupation by the US military.

The disproportionate number of US servicemen and bases on
Uchinaa specifically and in Okinawa Prefecture generally have been the cause
for protest by Shimanchus against the bases themselves, with sit-ins at Camp
Schwab for over two thousand days, and against the Japanese central govern-
ment and particularly the LDP.[31]

[28] Annmaria Shimabuku, Alegal: Biopolitics and the
Unintelligibility of Okinawan Life (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2019), 37.

[29] Shimabuku Annmaria. “Transpacific Colonialism:
An Intimate View of Transnational Activism in
Okinawa,” The New Centennial Review (2012): 131.

[30] Shimabuku, “Transpacific Colonialism,” 132.

[31] “Okinawa Survey Results Show 61 Percent
Oppose Henoko Relocation, 18 Percent Support Abe
administration,” Rydkyd Shimpo, July 17,2020.

Taken at the protest site outside Camp Schwab,
August 16, 2018. Photograph by Emily Aranda.
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Shimanchus and the United Nations

In April of 2018, Oyakawa Shinako sat on a dais in the Indigenous Media Zone
and delivered a statement on behalf of the Ryukyuan delegation to the Seven-
teenth Session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues:

BECAUSE OF JAPAN'S ANNEXATION AND COLONIZATION, WE
RYUKYU PEOPLE HAVE BECOME A STATELESS MINORITY AND
HAVE BEEN SUBJECT TO DISCRIMINATION AND SUBORDINA-
TION. THE RYUKYU ISLANDS ACCOUNT FOR ONLY 0.6% OF
SO-CALLED JAPANESE TERRITORY BUT WE UNWILLINGLY HOST
MORE THAN 70% OF THE US MILITARY BASES IN JAPAN. MORE-
OVER, BOTH THE JAPANESE AND US GOVERNMENTS ARE VIO-
LENTLY PUSHING THROUGH WITH CONSTRUCTION OF NEW
MILITARY BASES AT HENOKO [THE FUTENMA REPLACEMENT
FACILITY] AND TAKAE, IN THE NORTHERN PART OF OKINAWA
ISLAND IN RYUKYU. THE SITUATION NOW IS THAT WE ARE NOT
RECOGNIZED AS INDIGENOUS PEOPLE, EVEN THOUGH THE UN
ENCOURAGES AND WANTS THE JAPANESE GOVERNMENT TO
RECOGNIZE US AS INDIGENOUS PEOPLE AND PROTECT OUR
RIGHTS, BUT THE JAPANESE GOVERNMENT SAYS “NO, THERE IS
NO SUCH THING AS RYUKYU INDIGENOUS PEOPLE, SO THERE IS
NO DISCRIMINATION TOWARDS YOU."[32]

Self-determination has been a long-standing concern of the United
Nations, as shown in international doctrines like the International Covenant on
Civil and Political Rights and the UN Declaration on the Rights on Indigenous
Peoples (UNDRIP).[33] While Japan ratified the UNDRIP in 2007 and
recognized the Ainu people as Indigenous in 2008 (and again in 2019), it
has continually rebuffed the UN’s recommendation to recognize the “Ryikyi
and Okinawa” as Indigenous.[34] Most recently, in 2018, the UN issued the
periodic report on Japan issued by the Committee on the Elimination of Racial
Discrimination, which stated:

THE COMMITTEE IS CONCERNED THAT THE RYUKY (I/OKINAWA
ARE NOT RECOGNIZED AS INDIGENOUS PEOPLES DESPITE ITS
PREVIOUS RECOMMENDATION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
FROM OTHER HUMAN RIGHTS MECHANISMS. THE COMMITTEE
IS ALSO CONCERNED AT...CHALLENGES REPORTEDLY FACED

BY THE RYUKYU/OKINAWA PEOPLES RELATED TO ACCIDENTS
INVOLVING MILITARY AIRCRAFT IN CIVILIAN AREAS, OWING TO
THE PRESENCE OF A MILITARY BASE OF THE UNITED STATES OF
AMERICA.[35]

In spite of Japan’s insistence on the contrary, legal scholar Uemura
Hideaki asserts, “we must be reminded that peoples who were unilaterally, and
by-force, annexed to the territory of a given nation-state as an unrecognized
colony are called ‘indigenous peoples’ by the currently accepted definitions of
international law.”[36] Uemura’s understanding of Shimanchus as Indigenous

[32] “Indigenous Human Rights Defenders and Land
Rights in Asia—Indigenous Media Zone,” moderated
by Gam A. Shimray, UN Web TV, April 18,2018, video,
24:45, link.

[33] “International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights,” entered into force March 23, 1976; “United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous
Peoples,” ratified September 2007.

[34] Translation of diet resolution from: Ito Masami,
“Diet Officially Recognizes Ainu as Indigenous,” Japan
Times, June 7, 2008.

[35] International Convention on the Elimination

of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, “Concluding
Observations on the combined tenth to eleventh
periodic reports of Japan,” Committee on the
Elimination of Racial Discimination, September 26,
2018.


http://webtv.un.org/search/indigenous-human-rights-defenders-and-land-rights-in-asia-indigenous-media-zone/5773875799001/?term=Japan&sort=date
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despite lacking governmental approval aligns with definitions provided by
Indigenous scholars. Linda Tuhiwai Smith, in her canonical work Decolonizing
Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples, articulates another frame-
work for understanding Shimanchu indigeneity, and the Shimanchu struggle
against Futenma and its expansion as anti-imperialist:

LEGISLATED IDENTITIES WHICH REGULATED WHO WAS AN
INDIAN AND WHO WAS NOT, WHO WAS A METIS, WHO HAD
LOST ALL STATUS AS AN INDIGENOUS PERSON, WHO HAD THE

CORRECTION FRACTION OF BLOOD QUANTUM, WHO LIVED IN

REGULATED SPACES OF RESERVES AND COMMUNITIES, WERE ALL
WORKED OUT ARBITRARILY (BUT SYSTEMATICALLY), TO SERVE
THE INTERESTS OF THE COLONIZING SOCIETY.[37]

Smith’s argument set forth in Decolonizing Methodologies has put
to words what Indigenous peoples have known for centuries: that identities
legislated as Indigenous or not by governments have always been politicized
for the benefit of the colonizer’s agenda. Thinking with Uemura’s and Smith’s
definitions of indigeneity—or, in Smith’s case, about the illegitimacy of having
an Indigenous identity be legislated by the colonizer—means recognizing that
whether or not Shimanchus are Indigenous cannot be accurately or ethically
determined by the very nation-states that are “mutually vested in suppressing
their ethnic minorities.”[38] Shimanchu indigeneity cannot be questioned for
the sole reason that the nation-state of Japan does not see them as such.

Shimanchus are represented at the United Nations and have been
since 1996 when Shimanchu delegations began to participate in the Working
Group on Indigenous Populations.[39] As Ryan Masaaki Yokota articulates,
it could even be said that Shimanchu “identity as indigenous emerged out of
arecognition of the growing post-World War Two influence of international
human rights law.”[40]

DEVELOPMENT OF THE POSTWAR HUMAN RIGHTS REGIME
FROM INDIVIDUAL RIGHTS TO MINORITY RIGHTS AND
EVENTUALLY TO INDIGENOUS RIGHTS SIGNALED THE INAUGU-
RATION OF A NEW ERA IN WHICH SUB-STATE ACTORS COULD
MARSHAL POWERFUL PRECEDENTS FROM INTERNATIONAL
LAW TO IMPACT DOMESTIC ADMINISTRATIVE AND LEGISLATIVE
ACTIONS.[41]

In the postwar period, international law and the emergence of
international governance by bodies like the UN framed how Shimanchus
articulated their indigeneity on the world stage. Today, Shimanchu expressions
of indigeneity cannot be de-linked from struggles against the militarization of
the Rydki Islands.

Like Oyakawa’s statement, which made visible the ongoing violence
of militarization, recounting the numerous rapes, murders, and military vehicle
crashes that have resulted from the US’s presence, Special Rapporteur
Doudou Diéne underscored the pervasiveness of the US miilitary in the daily
lives of many Shimanchu.[42] In his 2006 report on Contemporary Forms of

[36] Hideaki Uemura, “The Colonial Annexation of
Okinawa and the Logic of International Law,” Japanese
Studies 23, no. 2(2003): 122.

[37] Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing
Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples,
Second Edition (London: Zed Books. 2012), 23.

[38] Shimabuku, “Transpacific Colonialism,” 132.

[39] Masaaki Yokota, “The Okinawan (Uchinnchu)
Indigenous Movement,” 59.

[40] Masaaki Yokota, “The Okinawan (Uchinnchu)
Indigenous Movement,” 55.

[41] Masaaki Yokota, “The Okinawan (Uchinnchu)
Indigenous Movement,” 55.
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Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia, and Related Intolerance for the
Mission to Japan, he stated:

THE MOST SERIOUS DISCRIMINATION THEY [SHIMANCHUS]
PRESENTLY ENDURE IS LINKED TO THE PRESENCE OF THE AMER-
ICAN MILITARY BASES IN THEIR ISLAND. THE GOVERNMENT
JUSTIFIES THE PRESENCE OF THE BASES IN THE NAME OF “PUBLIC
INTEREST” HOWEVER, THE PEOPLE OF OKINAWA EXPLAINED
THAT THEY SUFFERED DAILY FROM THE CONSEQUENCES OF
THE MILITARY BASES: PERMANENT NOISE LINKED TO THE MILI-
TARY AIRPORT, PLANE AND HELICOPTER CRASHES, ACCIDENTS
DUE TO BULLETS OR “WHIZ-BANGS,” OIL POLLUTION, FIRES

DUE TO AIR MANEUVERS, AND CRIMINAL ACTS BY AMERICAN
MILITARY OFFICERS. THE NOISE DUE TO AIRPLANES AND HELI-
COPTERS IS HIGHER THAN THE LEVEL PRESCRIBED BY LAW AND
CAUSES SEVERE HEALTH CONSEQUENCES[43]

Diéne’s report articulated the military situation in the Ryiikyis as the
cause of discrimination of Shimanchus in Japan. While not going so far as to
call Shimanchus Indigenous at the time, the report did provide a counternarra-
tive to the government’s continued insistence on the nonexistence of discrimi-
nation—identifying the people of Okinawa as one of three discriminated-against
“national minorities,” which also included the Buraku people and Ainu.[44]

The consistent issues of military-on-Shimanchu crimes, the
concentration of military vehicle crashes in the Ryikyis, and the subversion
of Okinawan citizens’ political will by continuing the construction of the FRF in
Henoko are frequently cited grievances by Shimanchus on the world stage and
particularly in Indigenous spaces such as the Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues.[45] On March 6, 2020, the website for the Nineteenth Session of the
United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues was updated to read,
boldly in red: “The 2020 Session of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous
Issues has been postponed, until a later date to be determined.”[46] For the
Shimanchu Delegation, a number of events had transpired in the Ry(iky{s that
warranted discussion at the Permanent Forum. Since the 2019 forum in April,
a number of high-profile events have happened in Ryiiky{i.[47] Most critically,
perfluorooctane sulfonate and perfluorooctanoic acid had been discovered
in high concentrations in the water sources outside of MCAS Futenma and
Kadena Air Force Base, construction of the FRF in Oura Bay has continued,
and on October 31,2019, Sui Gusuku (Shuri Castle) was destroyed by fire.
[48] When news of the fire, in real time, reached the United States, Hawai‘i, and
other western hemisphere locations with large Shimanchu diasporas, it was
cruelly, ironically, still World Uchinaanchu Day (celebrated October 30).

But for all the issues that the Shimanchu delegation had prepared
to delve into at the Permanent Forum, COVID-19 was just beginning to ravage
the world. On Instagram, the @un4indigenous account stated that in making
the decision to cancel the forum, Members of the Permanent Forum took into
consideration “the already precarious health situation that many indigenous
peoples live in, and the imperative to avoid adverse impacts.”[49] The Ryikyis’
large elderly population was particularly at risk in the COVID-19 crisis. Pre-
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cautions were taken, and by July, Okinawa Prefecture had managed to keep its
infection total at 148.

And yet on July 7, 2020, the Okinawa Prefectural government was
informed by the Marines that there was a cluster of positive coronavirus cases
inside MCAS Futenma.[50] By July 13, the number of cases would balloon to
ninety-four across several bases, in addition to an off-base hotel temporarily
being used to quarantine inbound servicemen (this was later canceled due to
public outcry).[51] The coronavirus issue, though only one lens through which
to look at the tensions surrounding MCAS Futenma, in a moment of global
empathy, maybe a way to shift meaningful focus onto Futenma and the ongoing
issues in the Ryikyds writ large.
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