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Preface 

 

 I used to hate being Japanese. I did everything I could to hide it by: talking to my mom in 

English whenever I was around my friends; asking my mom to make me sandwiches instead of 

bento lunches; and wearing clothes I bought at Limited Too. I wanted to be anything but Japanese. 

And when my father told me that we would be moving away to Japan when I was in fourth grade, I 

thought it was the end of the world, and I weeped for several days. I think about this moment now, 

and I am still confused as to why I had such a visceral reaction about Japan and being Japanese 

when I had only been there for a year after I was born.  

 My resentment toward my Japanese background, however, shifted after I moved to Japan 

during 4th and 5th grade. Immersing myself into the daily lives of Japanese culture, I felt a sense of 

pride and belonging. I finally felt comfortable in my own skin after realizing and learning about the 

beauty, complexity, rich history, and traditions of the culture of which I am a part.   

 I spent more time standing next to my mom in the kitchen as she prepared meals, because 

that was the part that excited me most about Japanese culture. Food wasn’t just to fill our bellies, 

but it was a form of gesture, form of artistic expression, appreciation, love, and connection, food is 

central to Japanese culture. I had these moments with food, especially during New Year’s, where 

we would celebrate for four days, expressing our appreciation toward food and other ways of life 

that helped us through another year. On New Year’s Eve, we ate toshikoshi soba which symbolizes 

the year passing. For the first three days in January, most households in Japan carry on the “osechi” 

tradition from the Heian period (794-1185). My mother would spend hours preparing the three-

tiered bento box; each dish contained vegetables, fruits, and fish that symbolized different  

meanings, related to the name of the food or to its appearance. For example, the black beans called 

the kuromame, are a symbol of health; gobo, a budrock root, is a symbol of strength and stability. 

My mother showed her love and care not only through the preparation of food, but also making sure 

all of us ate each of these items. After moving back to the US, I was grateful for my mother’s 

cooking. Even though I spent most of my days speaking in English, engaging in activities outside of 

my cultural background, I was able to come home to a home-cooked meal where I not only satiated 

by hunger, but also reconnected with my identity. 

After moving away to college, I found myself experiencing feelings of cultural dissonance. 

My mother often sent me home with pre-made food and ingredients whenever I went back to school 

after breaks, but those foods and ingredients only lasted for so long! I learned the ways food is a 
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critical way in which humans sustain the spaces around them; it not only nourishes us, but elicits 

memories, feelings of belonging, and emotional ties.  

I was able to transfer my longing toward reconnecting with my cultural background through 

my research on Okinawa, Japan. (If I told my elementary school self that I would concentrate so 

much of my undergraduate career on a research project about Japan, she would be mortified and 

incredibly confused.) My research journey began during my first year, in an entry level writing 

requirement course where we worked on writing a research proposal pertaining to food and health. I 

proposed a study on whether or not cultural and traditional food practices maintained good health 

by comparing diets of people in Blue Zone communities to that of people in non-Blue Zone areas. 

First coined by Dan Buettner, certain countries were identified as Blue Zones for their high 

concentration of centennials.1 Out of the five different regions classified as Blue Zones, I chose 

Okinawa, Japan, and San Diego, CA.  

The following quarter, I became a fellow of the UC Santa Cruz Challenge Program, where I 

was introduced to research skills and experiences.  Over the course of four quarters, I attended 

multidisciplinary research lectures by faculty, took courses on research skills, and drafted a research 

proposal under the mentorship of Professor Nancy Chen, a renowned Medical Anthropologist 

specializing in food and culture. This program ignited my desire to turn the proposal I wrote in my 

writing class into an actual project; after the completion of the program, I applied to grants and 

scholarships to enable me to conduct field study in Okinawa, Japan.  

While applying for grants and scholarships, my research question abruptly changed when I 

learned that Okinawa was no longer leading the world in longevity ranking even though it was 

considered a “Blue Zone.”2 In 1985, both Okinawan males and females were first in longevity 

ranking in Japan, but after several years, their position slowly began to drop. By 2010, the Japanese 

Ministry of Health reported Okinawa male longevity as 30th out of the 48 prefectures.3 Scholars 

attributed the decline to a lack of exercise and increase in consumption of salt and high cholesterol 

foods.4 With the premise of my research project invalidated, I was upset with myself for not 

learning about this drastic change sooner. However, this finding was a blessing in disguise. Instead, 

I became more alert to questioning the claims of others and more conscientious about reviewing the 

                                                
1 Dan Buettner, The Blue Zones: Lessons for Living Longer from the People Who’ve Lived the Longest (Washington: 
National Geographic Society, 2008). 
2 S Miyagi et al. “Longevity and Diet in Okinawa, Japan: the Past, Present and Future.” Asia Pacific Journal 15, 1 
(2003): 3-9 
3 Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare of Japan, “Annual Ranking Japan,” Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare 
of Japan. 2011. (accessed January 25, 2018).  
4 Miyagi et al. “Longevity and Diet in Okinawa, Japan: the Past, Present and Future.” 3-9. 
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literature. Additionally, I was very curious to find out why the longevity dropped so dramatically 

and was eager to understand and investigate it first-hand.  

With the support of Professor Chen, other faculty, and intramural funding, in the summer of 

2016, I traveled to Okinawa for the first time to investigate the relation between the loss of 

traditional food practices and health. I implemented surveys among a diverse group of local 

participants, and interviewed Okinawans about their daily routines, the historical and cultural 

background of Okinawan traditional food, and daily food consumption patterns. I visited local 

farmers’ markets and community centers. I convinced a few elementary schools to allow me to join 

them for lunchtime to see their school-provided meals, and met with professors at the University of 

Ryukyus who are knowledgeable about Okinawan food culture to gain their perspectives about my 

research topic. After just four days in Okinawa, I collected 150 surveys, 83 pages of field notes, and 

most importantly, a better understanding of the Okinawan lifestyle and a strong desire to return to 

learn more.  

 While in Okinawa, I felt the palpable presence of the U.S. military, which impacts many 

aspects of the daily, lived experiences of Okinawans, from social interactions and mobility to diet. 

Examples I witnessed included instances when conversations were interrupted by the unrelenting 

sounds of U.S. military aircrafts flying directly over residential areas during rush hour; when locals 

drove 30 additional minutes because the Futenma Military base blocked the route that would have 

only taken 10 minutes; and when I asked children what kind of Okinawan dishes they liked and the 

majority preferred McDonalds over their grandmother’s rafutē.  

My research perspective shifted further after taking Political Ecology the following quarter. 

While scholars have documented the drastic shifts in diets, activity patterns, mobility, and sociality 

responsible for Okinawa’s drop in longevity ranking,5 fewer research efforts have sought to 

investigate why Okinawans were exercising less and why fewer Okinawan people were practicing 

traditional food habits. Using the lens of political ecology, I became more aware of the political, 

social, and economic factors that could help explain the drastic change in Okinawan lifestyle from a 

more structural and causal manner.6 Back at UCSC, while reflecting on the responses of surveys, 

interviews, and observations, I felt the powerful presence of the U.S. military in the data I collected, 

and I impatiently sought to return to Okinawa to investigate how indigenous communities like 

Okinawa, resist, adapt, and/or struggle under foreign military occupation. Efforts such as these are 

important given the limited awareness in this country about contemporary U.S. military 

involvement in Japan.  
                                                
5 Paul Robbins, Political Ecology (West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell Publishing, 2012),13. 
6 Ibid., 3.  
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In the summer of 2017, I returned to Okinawa for five-weeks where I spent my time 

observing, interviewing, and surveying local residents and scholars. While there, many people 

asked me why I chose to study Okinawa. Over time, I grew more and more attached to this small 

remote island despite having no direct connection to it. After visiting Okinawa the summer before 

and researching further about the impacts of the US military occupation in Okinawa, my interest 

deepened. Okinawan traditional food culture seems to be slowly fading as the presence of the 

military further encroaches on their daily lives. I personally relate to the ways food and food 

practices impacted residents’ connection to place, as I recall the feelings I had when I moved away 

to college. Although older Okinawans have helped maintain and pass on Okinawan identity through 

food practices, it has become increasingly difficult for Okinawans to practice their traditional 

Okinawan culture while under foreign occupation. With almost all historical landmarks, indigenous 

language, and agricultural land stripped away, traditional food practices are immensely important to 

the resilience of Okinawan identity and culture.  

 For many in this U.S, references to our military involvement in Japan is perceived as 

something relegated to the past, such as the bombings in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Many do not 

understand that the U.S. policies still affect the cultures and traditions of the Okinawan people 

today. I had the privilege of learning more about the complex, multifaceted issues surrounding the 

military occupation. When local people shared their agonizing memories of military accidents— 

planes falling into schools, drunken military drivers who caused deadly accidents, and the 

destruction of people’s homes and property during military exercises—I was deeply moved. I want 

people in the U.S. to know that Okinawa is no longer one of the “5 Places Where People Live the 

Longest and Healthiest Lives.” Instead, due to policies of our government, it is a place where the 

ecosystems that sustained traditional livelihoods have been and continue to be contaminated and 

destroyed; where communities are routinely terrorized by low altitude and night landing exercises; 

where the rape and murder of locals committed by GIs regularly go unpunished; and where land has 

been seized to make way for US bases for social and economic development.7  
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Introduction 
 

If you took a world map and counted the number of U.S. Military bases there are outside of 

the U.S., there would be more than enough for each of the 47 prefectures in Japan. These bases 

appear as tiny dots in Figure 1.1, but their impact is huge. Japan is one of the 180 countries and 

territories that are each stationed with 190,000 troops and 115,000 civilian employees, and are hosts 

to 909 U.S. military facilities.8 In total, the U.S. military owns 795,000 acres of land and 26,000 

buildings; just one facility in Iraq houses 30,000 troops with 10,000 contractors, and extends across 

16 square miles.9 These bases where nearly 100,000 soldiers are trained annually are constructed 

with small listening posts, missile and artillery testing ranges, aircraft carriers, and are equipped 

with deadly weapons “whose killing power could wipe out all life on earth several times over.”10  

 
Figure 1.1 Map of global U.S. military bases 

From sprawling bases in Afghanistan to Korea, the US military uses these occupied 

territories as not only weapon depots and staging areas for war, but also as recreational areas for 

                                                
8 Catherine Lutz, The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle against U.S. Military Posts (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009), 1.  
9 Ibid., 1.  
10 Ibid., 1.  
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basketball courts, golf courses, bars, shops, and prostitution.11 While the US government claims that 

these bases provide regional security in times during war or threats of attack, most of these occupied 

people feel anything but reassured by security; instead, some feel more unsafe and vulnerable than 

before military occupation. Lutz, in The Bases of Empire, reminds us of those communities who pay 

the highest price: “their farmland taken for bases, their children neurologically damaged by military 

jet fuel in their water supply, their neighbors imprisoned, tortured and disappeared by the autocratic 

regimes that survive on US military and political support given as a form of tacit rent for the 

bases.”12 US military and civilian personnel shape local laws to facilitate their access, and allow 

these areas that are paying the highest price to change the constitutions so that when they do break 

local codes, they are given favorable treatment. The costs for local economies of hosting military 

can be substantial. They include immediate debits such as pollution, noise, and crime, which cannot 

be offset by soldiers’ local spending or employment of locals and a number of other economic costs. 

Among the 108 countries that face the high cost of military occupation is Okinawa, the 

southernmost prefecture of Japan. Originally an independent kingdom called Ryukyu, Okinawa was 

annexed by the Japanese in the late 18th century. U.S. military occupation began after their defeat in 

the bloodiest battle during WWII, the Battle of Okinawa. In 1945, the U.S. military declared 

Okinawa under its control and since then, it has never left.13 Though Okinawa was returned to the 

ownership of Japan 27 years after the end of WWII, the U.S. military continues to control and 

occupy roughly 20 percent of its land mass. The presence of the military occupation is not only felt 

through the military base itself, but also through the heinous and rampant crimes and accidents 

instigated by U.S. military personnel.  

 In May of 2016, a 32-year-old U.S. military worker was arrested and accused of the rape 

and murder of a 20-year-old Okinawan woman.14 This case harkened back to other high-profile 

crimes committed by U.S. military: in 1955, a six-year-old Okinawan kindergartener was 

kidnapped, sexually assaulted, and murdered; and in 1995, there was a gang rape of a 12-year-old 

schoolgirl.15 Military accidents, too, continue to occur; in August 2004, for example, a U.S. Marine 

                                                
11 Ibid., 4. 
12 Ibid., 2. 
13 Jon Mitchell, “What Awaits Okinawa 40 Years After Reversion?” Japan Times. The Japan Times, May 13, 
2012,https://www.japantimes.co.jp/life/2012/05/13/general/what-awaits-okinawa-40-years-after-
reversion/#.Wq74WpPwZE4 (accessed March 10, 2018).  
14Jiji Kyodo, “Okinawa Suspect Allegedly Admits to Rape of Woman Before Killing Her.” Japan Times, The Japan 
Times, May 21, 2016, http://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2016/05/21/national/crime- 
legal/okinawa-suspect-allegedly-admits-rape-woman-killing/#.WIUcvrYrKRs. (accessed May 13, 2018).  
15 Elise, Hu, NPR. NPR, n.d., http://www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2016/05/25/479269436/as-president-visits-japan-
okinawa-controversy-is-back-in-the-limelight. (accessed February 1, 2017).  
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helicopter crashed into a university campus in Central Okinawa.16 This incident was reminiscent of 

another accident in 1959 when a fighter plane crashed into an elementary school, causing the death 

of seventeen students and injuries to more than one-hundred students and faculty.17 In the same 

year, a housewife was mistaken for a wild boar and was shot and killed by a soldier.18 Recently, the 

U.S. military had its fifth accident in 2017, after falling  into the southeast ocean of Okinawa, 

Japan.19  

Okinawa is becoming a focal point once again, given the visit February 10, 2017 of the 

Japanese prime minister, Shinzo Abe, to the U.S. to meet President Donald Trump, during which 

the security of Japan was an important theme.20 Okinawa, the “Keystone of the Pacific,” lies in a 

pivotal strategic position when it comes to influencing US-Japan relations. U.S. and Japanese 

political discussions about the military rise of China and regional security invariably involve 

Okinawa as a target of discussion, and the prefecture’s residents become those who experience the 

burden of enacting such nationwide “safety” and “security.”21 Though U.S. military occupation of 

Okinawa promises regional security and safety from threats from China, Korea, and other nations, 

local residents’ feelings of insecurity and danger due to the rampant crimes and accidents of the 

military occupation must also be acknowledged.22  

 

Colonization  

 The interplay of US military occupation, Japanese subordination, and the wellbeing of 

Okinawa people is a crucial and often unspoken dimension of colonialism. Okinawa has been a 

continuing victim of overlapping exploitations by the Japanese government and the US military. 

Colonization is “the expropriation of fragments of Indigenous worlds, animals, plants and human 

beings, extracting them in order to transport them to - and build the wealth, the privilege, or feed the 

appetites of - the colonizers, who get marked as the first world.”23 Specifically, military colonialism 

constitutes “the creation of war fronts/frontiers against enemies to be conquered, and the enlistment 

of foreign land, resources, and people into military operations.”24 Colonialism and sovereignty are 

                                                
16 Ibid., 33. 
17 Ibid., 33. 
18 Ibid., 33. 
19 Ra Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation,” The Conversation. 
The Conversation US Inc., March 10, 2017. 
20  Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation.” 
21  Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation.” 
22 Katarzyna Podlipska, “Civil Society and Alternative Security Concepts in Northeast Asia in the 21st Century,” 
International Review of Ryukyuan and Okinawan Studies 6. (2017): 67-90.  
23 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
Society, 1, no. 1 (2012): 2. 
24 Ibid., 2.  
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two closely intertwined concepts, as “indigenous sovereignty names a collective experience and 

obstinate refusal to succumb to the genocidal onslaught of a colonial necropolitics that extends 

dispossession, displacement, death, and disavowal.”25  

In Okinawa, aspects of colonialism are embodied in the crime, accidents, and rape instigated 

by military service members. These crimes and accidents, while abhorrent, are not the only impacts 

of the U.S. military occupation, although they tend to garner the most media coverage. Colonialism 

is exemplified in the disruption of human/environment relationships and livelihoods, most 

viscerally felt in the subsistence patterns and sustenance of foodways. Given a lack of 

environmental regulation and enforcement, occupied communities face hazards such as 

contaminated waterways and militarized landscapes. Especially in the case of indigenous 

communities, healthy foods are inseparable from and reflect the environments in which they are 

located. However, with military occupation, land use change and infrastructure development, 

occupied ecosystems are disrupted, altered, and destroyed, no longer able to provide the resources 

that sustain culture, tradition, and identity. Consequently, these regions struggle to maintain and 

regain their identity and connection to place, as they are forced to assimilate and adjust to the 

resources that their new and unfamiliar militarized landscape can provide. In this thesis, Okinawa is 

used as a case study to understand and further discuss how colonization by the US military and the 

Japanese government is manifested through food and food practices, and how ideas of food 

sovereignty are valuable in decolonizing efforts. The undermining of indigenous food cultures is of 

particular salience in Okinawa because its traditional, rich food practices are widely considered as 

the reason for the island’s large population of centennials. 

 

Traditional Food Practices in Okinawa 

During my preliminary field study in the summer of 2016, I conducted participant 

observation with an 86-year-old woman, Mrs. T, in which I accompanied her through her daily 

routines. Time spent with her demonstrated the linkages between dietary patterns, activity levels, 

sociality, and connection with the environment. Almost every day, Mrs. T would walk a few miles 

to her farm, where she worked for almost eight hours a day, producing healthy food for her family. 

On the way to the farm, she stopped many times to socialize with her neighbors. When we finally 

reached the farm, Mrs. T carried a bucket filled with water back and forth to fill the water tank. She 

took small breaks in between, sitting under the palm trees in the tropical forests that surrounded her 

farm. Many elderly Okinawans have spent most of their lives exhibiting a similar daily activity 
                                                
25 Alyosha Goldstein. 2014. Colonialism, Constituent Power, and Popular Sovereignty. J19: The Journal of Nineteeth-
Century Americanists 2(1): 148-153. 
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pattern. After observing this routine, I noticed how much the natural landscape of Okinawa 

supported and encouraged the lifestyles of Mrs. T and other elderly Okinawans. I wondered whether 

such lifeways that have endured for many generations may be the very reason for their renowned 

longevity and inclusion as one of six global “Blue Zones.”  

Dan Buettner, the author of the Blue Zone, attributes factors such as physical activity, 

upbringing and temperament, DNA, and climate as explanations for certain places in the world 

where people live the longest. 26 The “Okinawa Diet” is deemed the key for maintaining Okinawan 

longevity, health, and wellbeing. In popular articles, readers are encouraged to eat Okinawa’s 

indigenous vegetables to become “immortals”  and take the “lessons from the Okinawans to live 

long, happy lives.”27 The “Okinawan Diet” supposedly will “help you live beyond 100 years old.”28 

These traditional food practices that are identified as the “key to a long and healthy life,”29 are on 

the decline, however, as Okinawa has recently dropped in longevity ranking from holding 1st place 

to 43rd place.30 This drop is believed to be due to changes in lifestyle, livelihoods, and diet.  

The changes in food ways are apparent in the state of public health in Okinawa. As shown in 

Figures 1.2 and 1.3, by 2011, the rate of obesity increased for both sexes in Okinawa. Furthermore, 

the daily intake of high calorie, salt, and fat induced foods increased, and studies show that young 

Japanese, particularly young men in Okinawa, have shown a tendency to avoid traditional dishes of 

stewed meat and champuru.31 Socio-ecological research exploring the longevity drop, military 

occupation, and struggles of food sovereignty as significant factors influencing  health and 

wellbeing in indigenous communities should be interdisciplinary and holistic given the 

interconnections between these patterns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
26 Dan Buettner, The Blue Zones: Lessons for Living Longer from the People Who’ve Lived the Longest (Washington: 
National Geographic Society, 2008). 
27 Michael Booth, The Okinawa Diet- Could it Help you Live to 100? The Guardian. The Guardian, June 19 2013. 
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2013/jun/19/japanese-diet-live-to-100 (accessed March 27, 2018).  
28 Dr. Axe, The Okinawa Diet, Dr. Axe. Dr. Axe, n.d., https://draxe.com/okinawa-diet/ (accessed March 27, 2018). 
29 Dan Buettner, Why Japan’s Longest-Lived Women Hold the Key to Better Health, HuffPost. Oac Inc., December 6, 
2017. https://www.huffingtonpost.com/dan-buettner/okinawa-blue-zone_b_7012042.html (accessed March 27, 2018).  
30 S Miyagi et al. “Longevity and Diet in Okinawa, Japan: The Past, Present and Future.” Asia Pacific Journal 15, 1 
(2003): 3-9 
31 Ibid., 3-9. 
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Figure 1.2 Female obesity rates between Okinawa and mainland Japan 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3 Male obesity rates between Okinawa and mainland Japan 

 

Once known as an “island of centennials,” Okinawa’s decline in longevity and the rise of residents 

with diet-related disease, invites a new conversation focused on ecological and cultural impacts as 

sites of struggle in long-standing conflicts between the military and civilian communities. U.S. 

military occupation has a profound effect on the preservation of sacred, fragile, and distinct 
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indigenous cultural traditions and practices. Though these bases hold inventory of weapons that 

could kill, they also hold the laws, treaties and agreements that further their encroachments on the 

ecology that sustains culture and connection to place. Mrs. T’s daily experiences with the land, 

people, and environment in Okinawa show how Okinawan people practice unique traditions through 

their foodways, as they retain social, cultural, economic, and political characteristics that are distinct 

from other dominant societies in Japan and other parts of the world. Preservation of these 

indigenous practices is a crucial function to strengthen a sense of community and maintain 

wellbeing. Many of these practices have been altered, leaving fewer Okinawans to continue the 

lifestyle that Mrs. T exemplifies.  

 Despite vociferous protests by Okinawans since the late 1990s, the power of the U.S. and 

Japanese governments has grown. Changes in policies, agreements, and treaties need to fully 

prosecute and prevent heinous crimes committed by U.S. military personnel, reduce damage to 

fragile ecosystems, and take concrete measures to protect local identity and culture. Using Okinawa, 

Japan as a case study, this thesis will examine the ways military occupation is not merely economic 

and political, but also deeply rooted in the ecological and cultural changes in host countries. By 

doing so, I bring attention to the interconnections between colonialism, military occupation and 

food sovereignty. In the subsequent chapters, I first consider the ways military occupation is 

discussed in existing food sovereignty literature and vice versa; I then briefly provide historical 

background on the U.S. military occupation in Okinawa. Then I describe my methodologies used to 

conduct field research and share and discuss my findings, which speak to the need for decolonizing 

food practices. I conclude by emphasizing the importance of research that bridges current 

scholarship about military occupation and food sovereignty that can not only contextualize case 

studies such as Okinawa, but can also propel the kinds of movements and policies that reflect the 

complex struggles and realities of diverse members of Okinawan society.  
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Theoretical Framework  

 

This thesis explores U.S. military occupation as a form of colonization through the food 

practices of contemporary Okinawans. While US military occupation in Okinawa is often discussed 

in the event of U.S. foreign policy, its characteristics that fulfill the modes of colonization are not 

only prevalent in the blatant crimes, accidents, and rape incidents, but also in the mundane, but 

long-term impacts on the health and wellbeing of the Okinawa people. The traditional Okinawa 

diet, praised by scholars, authors, and articles as the source or “secret to long life,” are also victims 

of colonization, thus should be discussed under this context.  

The subtle changes and impacts the US military presence has on the daily, lived experiences 

of the Okinawa people reflect the settler form of colonialism where land “is what is most valuable, 

contested, required.”32 As discussed in the following sections, military occupation relies upon the 

landscape and the resources of the occupied land. These motivations “become the disruption of 

indigenous relationships to land represents a profound epistemic, ontological, cosmological 

violence.”33 Furthermore, this “violence” is not temporary; it is “reasserted each day of occupation,” 

and is felt in every aspect of indigenous people’s lives that rely on the “land/water/air/subterranean 

earth.”34 

These notions of violence and exploitation of indigenous life, land, and wellbeing are critical 

to the ecological and cultural impacts that preserve their foodways. The ways that the laws, 

agreements, and treaties made by the U.S. and Japanese government do not engage the daily, lived 

experiences of the Okinawa people, reflect colonizer motives that encroach, dismantle, and alter the 

lives of the Okinawa people (in ways I will elaborate upon in the Background chapter). As Tuck 

and Yang write, “in order for the settlers to make a place their home, they must destroy and 

disappear the indigenous peoples that live there.”35 Okinawan people are victims of the ways settler 

colonial society strains to destroy, subdue, and erase thoughts, practices, and traditions prior to their 

settlement. With years of continued occupation and subordination, Okinawa people are conditioned 

to make opinions aligned with and taught by their oppressors. The solution and approach of 

decolonization for indigenous communities lies in the repatriation of their traditional and cultural 

practices.36  

                                                
32 Tuck, Eve and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” Decolonization: Indigeneity, Education & 
Society, 1, no. 1 (2012): 5. 
33 Ibid., 5. 
34 Ibid., 5. 
35 Ibid., 6. 
36 Ibid., 1.  
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 The exercise of foreign power on indigenous communities, typically manifested through 

military occupation, is a topic of long-standing discussion among scholars. While scholars have 

frequently discussed the political and economic impacts of military occupation, research has 

consistently overlooked the ecological and cultural impacts of occupation in host nations, and 

especially how these impacts influence indigenous food sovereignty and connection to place. 

However, when searching for the “US military occupation and its environmental impacts,” literature 

exists, but only within the discussion of environmental issues and public health concerns. For 

instance, Nick Morgan and John Lindsay-Poland describe the environmental problems in the 

Philippines, Panama, and Germany:  

In the Philippines, tons of toxic chemicals from military bases were found 
dumped on the ground or buried in uncontrolled landfills. Similarly, in Panama, 
21 people have died from explosions of ordinance left on firing ranges. In 
Germany, where half of all overseas US troops are still stationed, industrial 
solvents, fire-fighting foams, and waste have destroyed local ecosystems near 
some military bases.37 
 

Although the article introduces and highlights the lack of attention to responding to environmental 

contamination and the health risks of the local people, it does not recognize how military 

occupation’s disruption to local and indigenous environments shift cultural diets, and as a result, 

strip local communities from maintaining their connection to place and food sovereignty.  

Despite the vast influence ecological and cultural changes have on maintaining food 

sovereignty and connection to place, the nexus between military occupation and food sovereignty 

has been understudied.  Rather, as Coates et al. states, “existing perspectives not only tend to lack 

sensitivity to both time and space but either uncritically claim that military is ecologically harmless 

(or even beneficial) or dismiss the claims of military environmentalism as mere ‘greenwash.’”38 

When military occupies a region, it often alters and/or strips local people from their material and 

cultural sites that enable them to practice traditional and cultural lifeways—in other words their 

connection to place. By occupying these sacred lands, military occupation can impair locals’ 

wellbeing, undermines their autonomy, and disrupt daily lived experiences. Furthermore, as their 

land is degraded, transformed to militarized landscapes, the environment becomes unfamiliar, 

preventing the practices that maintain connection to place and promote multiples forms of 

sovereignty. Food sovereignty is discussed as an approach to cultivating food justice through 

                                                
37 Nick Morgan and John Lindsay-Poland, “Overseas Military Bases and Environment,” Foreign Policy in Focus. 
Institute for Policy Studies, June 1, 1998, http://fpif.org/overseas_military_bases_and_environment/. (accessed January 
25, 2018).  
38Peter Coates et al., “Defending Nation, Defending Nature? Militarized Landscapes and Military Environmentalism in 
Britain, France, and the United States,” Environmental History 16, 3. (2011): 456. 
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“democratized practice.”39 However, in the context of Okinawa, traditional and cultural food 

practices that are “democratized” are lost and diminished as a result of years of oppression and 

colonization. In other words, while issues of political sovereignty are centered in discussions of 

military occupation, food sovereignty considerations are largely lacking, and the case of the U.S. 

and Okinawa is no different. This oversight is especially noteworthy given the renown of traditional 

Okinawan dietary practices as contributing to longevity. Thus, more analysis of the relationship 

between the military, and food sovereignty and connection to place is required to the approaches 

that currently dominate scholarship.  

 Though there is literature that reveals the economic and political impacts of the US military 

occupation, current research lacks and dismisses occupation as a pervasive, complex, multifaceted 

issue that deeply involves the changes in the human/environment dynamics and livelihoods of 

hosting countries. US military occupation is not merely political and economic, it also deeply 

ecological and cultural, and has deep implications for indigenous food systems.40 Such intervention 

is multifaceted and multi-scalar, from land use changes that both degrade the ecological 

communities and preclude previous levels of access, to shifts in the food systems due to the import 

of processed foods, establishment of new industries and food providers, and changes in the 

accessibility and costs of different foods. Often the loss of traditional food practices is concomitant 

with an increase in diet-related disease within indigenous communities.41 While legislation and 

policies behind occupation occur at the governmental scale, the impacts of these decisions unfold at 

the local scale, and are embodied in the day to day experiences of local residents.  

Consequently, when discussing impacts of military occupation by foreign power, issues of 

food sovereignty and connection to place are critical to recognize.  Militarization by a foreign 

power runs counter to self-determination, human rights, and sovereignty; instead, it precipitates the 

degradation of the culture, values, health, and environment of host countries, islands, and cities. 

These characteristics instigated by military occupation are components of both internal/external 

colonial modes, as “many Indigenous peoples have been forcibly removed from their homelands 

onto reservations, indentured, and abducted into state custody, signaling a form of colonization.”42 

 

 
                                                
39 Annette Desmarais, Hannah Wittman, and Nettie Wiebe, Food Sovereignty: Reconnecting Food, Nature and 
Community (Canada: Fernwood Publishing, 2010), 152. 
40 Karlah Rudolph and Stephane McLachlan, “Seeking Indigenous Food Sovereignty: Origins of and Responses to the 
Food Crisis in Northern Mantioba, Canada,” Local Environment 18, 9. (2013): 1079.  
41Rudolph and McLachlan, “Seeking Indigenous Food Sovereignty: Origins of and Responses to the Food Crisis in 
Northern Mantioba, Canada,” 1079. 
42 Tuck and Yang, “Decolonization is not a metaphor,” 5. 
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Vieques, Puerto Rico 

Among one the sites that scholars have investigated the impacts of foreign occupation is 

Vieques, Puerto Rico, where, for sixty years, the US Navy undertook military-training exercises, 

bomb detonations, and live-fire practices.43,44 Cancer rates on the island are higher than those in any 

other city in Puerto Rico.45 These health patterns appear connected to the pollution and improper 

waste management of toxic chemicals like uranium and Agent Orange, which the US Navy 

eventually admitted to using after 17 years of denials, but maintained that there was no link between 

the chemicals’ presence and the health—and also the ecological and cultural conditions—of the 

people who lived there.46  

Figure 2.1 Military vehicle parts burns on the former U.S. Naval training range on Vieques Island in Puerto Rico.47 
 

Arturo Massol Deya, a professor of microbiology and ecology at the University of Puerto 

Rico at Mayaguez, spent 17 years conducting research on Vieques by analyzing the vegetation, 

forage samples, crabs, lagoons, and other food sources, finding high concentrations of heavy metals 

throughout the island.48 He discovered the lead levels in the most abundant plant in Vieques were 

severely toxic in 2001, but when the Navy began downscaling its operations on the island, the levels 
                                                
43  Valeria Pelet, “Puerto Rico’s Invisible Health Crisis,” The Atlantic, The Atlantic Monthly Group, September 3, 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/09/vieques-invisible-health-crisis/498428/ 
(accessed January 25, 2018).  
44 Maritza Stanchich, “Ten Years After Outsing US Navy, Vieques Confronts Contamination,” HuffPost, Oac Inc., n.d., 
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/maritza-stanchich-phd/ten-years-after-ousting-u_b_3243449.html (accessed January 
25, 2018).  
45 Desmarais, Wittman, and Wiebe, Food Sovereignty: Reconnecting Food, Nature and Community, 152. 
46 Stanchich, “Ten Years After Outsing US Navy, Vieques Confronts Contamination.”  
47 Pelet, “Puerto Rico’s Invisible Health Crisis.” 
48 Pelet, “Puerto Rico’s Invisible Health Crisis.” 
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of lead declined to a level comparable to the plants in other Puerto Rican regions.49 However, even 

after 15 years since the removal of the US military occupation and closure of the bomb testing site, 

the aftermath of the occupation continues to devastate the island: contamination of the flora and 

fauna that is part of ecosystem upon which humans rely for their subsistence, survival, sense of 

place, as Vieques residents are forced to adapt and adjust to the militarized landscape that they are 

now left with.50   

 

Water Resources and Military Occupation 

Water is the most basic and vital resource for human existence, and as a result, the right to 

water is a basic human right. For indigenous communities, water is also an ecological resource that 

solidifies their connection to place, and is vital to food production, the survival of flora and fauna, 

and the maintenance of cultural values and practices. The Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR), established by the United Nations, declared that the “human right to 

water entitles everyone to sufficient, safe, acceptable physically and affordable water for personal 

and domestic uses.”51 However, improper waste management practiced by military occupations 

infringe on these rights to clean water.52  

The war in Afghanistan continues to destroy lives even in the absence of combat.53 Hospitals 

in Afghanistan are treating large numbers of war wounded, including amputees and burn victims, 

and those with invisible wounds.54 In 2009, the Afghan Ministry of Public Health reported that two-

thirds of Afghans suffer from mental health problems.55 Prior wars and civil conflict in the country 

have made Afghan society extremely vulnerable to the indirect effects of current war.56 Those war 

effects exacerbate Afghanistan’s water crisis, and as a result, elevate rates of diseases due to lack of 

clean drinking water, malnutrition, and reduced access to health and premature death.57 

                                                
49 Pelet, “Puerto Rico’s Invisible Health Crisis.” 
50 Amy Goodman, “Special Report: Puerto Ricans in Vieques Cope with Devastation & Fear Toxic Contamination from 
Maria,” Democracy Now, October 6, 2017, 
https://www.democracynow.org/2017/10/6/special_report_puerto_ricans_in_vieques (accessed April 15, 2017). 
51 Ellen Lutz, “Indigenous Peoples and Water Rights,” Cultural Survival Quarterly Magazine, Cultural Survival, 
December 2005, https://www.culturalsurvival.org/publications/cultural-survival-quarterly/indigenous-peoples-and-
water-rights (accessed February 2018).  
52 Adam Aloni, “Made in Israel,” B’Tselem Report (2017): 5. 
53 Watson Institute International & Public Affairs at Brown University, “Costs of War,” Watson Institute International 
& Public Affairs at Brown University, Watson Institute, April 7, 2013, 
http://watson.brown.edu/costsofwar/costs/human/civilians/afghan (accessed February 2018).  
54 Watson Institute International & Public Affairs at Brown University, “Costs of War.” 
55 Hydrate Life, “Afghanistan’s Water Crisis,” Hydrate Life, Hydrate Life, March 28, 2012, 
https://www.hydratelife.org/afghanistans-water-crisis/ (accessed February 15, 2018).  
56 Hydrate Life, “Afghanistan’s Water Crisis.” 
57 Watson Institute International & Public Affairs at Brown University, “Costs of War.” 
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In addition to the contamination of water resources, access to water itself is impacted by 

military occupation. Hiroshi Fukurai, Professor of Sociology at the University of California, Santa 

Cruz, explains that when stationing its troops, the US military targets its occupation in proximity to 

freshwater resources.58 In the Air Force Energy Strategic Plan released in June 2016, water is 

included in the list of “four major areas of focus,”59 stating, that “Another area of focus for the Air 

Force is water...both energy and water are very closely linked to one another. The reason for this is 

because water is required in some way, shape or form in order to mine, produce or generate most 

sources of energy.”60  

 Similar strategies are seen in Palestine, as Israel has exerted considerable military and 

political efforts in order to capture the waters of surrounding countries, and as a result, Palestinians 

are left with their own water supply severely curtailed.61 In an arid climate, water for irrigation is a 

critical factor for maintaining agricultural production in Palestine.62 However, Palestinians are 

forced to bear a disproportionate share of the burden, even though they have little institutional 

control over the development and solution of this crisis.63 Recognizing the abuse of water resources 

by military for economic good, rather than as a social and cultural good, the ICESCR called upon 

States to ensure that:  

Indigenous peoples’ access to water resources on their ancestral lands is protected 
from encroachment and unlawful pollution. States should provide resources for 
indigenous peoples to design, deliver, and control their access to water.64 
 

However, the interest in occupying areas near freshwater resources have continued and further in 

Takae, Okinawa, a small district two hours north of Okinawa’s capital of Naha.65 The US military’s 

Northern Training Area, currently stretches over 30 square miles of Okinawa’s subtropical forest to 

use for terrain and climate specific training.66 This forest is home to around 140 villagers, thousands 

of native species, and dams that provide much of the islands drinking water.67 As such 

encroachments to water supply persist or expand, the ways military occupation infringes upon not 
                                                
58 Interview with Hiroshi Fukurai, February 17, 2018 
59  Electric Choice, “ How Each Branch of the United States Military Uses Energy (and How Much),” Electric Choice. 
Eisenbach Consulting, LLC, June 9, 2016, https://www.electricchoice.com/blog/united-states-military-energy/ (accessed 
February 17, 2018).  
60 Electric Choice, “ How Each Branch of the United States Military Uses Energy (and How Much).” 
61 Aloni, “Made in Israel,” 5. 
62 Aloni, “Made in Israel,” 5. 
63 Aloni, “Made in Israel,” 5. 
64Lutz, “Indigenous Peoples and Water Rights.” 
65 Jon Mitchell, “Contamination at Largest US Air Force Base in Asia: Kadena, Okinawa,” The Asia Pacific-Journal 14, 
9 (2016): n.a.  
66 Miya Tanaka, “Okinawa Base Critics say Helipad Construction Tactics a Sign of Things to Come,” Japan Times, The 
Japan Times, February 3, 2017, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2017/02/03/national/okinawa-base-critics-say-
helipad-contraction-tactics-sign-things-come/#.Wq9YR5PwZE4 (accessed February 15, 2018).  
67 Mitchell, “Contamination at Largest US Air Force Base in Asia: Kadena, Okinawa,” n.d. 
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only indigenous autonomy over food practices, but also natural resources that enable these food 

practices, undermine the preservation of cultural and traditional food practices.  

  

The Centrality of Food to Indigenous Communities 

 Among the many factors of military occupation, the implications of indigenous food 

sovereignty and connection to place are most understudied, despite the significance food has on the 

cultural identity of these communities. While conducting research on different traditional farming 

techniques among indigenous Indian farmers, Enrique Salmon, writes in his book, Eating the 

Landscape, about the significance of preserving the culture, identity, and respect for environment as 

the critical component for the survival of indigenous foodways and agriculture in modern 

America.68 On March 2, 2018, over a hundred students, faculty, staff, and community members 

came together to engage in conversations of food justice at the “Dig In: Cultivating Inclusive 

Approaches to Food Justice” conference held at the University of California, Santa Cruz. The belief 

in the power of food and its ability to preserve and express indigenous identity and cultural practice, 

emphasized in Salmon’s writings,  carried throughout the lectures and presentations. Born in the 

Mixtec region of Oaxaca, Mexico, Dr. Elizabeth Lopez, shared that what constructed her identity 

was not only the consumption of food but also the harvest and assembly of food. During the 

“Cultivating Relationships: Food and Identity” voice session, Dr. Lopez shared these moments.  

The time we came together was for the food...we would harvest the corn, take the 
corn heads...this activity was done usually with all women...this activity of 
cleaning the corn was my favorite, it was a safe space where my identity 
constructed...building a sense of community through food.69 

 

In the same voice session, Julisa Lopez, also spoke about the interconnections of food, identity, and 

decolonization. As a member of the Amah Mutsun Tribal Band, colonization invoked a disruption 

in the feelings of connection to place and food sovereignty.  

When our land was taken from us, they took our environment and in that, they 
took our food and our identity as well. Our food is what brought us our connection 
between our land and the environment.70  
 

In both presentations, food and food practice was not only a source of maintaining health, but also a 

way of evoking a sense of belonging, connection to place, and preservation of culture and 

traditional lifeways. Furthermore, food practices and its ability to embody identity among members 

                                                
68 Enrique Salmon, Eating the landscape: American Indian stories of food, identity, and resilience (Tucson: University 
of Arizona Press, 2012).  
69 Dig In: Cultivating Inclusive Approaches to Food Justice, A Food Justice Conference, March 2, 2018.  
70  Dig In: Cultivating Inclusive Approaches to Food Justice, A Food Justice Conference, March 2, 2018.  
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of indigenous communities make food the important domain for understanding the implications of 

military occupation.  

 

Food Sovereignty Studies 

Food Sovereignty is recognized as a new policy framework for challenging current trends in 

food and agricultural policies that do not respect or support the interests and needs of smallholder 

farmers and other local community members.71 While there is no universally agreed definition for 

the term ‘Food Sovereignty’, an increasing number of documents have offered interpretations. The 

definition given in the People’s Food Sovereignty Network (2002) is most commonly used:  

 
Food Sovereignty is the right of peoples to define their own food and agriculture; 
to protect and regulate domestic agricultural production and trade in order to 
achieve sustainable development objectives; to determine the extent to which they 
want to be self-reliant; to restrict the dumping of products in their markets; and to 
provide local fisheries-based communities the priority in managing the use of and 
the rights to aquatic resources. Food Sovereignty does not negate trade, but rather 
it promotes the formulation of trade policies and practices that serve the rights of 
peoples to food and to safe, healthy and ecologically sustainable production.72 
 

Current and existing literature have mobilized around food sovereignty to “fight against 

‘imperialism, neoliberalism, and patriarchy, [...and their] agents [...,] including international 

financial institutions, the World Trade Organization, free trade agreements, transnational 

corporations, and governments that are antagonistic to their people.”73 Yet, for indigenous 

communities under occupation, this definition and approach to regaining “food sovereignty” ignores 

the implications of the military occupation that contaminates and militarizes the land that enables 

traditional food choices. Though foreign occupation involves “imperialism, neoliberalism, and 

patriarchy,” literature discussing food sovereignty as an approach assumes that these communities 

are capable of making their own food choices that will help “tackle problems of hunger and 

malnutrition, as well as promote rural development, environmental integrity and sustainable 

livelihoods.” These conversations exclude communities under prolonged occupation, as they are left 

without guidance on how to practice cultural foodways on militarized, unfamiliar land.  

Consequently, military occupation prevents local people under occupation from being “self-

reliant” and restricts their ability to engage in food practices that involve their culture and 

                                                
71  Michael Windfuhr and Jennie Jonsen, Food Sovereignty: Towards Democracy in Localized Food Systems (Great 
Britain: ITDG Publishing, 2005), 3. 
72 Campesina, Via. "Declaration of nyéléni." Nyéléni. org (2007). 
73Campesina, Via. "Declaration of nyéléni." Nyéléni. org (2007). 
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environment. In a document released by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 

Nations (FAO), military occupation was not cited as one of the “features of the current global 

situation” that contributes to the factors of food sovereignty: 

The world is simultaneously experiencing different types of crises: financial and 
economic crises, public safety and national security crises, crises of climate 
change that impact sustainable development and global governance.74 
 

Similarly, Peter Rosset in the Food Sovereignty and the Contemporary Food Crisis examines the 

current global food price crisis to identify the types of countries that are in need of approaching its 

“food crisis” issue through the food sovereignty approach.75 Literature similar to Rosset discuss 

“food sovereignty” as a framework for approaching the contemporary food crisis. However, many of 

these articles do not discuss the concept of “food sovereignty” and how communities under foreign 

occupation lose their sovereignty in their food, food practices, and food habits. Furthermore, food 

sovereignty is discussed in the context of a policy framework to relieve countries facing 

contemporary food crisis, rather than as a ‘fundamental right’ that is taken away by military 

occupation.  

Literature in food sovereignty fails to recognize the implications military occupation has on 

the ecological and cultural factors that allow occupied communities to maintain food sovereignty 

and connection to place. However, the definition of food sovereignty is also incomplete, as it does 

not encompass what occupied communities determine as being “food sovereign.” In Food & Place, 

Joassart-Marcelli and Bosco define food sovereignty as: 

 
‘The right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through 
ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own 
food and agriculture systems.’ This definition is outlined in the Declaration of 
Nyeleni (2007), which was signed in Mali by more than five hundred 
representatives of landless peasants, indigenous people, urban farmers, and fishing 
communities, mostly from the Global South. It is related to the idea of food justice, 
but emphasizes the right of people to make independent decisions, which it views 
as severely undermined by the global capitalist food regime.76 
 

For people who have been a part of the community of “landless peasants, indigenous people, urban 

farmers, and fishing communities” for an extended period of time, where, cultures have long been 

subdued and unpracticed, obtaining and practicing the right to “healthy and culturally appropriate 

                                                
74 Gustavo Gordillo and Obed Jeronimo. "Food security and sovereignty." Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations, (Rome: 2013), http://www. fao. org/3/a-ax736e. Pdf. (Accessed February 15, 2018).  
75 Peter Rosset, “Food Sovereignty and the Contemporary Food Crisis,” Society for International Development 51, 4. 
(2008): 460. 
76 Pascale Joassart-Marcelli and Fernando Bosco, Food and Place: A Critical Exploration (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2018), 25. 



 

 

26 

food,” the definition of food sovereignty overlook how these conditions may have changed what 

they define as being food sovereign. For those under occupation, in particular, as their landscape 

becomes militarized, “ecologically sound and sustainable methods” become increasingly difficult to 

carry in efforts to regain their right to “define their own food and agriculture systems.” Furthermore, 

in these types of communities, the approach to return to their old, cultural food practices that are 

aligned with their ecology and cultures, become inapplicable, because of the changes in their 

environment. Under the context of the food sovereignty movement, these changes in food practices 

may be seen as the military occupation preventing them from practicing their “right to define their 

own food and agriculture systems.” However, it brings into question: what if these communities 

define these current food practices as their own food, and if they make this choice, then would this 

constitute as being food sovereign? Though maintaining “food sovereignty” is defined as “healthy” 

as it is practiced under “ecologically sound and sustainable methods,” if an individual is satisfied 

with and choose to eat “non-culturally appropriate foods,” should food sovereignty movements 

“fix” these choices? 

 
 
Concluding Points 
 

Media, literature, and other outlets reveal the environmental and public health impacts of 

military occupation, bringing a new conversation to how environmental issues have become the 

new focus of struggle in long-standing conflicts between the military and civilian communities. 

Literature and research on the use of food sovereignty as an approach to overcome issues of food 

security and food justice is growing. However, scholars and researchers in the field of food 

sovereignty and military occupation overlook the significance of bridging both discourses. Military 

occupation is deeply rooted in ecological and cultural changes in occupied communities, and as a 

result, requires research to highlight the livelihoods of food sovereignty among these areas. 

Simultaneously, existing literature discusses food sovereignty as an approach to eradicate the 

impacts of colonization and imperialism but overlook how these aspects are heavily involved in the 

occupation by military forces.  

Critical engagement in the current and existing definitions of food sovereignty will help me 

articulate the ways in which the concept of food sovereignty remain incomplete. By using the 

relationship between Okinawa, Japan, and the US military as a case study, I hope to contribute to 

the gap in scholarship by forging stronger connections between anthropological and cultural studies 

of military occupation and food sovereignty.  
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Background 
 

To understand contemporary Okinawa, it is necessary to grasp the repeated colonization that 

characterizes Okinawan history and the loss of culture, livelihoods, and identity.77 This section will 

describe the study site, providing historical, ethnographic, and political context and concretizing 

some of the ways in which Okinawan identity has evolved and unfolded by accommodating and 

assimilating to the existing political order. I begin by discussing the history before Okinawa was 

officially integrated into the Japanese empire, then introduce the beginning of the Japanese and U.S. 

Administration in Okinawa, and finally, discuss the current state of government in Okinawa, as well 

as its relationship with both the Japanese and American governments.  

 

1879 Japanese Annexation of Okinawa 

Due to a long history of annexation and occupation, Okinawa, Japan has multiple geo-

political identities. Prior to its forceful annexation by the Japanese, Okinawa was an independent 

kingdom, known as the Ryukyus.78 Although the Ryukyu kingdom was a tributary state of the Ming 

Dynasty, the Japanese feudal domain of Satsuma began its invasion in 1609, making the Ryukyu 

Kingdom as a subordinate domain.79 The history of the Ryukyu Kingdom before the colonial 

domination by the Satsuma domain provides a depiction of an island kingdom that maintained a 

high degree of national sovereignty.80 Since the beginning, the Ryukyu Kingdom maintained a 

strong economic and cultural tie with China.81 Because of its trade and cultural links with China, the 

kingdom was able to maintain contact with the rest of the Asian continent.82 Its tributary 

relationship with China also allowed the kingdom to hold its status as an independent nation while 

also gaining legitimacy to other areas in mercantile affairs.83 While proving its legitimacy as an 

independent nation through trade, the Ryukyu Kingdom developed its own distinctive culture and 

traditions through the influences of Japan, China, and other parts of Asia.84 
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However, the kingdom began to lose its independence as a sovereign nation after the 

invasion of the Satsuma domain in 1609.85 Although parts of the Ryukyu Kingdom were able to 

maintain some of its sovereignty, as a result of the war, in 1613 the Satsuma domain began its direct 

rule over the Amami Islands, an archipelago part of the Ryukyu Kingdom.86 The control of the 

Amami Islands quickly became an important economic contribution to the Satsuma domain during 

the introduction of the sugarcane industry.87 During this period, residents experienced “Sugar Hell,” 

under the harsh and extreme labor conditions led by the Satsuma domain. In the early seventeenth 

century, Tokugawa Ieyasu consolidated his power and established his military government, placing 

the Ryukyu Kingdom under the domain of the Satsuma domain.88 For the next two and a half 

centuries, the Satsuma imposed harsh taxes on the Ryukyus and reaped profits from the kingdom’s 

ongoing trade with China.89  

This forced annexation, also known as the “Ryukyu dispensation,” allowed Japan to exercise 

its interest in imperial expansion by establishing Okinawa as a Japanese prefecture.90 Several needs 

instigated this decision, as fears of possible military encroachments by Western powers increased.91 

Because the Ryukyu Islands provided land and resources that increased power to the Satsuma 

domain through its tributary relationships, Japanese leaders saw the annexation of the Islands as a 

critical component to securing their interests.  

In the eyes of the mainland Japanese, Okinawa and its people were drastically culturally 

different. Literature during the time of the occupation, describe the Okinawan people as “islanders” 

who had “darker skin and lived at a slower pace.”92 They also saw the Okinawan people as “simple 

and uninhibited, their world lacking the ambiguous complexity of the industrialized Japan.”93 The 

Japanese, replicating a colonial stance, assumed the position of the more advanced, “northern 
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culture,” and looked with both longing and disdain on its “exotic and less developed territory of 

Okinawa.”94   

After the annexation, in 1872, “Ryukyu Measures” were implemented by the newly 

instituted Japanese government.95 These measures were initiated to attempt to transform the old 

Ryukyu Kingdom into Okinawa prefecture and instill a sense of loyalty and duty, while also 

depriving Okinawans of their political rights and benefits.96 Hostility grew against mainland Japan 

as the Ryukyuans were forced to conform to Japanese culture, language, and religion, and abandon 

their own.97 The government viewed the Okinawans as backward, lazy, and in need of “education” 

if they were to achieve full status as Japanese citizens.98 As a result, the Okinawans were subjected 

to a strict “cultural assimilation policy.”99 Coercive measures were implemented to ban Ryukyuan 

languages in the public sphere, in efforts to spread the Japanese language.100 Conversation schools 

were established by the Japanese government for the purpose of training Okinawan teachers to 

speak “standard” Japanese.101 During these cultural assimilation efforts, Okinawans experienced 

great discrimination in the workplace, school environment, and in other public areas.102 Okinawans 

were treated as second class citizens, as they were instructed to wear plaques around their necks to 

shame them for speaking their language and allow state employees to refuse services to people who 

spoke Ryukyuan languages.103 Okinawans were routinely discriminated against in urban factories 

and textile mills, and were also denied when seeking housing.104 These efforts at conversion were 

successful, as many Okinawans began to aspire to be recognized as fully fledged Japanese citizens 

and advocated increasing Japanese power and prosperity in the growing Asian empire.105 

Okinawans slowly began to conform to Japanese culture and traditions, and divert from their 

traditional and cultural practices.106 
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1945 Battle of Okinawa 

The Battle of Okinawa was hopeless from the start, as it represented a bloody altercation 

intended to postpone the Allied landing on the Japanese mainland.107 Since Okinawa was not 

regarded as really being part of Japan, little consideration was paid to protecting its people. The 

Okinawan memory is more of the neglect, abuse, deprivation, and killing suffered at the hands of 

Japan’s own forces than of the civilian casualties caused by the US attacks.108  

Prior to the battle, while the Japanese government attempted to control and mobilize all 

human and material resources across the nation, Okinawans, for their part, appropriated wartime as 

an opportunity to erase the Japanese view of Okinawans as second class nationals who were 

insufficiently committed to military and other obligations.109 Intensive propaganda had for years 

urged every subject to prepare to make supreme sacrifice on the emperor’s behalf, but this theme 

had been coupled with assurance that Japan was invincible.110 For instance, these attempts were 

made when Okinawan children were involved in military drills at schools to demonstrate their 

patriotism and loyalty to the emperor.111  During this period, the U.S. military recaptured Saipan, 

the Philippines, and other territories that had been occupied by the Japanese military.112 The U.S. 

intended to use Okinawa as a launching base from which to attack mainland Japan, making it its 

next target. Meanwhile, the Imperial Headquarters in Tokyo decided to make Okinawa its “rear 

area” before U.S. military attacked.113 Okinawan people were politically, economically, and 

culturally subjugated and were made ready for the U.S. military attack. Local women, students, 

children, and horses worked to build airfields and forts across Okinawa.114  

The fundamental difference between the occupations of Okinawa and mainland Japan begins 

with their significantly different experiences of war. The bloodiest battle of World War II, the Battle 

of Okinawa, launched in April 1945, with 1,500 warships and a total of 540,000 troops.115 By 

securing Okinawa’s air bases, this last major battle was critical for the U.S., as it would create the 
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foundation for post-war construction of military bases.116 In this war, Okinawans suffered an 

outcome that was an unimaginable catastrophe. What they were forced to “defend” were not their 

lives and property, but mainland Japan. The battle was fought between 548,000 US troops and more 

than 111,000 Japanese troops (of which about 25,000 were Okinawan high school students 

conscripted as “home-guards”) and 400,000 local civilians who were forced into service.117 In just a 

single day, 90 percent of the city was destroyed, roughly 1,000 civilians killed, and 50,000 residents 

were left homeless.118 The ensuing devastation took many forms: widespread rape as a weapon of 

war convinced women that death was either more noble or less humiliating than surrender.119 

Documented acts of desperation included strangling and suffocating their own children, stabbing 

one another in the throat, and when a grenade was available to expedite the task, a compulsory 

group suicide ensued, as people huddled around the device and pulling the pin.120  

In this battle, not only were cities and towns destroyed, but forests were burned to the 

ground and farmland was transformed into barren graveyards. Of the material damage, the bombing 

of the Shuri castle was most devastating because it was one of Okinawa’s pre-eminent cultural 

treasure and its most salient link to the independent Ryukyu Kingdom.121 Since the Japanese army 

had established its command headquarters at the castle, the American military fired thousands of 

artillery at the structure.122 After four days of constant barrage, the castle’s thick stone walls finally 

gave way and Okinawa’s most tangible connection to its past was decimated.123 As civilians 

watched their island transformed into a bloody battleground, advancing American troops placed all 

residents and captured soldiers into internment camps, where large numbers of Okinawans were in 

daily contact with the American enemy.124 Many scholars consider these internment camps the start 

of America’s occupation of Okinawa.125 For the first few years after the war, in Okinawa, people 

were dependent on American military for food, clothing, shelter, and work.126 Unlike the vast 

majority of postwar Japanese, whose principal contact with American soldiers had been restricted to 

public spaces, those on the island of Okinawa virtually lived with the American occupiers until their 

release from the camps.127 They ate Spam, biscuits, dried ice cream, and other food products.128 
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Provisions were not always sufficient, and Okinawans were restricted from moving freely about 

their island until March 1947, two years after the American Troops first set foot on Okinawa.129   

 

1951 San Francisco Peace Treaty 

 Okinawa was dominated once again, this time by the United States after the war. After its 

defeat in 1945, mainland Japan experienced occupation by the United States until 1952, a period 

during which U.S. economic policy was to rebuild the Japanese economy on the mainland in order 

to strengthen the alliance against communist regimes, while separately controlling and governing 

Okinawa as a base and outpost of U.S. military operations. Colonization of Okinawa by Japan was 

officially terminated but it was only replaced by the colonization of the United States.  

The United States Military Civil Administration of Military of the Ryukyu Islands (USCAR) 

was created in 1947 to formally establish the task of governing local Okinawans during its 

occupation.130 USCAR’s first assignment was to expropriate Okinawan land for base expansion and 

construction.131 The start of the occupation was remembered by the Okinawan intellectual and 

activist Kokuba Kotaro in these ways: 

I heard ominous noise coming from the military road right across the paddy fields. But I 
could not yet see what it was. When the noise approached, I looked hard, and found that 
trucks and bulldozers filled with armed soldiers were slowly coming one after another with 
their headlights off. By dawn, the 40-hectare area of paddy fields was completely 
surrounded by the armed soldiers; then, the bulldozers rushed into the community of 32 
families...In this way, all 32 houses were destroyed.132 
 

The occupation in Okinawa was brutal and unorganized; Time magazine called Okinawa a 

“dumping ground for Army misfits and rejects from more comfortable posts.” 600,000 surviving 

natives were policed by 15,000 US troops who committed 29 murders, 18 rape cases, 16 robberies, 

and 33 assaults, only within the six months from the end of the war.133  
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Figure 3.1  Map of the U.S. military bases in Okinawa. 134 

 

In 1947, General McArthur proposed that the occupation of Japan be brought to an end since 

most of the goals proposed by the Supreme Command of Allied Powers (SCAP) had been 

achieve.135 However, since he considered Okinawa as a separate island from Japan, and had plans to 

maintain Okinawa under military power.136 The US made efforts to separate Okinawa from postwar 

Japan, in hopes of turning it into America’s “Keystone of the Pacific.”137 The US poured millions of 

dollars for the development of military facilities in Okinawa.138 During this time, U.S. bases in 

Okinawa became even more fortified to support the wars in Korea during the 1950s and Vietnam 

during the 1960s. In this escalating Cold War context, the U.S. military expropriated private lands 

in Okinawa during and after the Battle of Okinawa for use as U.S. bases.139 In the same year, 

declassified documents revealed that Emperor Hirohito privately indicated to SCAP that he was 
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willing to have Okinawans remain under occupation.140 After a few years, plans were made by both 

the Japanese government and the U.S. military in secrecy to enable the U.S. to retain indefinite 

control over Okinawa. The purpose of U.S. occupation was largely military, but for the Japanese 

government, it was a sense of security and a way to have the United States as a part of its “Self-

Defense Forces.”141 These private proposals made between the Japanese government and the U.S. 

highlight the significance of the Japanese contribution in policymaking processes. Furthermore, 

these acts reveal that from very early on, the Japanese government was willing to “trade away” 

Okinawa’s sovereignty in exchange for an end to the occupation in mainland Japan.  

 U.S. occupation of mainland Japan was brought to an end in 1952 by the San Francisco 

Peace Treaty. Although Japan attained sovereignty, Okinawa remained under U.S. military control. 

For many Okinawan people, the day that the Japanese government signed the treaty is remembered 

as a “Day of Shame.”142 Having struggled for several decades to assimilate to Japan and to gain full 

acceptance as Japanese citizens, many Okinawans were met with feelings of betrayal, and felt 

outraged by the government’s decision to “trade away” Okinawa for its own independence. As a 

result, Okinawans had no choice but to become a colony of the United States.  

Despite the Japanese government’s neglect and betrayal after the signage of the San 

Francisco Peace Treaty, Okinawans considered themselves as Japanese and continued to yearn to be 

recognized as such.143 In 1951, Okinawan students began a massive petition in which 72% of 

eligible voters mobilized to demand Okinawan reversion to Japan.144 In March 1972, 20 years after 

the San Francisco Peace Treaty was signed and nearly 40 years after the end of the war, Prime 

Minister Eisaku Sato and President Richard Nixon reached an agreement for Okinawa’s return to 

Japanese prefectural status.145 Although the Okinawan Reversion Agreement returned Okinawa 

Prefecture to Japanese sovereignty, the hopes and expectations of the Okinawan people were not 

met, as there were no substantial changes with the US bases. 
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Current Day Okinawa 

Between the Okinawan Reversion Agreement in 1972 and 1995, 4,790 criminal charges 

were brought against U.S. military personnel. Among these cases were 12 cases of murder, 355 

cases of robbery, and 111 of rape.146 While military bases continue to remain after the reversion, the 

criminal acts of the US military service members continue to harm the Okinawan people. Although 

Okinawa was returned to Japan, many of the agreements and treaties made during the occupation 

continued to be enforced or adjusted in the favor of the military.147 Crimes were frequent and 

abhorrent, and after the rape incident in 1995, Okinawan civilians were outraged, demanding 

changes to the laws and agreements that governed them.148 On September 4, 1995, three U.S. 

military servicemen abducted a twelve-year-old schoolgirl off the street, shoved her into their rented 

car, and drove her to a deserted beach where they covered her mouth, brutally beat her until she was 

unconscious, and took turns raping her.149 The victim’s parents reported the crime to the Okinawa 

Prefecture Police (OPP), requesting that the rapists be arrested immediately.150 However, in March 

1996, Naha district court sentenced them for only seven years in prison.151 

         Crimes committed by the US military service members similar to the rape incident in 1995 

were handled in a non-transparent manner. Three days after the rape, OPP sought to detain the three 

suspects, yet the United States Naval Criminal Investigation Service (NCIS) rejected the request of 

sentencing the service members for life on the basis of the Status of Forces Agreement (SOFA).152 

This bilateral agreement, concluded in 1960, set forth the rights and privileges of the U.S. military 

and its personnel in Japan’s territory on such matters as the use, administration, and return of 

facilities and areas, criminal and civil jurisdiction, taxes, customs procedures, drivers licenses, and 

air and sea traffic control.153 The agreement stipulates procedures with regard to criminal 

jurisdiction, and provides that U.S. suspects can be transferred only after the Japanese authorities 

indict the criminals.154 In the past, in order to escape legal punishment in Japan, suspects belonging 

to the U.S. military often manipulated this provision by taking refugee on base territory.155 For 

instance, when a service member raped a nineteen-year-old Okinawan woman in July 1993, the 
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agreement allowed him to escape to the U.S. without punishment.156 Rather than taking steps to 

seek justice or take steps to protect Okinawan society from such future outrages, the Japanese 

government and the US government sought a response that would allow them to maintain the threat, 

that is, the base presence.  

While these laws, treaties, and agreements exist to protect the Okinawa people, they do not 

reflect the daily, lived experiences of the Okinawa people. The impacts of these decisions are not 

only revealed through the crimes and accidents, but also invisibly through the health and wellbeing 

of the Okinawa people. Understanding the history of the Okinawa people and its culture and 

traditions that rely on its connection to place, this research will explore and bring attention to the 

nexus between military occupation and food sovereignty. 

Furthermore, the history of Okinawa reflects the prolonged and continuing experience of 

colonialism. A once independent kingdom, since the 1600’s Okinawa has been a target of 

annexation, subjugation, and exploitation. Though the Japanese used Okinawa to promote its 

interests, the prefecture and its inhabitants were never recognized, rather, regarded as backward and 

inferior. These modes of control, segregation, and oppression, continued, but with a new colonial 

leader—the United States Military—as the prefecture suffered from imprisonment, violence, and 

capitalization.157 As a result, the repeated colonial attacks conditioned, punished, and oppressed 

Okinawa’s people. While incidents of rape, murder, and crime are blatant and egregious acts that 

probe discussion and protests, the less visible and subtle changes of the food practices critical to 

maintaining the longevity of Okinawa people have largely been overlooked and understudied.   
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Methodology 

Research Methods 

To address the overarching question of how local people struggle against, suffer from, resist 

or adapt to foreign colonization and occupation, I used a series of methodologies with two groups of 

informants: scholars at the University of Ryukyus in Okinawa (methodology #1) and local residents 

of Okinawa (methodologies #3-7). While in Okinawa, I conducted key informant interviews, semi-

structured interviews, surveys, focus groups, and journal-keeping with participants varying in 

background and demographic characteristics. All research methods were reviewed and approved by 

the UCSC Institutional Review Board and are included in Appendix A. The summary of my 

methodologies is shown in Table 1.  

  

Methodology# 1: Key Informant Interviews 

I conducted five key informant interviews with scholars at the International Institute for 

Okinawan Studies (IIOS) at the University of Ryukyus, a key institute that focuses on socio-legal 

and political issues in Okinawa.158 Prior to conducting the interviews, I was introduced to different 

scholars, identified through snowball sampling, and corresponded with each of the subjects through 

email to inform them about the kinds of questions I planned to ask them. With the permission from 

the scholars, the interviews were audio recorded.  

 Through Dr. Alan Christy’s introduction, I interviewed Dr. Ikue Kina, a literature professor 

at IIOS to understand the ways literature describes and shapes the understandings of the history and 

impacts of the U.S. military occupation on Okinawa. Through Dr. Kina, I was introduced to another 

professor of literature at IIOS, Dr. Akamine Masanobu, whose research is on the folktales written 

by the Ryukyu and pre-war Okinawan people and how they reflected the political climate, 

behaviors, and other cultural habits of the Okinawan people during those times.  

While at IIOS, I interviewed Dr. Gabe Masa’aki, a professor of international relations and 

politics, to understand the production of human rights within the current legal system; how the legal 

system engages the daily experiences of Indigenous people; and the efficacy of international law in 

serving Indigenous people under occupation. Through Dr. Masa’aki, I was introduced to Katarzyna 

Podlipska, a graduate student in international relations and political sciences at IIOS. Katarzyna’s 

interview contributed to understanding the regional and local feelings of safety while under 

occupation.  
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In order to understand the dietary patterns of the past and present Okinawan people, I met 

with Dr. Hidemi Todoriki, a researcher in Okinawan public health, health science, and 

epidemiology. Dr. Todoriki’s research on the pre and post war state of public health in Okinawa, as 

well as his “Chanpuru Study” were paramount to engaging in the evolutions of dietary habits of the 

Okinawan people.  

 

Methodology #2: Archival Research 

With the assistance of Professor Alan Christy, Dustin Wright, and my colleagues at the Gail 

Project, I undertook archival research to review literature, manuscripts, and historical documents 

from the Gail Project’s Special Collections at McHenry Library at UC Santa Cruz. This collection 

encompasses photos taken in Okinawa between 1952-1953 by an American Army Captain, Charles 

Gail, which provide a visual perspective on the daily lives of the Okinawa people. In addition to the 

photos, other the findings from the archival research were used to understand past, present, and 

future of the Okinawan-American relationship. 

 

Methodology #3: Participant Observation159  

I undertook 5 weeks of participant observation, in which I interacted with Okinawan 

residents as they went about their daily lives and engaged in activities with them as appropriate. For 

example, I focused on spaces related to food and accompanied people as they harvested, purchased, 

and prepared food. The observations were recorded and documented in ethnographic field notes.160 

Through my participant observation methodology, I was able to meet people, many of whom ended 

up participating in other aspects of my research (e.g., semi-structured interviews, focus groups, 

surveys, and food and activity journals).161 Participant observation was combined with observations 

of the other research methods (e.g. semi-structured interviews and surveys). These observations 

were critical in engaging and furthering understandings beyond what was prepared in the interviews 

and allowing participants to act more naturally than in an interview, focus group, or formal 

interview. It allowed for observations of the day-to-day lived experiences and practices of the 

Okinawan people.  

 

 

                                                
159 See Appendix. 
160 Robert Emerson, Writing Ethnographic Field Notes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 45.  
161Ibid., 342 



 

 

39 

Methodology #4: Semi-Structured Interviews162 

Semi-structured interviews gave me the opportunity to here more about livelihoods, 

sociality, connection to place, food culture, and experience of surroundings.163 Given differences 

between military occupation as de jure understandings versus de facto realities, I interviewed seven 

male and female local Okinawans between the ages of 20-83 years-old to better understand their 

perceptions of the US military occupation. The interview questionnaire included 22 questions 

focusing on general ideas of what occupation entails and the what conditions under which 

Indigenous communities thrive and/or suffer under foreign military occupation in their daily, lived 

experiences. Through my sample I sought to glean insights into what differences of opinion exist 

between young and old, male and female. All informants were recruited through snowball sampling; 

the interviews weremconducted at restaurants, cafes, and classrooms, and were recorded with 

consent.  

 

Methodology #5: Quality of Life Questionnaire164 

I modified the World Health Organization quality of life questionnaire to ask about levels of 

satisfaction, contentment, and physical/mental well-being.165 There were 98 informants of varying 

backgrounds and demographic characteristics, selected through convenience sampling. The surveys 

were distributed in places such as local farmers markets, nursing homes, and universities. Similar to 

the semi-structured interviews, these surveys were critical in understanding local residents and their 

levels of satisfaction, contentment, and physical/mental well-being on a 5-point Likert scale.  

 

Methodology #6: Focus Groups166   

I undertook focus groups to understand intergenerational differences in dietary practices as 

well as opinions about how militarization impacts food culture and intake.167 There were seven 

focus groups in total: a group with 5 males ranging from the ages 60-84; a group with 3 females 

ranging from 60-87; a group with 10 both male and female participants ranging from the ages 50-

90; a group with 6 males ranging from the ages 60-91; a group with 3 females ranging from 20-27; 

a group with 3 both male and female participants ranging from the ages 20-31; and a group with 3 

both male and female participants ranging from the ages 60-78. All focus group responses were 
                                                
162 See Appendix. 
163 Bernard, Research Methods in Anthropology, 212. 
164 See Appendix. 
165 World Health Organization "The World Health Organization quality of life assessment (WHOQOL): position paper 
from the World Health Organization." Social science & medicine 41, 10. (1995): 1403-1409. 
166 See Appendix. 
167 Bernard, Research Methods in Anthropology, 232. 
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recorded with participant consent. Focus groups were organized at nursing homes, community 

centers, parks, restaurants, cafes, and classrooms. Informants were recruited through snowball 

sampling.  

 

Methodology #7: Food and Activity Journals168 

Food practices are powerful lens through which to understand the mundane, daily impacts of 

forces such as militarization because they are at the intersection of our socio-cultural and 

biophysical lives. Both the focus groups and food and activity journals addressed the question: how 

do food patterns and practices reflect the influences and legacy of US militarization in Okinawa, 

and what are the implications for cultural continuity, connection to place, and social cohesion 

between old and young? Thirteen informants, varying in age and sex, were asked to keep daily food 

and activity journals for one week, documenting the types, costs, and sources of food, as well as 

meal companions. They were also asked to document activities and levels of exertion. 

 
Table 1. Overview of Methods 

 

 
                                                
168 See Appendix. 
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Sampling and Characteristics of the Sample 

 This study was mainly conducted in Okinawa, Japan for five-weeks from the end of June to 

July 2017. The subjects in my research consist of five academic scholars of Okinawa history, 

politics, and environmental and public health at the International Institute for Okinawan Studies 

(IIOS) at the University of Ryukyus, and 125 local Okinawan residents from the ages between 20 

and 91. The academic scholars were recruited through the help of Dr. Alan Christy and snowball 

sampling. With the introduction by Dr. Alan Christy, I contacted Dr. Ikue Kina at the University of 

Ryukyus, who I interviewed and also was introduced to four of the other scholars (Drs. Gabe 

Masa’aki, Hidemi Todoriki, Akamine Masanobu, and graduate student Katarzyna Podlipska).  

Participants who were residents of Okinawa were invited to participate through recruitment 

emails that I forwarded to the in-country contacts to send to potential subjects. The emails provided 

a consent form to inform the potential participants about what they were participating in, their time 

commitment, and the risks and benefits of their participation. Potential subjects were instructed to 

contact me directly through email regarding questions about the project. While in Okinawa, I used 

snowball sampling to recruit more participants. Similar to the participants recruited through email, 

participants selected through snowball sampling were provided with consent forms. For all 

participants oral consent were sought and provided with a copy of their consent information. All 

participation was voluntary, and subjects were given the option to end their participation at any 

time, as well as request that any information recorded from their participation be eliminated.  

Of the 130 participants, around 50 were affiliated with the University of Ryukyus. Many of 

them were recruited through introduction of Dr. Kina and her undergraduate research assistant. The 

rest of the participants were recruited through purposive sampling at local farmers markets, grocery 

stores, nursing homes, and other public areas in Okinawa.  

 

Human Subjects 

I undertook the full Human Subjects review process; my research was not appropriate for 

exemption or expedited review due to the potentially fraught nature of this research about 

experiences under foreign military occupation and changes in lifeways. The IRB reviewed my 

protocol, as well as my consent forms, research method materials, and recruitment emails. After two 

and a half months of revisions during which I gained a great deal of familiarity with ethical issues in 

this type of project, the UCSC Institutional Review Board approved my protocol in mid-June 2017 

(HS2857). Additionally, I completed Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training.  
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Limitations of Study 

Sample Size  

 Despite my efforts at recruitment, the limited sample size makes it difficult to find 

statistically significant relationships from the data and ensure a representative distribution of the 

population. With more than half of the respondents over 60, the ratio between old and young were 

unequal, making it difficult to create a comparison between intergenerational responses in the semi-

structured interviews, focus groups, surveys, and food and activity journals. Though most of the 

Quality of Life Questionnaire participants were recruited through convenience sampling rather than 

stratified random sampling, participants from focus group, semi-structured interview, food and 

activity journal, key informant, and participant observation participants were recruited through 

purposive sampling.  

Longitudinal research 

The long trajectory of events between the U.S. military and Okinawa is difficult to research 

and understand with only eight weeks of ethnographic field study within the span of two summers. 

In order to begin to understand the military occupation and the implications of its presence on the 

local community and their daily lived experiences, a longer ethnographic field study would have 

been necessary to collect genuine, meaningful, and comprehensive data. With the intent to increase 

the sample size from the participants during my preliminary visit to Okinawa in 2016, the time it 

took to recruit participants delayed the administration of the surveys, focus groups, interviews, food 

and activity journals, and participant observations. As a result, the amount of time I had to conduct 

research in Okinawa did not allow for follow-up interviews or meetings with participants to ask 

about questions I had from the responses they gave in the research materials. Furthermore, these 

interviews and meetings would not only clarify my understandings of the responses, but also it 

would have also allowed me to build rapport with the participants.  

For instance, since the Quality of Life Questionnaire was mostly done without assistance 

and only allowed for responses within the frame of the five-point Likert scale, there was no room 

for expanding on the reasons for their levels of satisfaction or opinion towards the questions or 

ability to engage in conversation with the participants. The short time span I had to conduct this 

research left little room for identifying errors or missing data in real time. For instance, after 

collecting the food and activity journals and surveys, a significant number of participants did not 

fully complete the surveys and/or food and activity journals by: leaving the age blank, skipping 

questions, or misreading prompts and/or questions. Had I more time to stay in Okinawa, I would 

have also been able to use the ability to follow-up with meetings with the interview participants or 
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walked participants through the surveys. However, I feel grateful that I did have two summers of 

fieldwork in Okinawa, because I was able to adapt my thesis project informed by the insights 

garnered from the previous summer, making the research a better reflection of the concerns and 

struggles of people in Okinawa. Far from being a seasoned academic, I realize that the accuracy, 

representation, and quality of my research leave much to be desired. But in these limitations are the 

foundation for a greater self-awareness and desire to conduct more robust studies in the future.  

 

Concluding Points 

 Despite the errors that limited my research, my ability to understand and speak in Japanese 

allowed me to make direct communication with the Okinawa participants. My bilingualism allowed 

me to fully convey my questions during interviews and focus groups without having to fully explain 

the subtleties I wanted to express in my interview questions to a translator.169 Although I am not a 

native Okinawan, my being Japanese may have increased the level of comfort and candidness of the 

responses. In many conversations, participants spoke about issues and topics that went beyond the 

scope of answers I was looking for, reflecting a degree of confidence in their being able to share 

their experiences and opinions. The thoroughness with which I described my research topic, my 

ability to speak in Japanese, and my residence in the U.S. may have had the impact of the local 

people feeling like they could share in the way they did.  

While the relationship between the U.S. military, Japanese government, and Okinawa 

continues to grow and evolve, this research focus allows me to conduct further and extensive 

research. The nature of this research focus therefore, leaves room for a work in progress, and as a 

result, I will be able to learn from the errors from the field studies during both summers that limited 

my ability to give a complete, accurate, and representative conclusion.170 In future research, I hope 

to build and further my relationships with the participants that I recruited during both summers by 

implementing ethnographic methods to interviewing, surveying, and observing and engaging in 

more mixed method investigations. Moving forward, I hope to continue to hone my ability to build 

good rapport with participants, immerse myself in the cultures and daily lives of the local people, 

and advance my aptitude to engage in relevant research that can advocate and further the issues of 

the people with whom I have the privilege to work.171  

 

 

                                                
169 Ibid., 216. 
170 Ibid., 216. 
171 Ibid., 230. 
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Findings 
 

Military occupation expresses itself in food, cultural tastes, and markets. Inexpensive and 

plentiful food on and around U.S. bases in Okinawa - especially during the 25-year formal military 

occupation - permeated Okinawan culture, changing tastes and creating markets for American fast 

food restaurants like McDonalds, A&W, and Blue Seal Ice Cream.172 Until recently Okinawans, 

who “host” nearly 75 percent of U.S. troops based in Japan on 25 percent of the nation’s territory, 

enjoyed the longest life expectancies of any Japanese; however, since the 1990’s, both male and 

female Okinawans have continued to drop lower in the longevity ranking, losing its title as the 

“island of centennials.”173 Okinawan men are paying the greatest price, as their ranking in longevity 

has fallen to 30th among Japan’s 47 prefectures.174 Scholars have documented shifts in dietary 

practices and physical exercise as the source of the dramatic drop from longevity ranking. In Naha, 

Okinawa’s capital, Catherine Lutz, a Professor of Anthropology and International Studies at Brown 

University, reports that “people spend 46 percent more on hamburgers than people do in other 

Japanese prefectural capitals. They spend 60 percent more on bacon, and 300 percent more on 

processed meats, while spending 49 percent less on salad and 71 percent less on sushi.”175 

 In order to understand whether or not the U.S. military occupation facilitated the shifts in the 

daily practices of the Okinawa people, I conducted research with 125 local Okinawan participants 

and five scholars. During five weeks of field research, I investigated the state of Okinawa’s public 

health and local opinions and attitudes about the implications of the U.S. military occupation. These 

findings will be presented in this section to contribute to the discussion of how ecological and 

cultural impacts of U.S. military occupation influence the loss of food sovereignty and connection 

to place among Okinawan people. Through archival research and key informant interviews, I found 

statistical data on the state of Okinawa’s public health, as well as the documents exchanged between 

the U.S. Military Administration and the Japanese government. I will discuss these findings first, 

then I will summarize the responses collected in the semi-structured interviews, surveys, focus 

groups, and food and activity journals to bring the data into a local and current context.   

 

 

 
                                                
172Joseph Gerson, The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle against U.S. Military Posts (New York: New York 
University Press, 2009), 50.   
173 Masamichi Inoue, Okinawa and the U.S. Military (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 5. 
174 Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare of Japan, “Annual Ranking Japan,” Ministry of Health, Labour, and 
Welfare of Japan. 2011. (accessed January 25, 2018).  
175 Gerson, The Bases of Empire: The Global Struggle against U.S. Military Posts, 50.  
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Statistics of Current Public Health in Okinawa 

The impacts of the public health policies administered after WWII by the United States Civil 

Administration of the Ryukyu Island (USCAR) reveals itself in the statistical data collected by 

epidemiologist, Hidemi Todoriki, at the University of Ryukyus. Through archival research, Todoriki 

found documents from 1945-1972 exchanged between the American military, U.S. government, and 

Japanese government to study the nutrition transition in Okinawa, and how the transition was 

associated with the decrease in longevity. In addition to “Nutrition Transition and Nourishment 

Policy in Postwar Okinawa - Influence of US Administration” (Nutrition Transition Study) research, 

Todoriki also conducted the Chanpuru Study in 2004, to understand whether or not the traditional 

Okinawa diet practiced before the WWII facilitated good health (e.g. low risk of diet related diseases 

such as diabetes, high blood pressure, etc.). In this section, I will summarize Todoriki’s findings in 

the Nutrition Transition Study and the Chanpuru Study to provide context to the ways the US 

military administration is involved in the current state of public health in Okinawa.  

Figure 4.1 Model of Nutrition Transition and its Effects on Okinawan Children 176 
A) The Nutrition Transition Study 

The Nutrition Transition Study incorporated documents that Todoriki used to “analyze the 

purposes and methods behind policies, transition of budgets, and information about people who were 

                                                
176 Hidemi Todoriki, “Nutrition Transition and Nourishment Policy in Postwar Okinawa - Influence of US 
Administration,” Health, Wellness and Social Policy 10, 1. (2010): 202. 
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involved in the implementation of each policy.”177 The documents revealed the impacts of USCAR’s 

public health policies and its influence on dietary shifts in Okinawa. One of the main focuses of the 

research was to find how the policies influenced the decrease in longevity ranking of Okinawa. 

Todoriki credits this change to the imports and consumption of foods high in cholesterol, fat, 

sodium, and salt178; these new imports were quickly implemented into school lunch programs in 

local K-12 schools in Okinawa.179  As shown in Figure 4.1, processed meats were one of the main 

imports that increased significantly after the beginning of the USCAR administration.180 The imports 

of processed meats were heavily implemented into the school lunch programs, and its impacts reveal 

in the increase in fat intake and body mass index among Okinawan children (Figure 4.1).181 In this 

study, Todoriki also found that in 1970, the average weights of Okinawan boys and girls were higher 

than the average weights of boys and girls in mainland Japan. These cohorts of Okinawan boys and 

girls were part of the generation that experienced the shifts in school lunches.  

 
Figure 4.2. Nutrition Transition and its Effect on Body Weight182 
Furthermore, the impacts of the imports of high cholesterol foods are heavily reflected in the 

growth rate, body mass index, and obesity rates of not only the boys and girls in Okinawa, but also 

                                                
177 Ibid., 197.  
178 Ibid., 198. 
179 Ibid., 202. 
180 Ibid., 202.  
181 Ibid., 202.  
182 Ibid., 201. 
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the population of Okinawa as a whole. As shown in Figure 4.2, both the difference in “fat intake” 

and “fat intake gap (kg)” of the residents in Okinawa and Japan increase as the “amount of imported 

meat” increases in 1962.183 Furthermore, although the average income in Okinawa did not improve 

until 10 years after mainland Japan, the “fat intake” was much higher than in mainland Japan (Figure 

4.2). Todoriki explains that this was because the U.S. Administration made foods with higher fat 

intake more accessible at an earlier period than in mainland Japan.184  

These results are also reflected in the comparison between the “Body Weight (kg)” of 9-year-

old females in Okinawa and mainland Japan, as well as the comparison between the size of the gap 

between the “Body Weight (kg)” of 9-year-old females in Okinawa and mainland Japan. The gap 

between the body weight of a 9-year-old female in Okinawa and the body weight of a 9-year-old 

female in mainland Japan closed as the amount of imported meat in Okinawa increased. Though 

Todoriki does not explain in his study as to why the “Body Weight” of Okinawa 9-year-old females 

was lower than those in mainland Japan, Figure 4.2 shows how the “gap” between the “body 

weights” between the 9-year-old females in Okinawa and mainland shrinks after the “amount of 

imported meat in Okinawa” increases.185 The findings in both Figure 4.1 and 4.2 give perspective on 

the impacts of USCAR on the youth in Okinawa and the population of Okinawa as a whole.  

 
Figure 4.3  Percentage of people at-risk of Metabolic Syndrome 186  

 

The data in Figures 4.1 and 4.2 both help understand when the changes of the U.S. 

Administration on the foodways of Okinawa people began and how it impacted the health of the 

Okinawa people in comparison to the people in mainland Japan between 1950 to 1998. Figure 4.3 

also helps bring attention to how the changes in foodways between 1950 to 1998 are reflected in the 

state of health in the current population in Okinawa. Todoriki explains that “compared with 
                                                
183 Ibid., 201.   
184 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
185 Ibid., 202.  
186 Okinawa Prefecture, “Kenko Okinawa” Okinawa-Ken. March, 2014. http://www.kenko-okinawa21.jp/070-
bunya/shoku/ (accessed January 25, 2018).  
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mainland Japan, the socioeconomic changes happened in a short period of time in Okinawa, and the 

consumption habits and food culture among the postwar generation were different from those of the 

prewar generation.”187 Thus, the differences in living conditions and lifestyles between the pre-war 

generation and post-war generation could have had an impact upon health and the rapid change in 

the life expectancy of the generations today. In 2010, the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Welfare in 

Japan collected the rates of citizens with metabolic syndrome in each prefecture. This data is shown 

in Figure 4.3, and highlights Okinawa as the highest rate of citizens with metabolic syndrome out of 

the 47 prefectures in Japan. This syndrome can be controlled through changes in diet, and is a group 

of risk factors such as high blood pressure, high blood sugar, unhealthy cholesterol levels, and fat.188 

In the same year, diabetes, high cholesterol, and other diet related diseases were reported as the 

number one cause of death for both male and female Okinawan residents.189 The findings from the 

Nutrition Transition Study signify the ways the U.S. Administration not only impacted the diets and 

health of the Okinawa people during 1950 to 1998, but also that of the current generation.  

B)  The Chanpuru Study 

The Chanpuru Study furthers the findings of the Nutrition Transition Study by evincing the 

ability of the traditional Okinawan diet to maintain and improve health and wellbeing. While the 

findings in the Nutrition Transition Study account for the deleterious ways the policies implemented 

by USCAR had on the health of the population between 1950 to 1998, the outcomes of the Chanpuru 

Study reinforce the idea that if the traditional Okinawa diet were preserved during 1950 to 1998, the 

health and wellbeing of the Okinawa people may have been significantly different than how it is 

today.190 

 In 2004, Todoriki began the Chanpuru Study to investigate whether or not the traditional 

Okinawan diet, centered around local produce and cultural practices, facilitates the longevity of the 

Okinawan people.191 The traditional Okinawan diet is characterized by high intake of green-yellow 

vegetables, sweet potatoes, soy-bean products, low-intake of salt and dairy products, high-fiber, and 

low caloric intake.192 This study documents the possible ways that the shift in U.S. Administration 

and its public health policies led to the increase in fat, meat, and salt intake that resulted in the high 

                                                
187 Todoriki, “Nutrition Transition and Nourishment Policy in Postwar Okinawa - Influence of US Administration,” 202.  
188  PubMed Health Glossary, “Metabolic Syndrome,” PubMed Health, n.d., 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmedhealth/PMHT0024493/ (accessed March 1, 2018).  
189 Okinawa Prefecture, “Kenko Okinawa” Okinawa-Ken. n.d. http://www.kenko-okinawa21.jp/070-bunya/shoku/ 
(accessed March 2, 2018).  
190 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
191 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
192 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
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rates of diet-related diseases and other health issues in postwar Okinawa.193 The Chanpuru Study 

was a randomized clinical trial involving 150 American residents in Okinawa between the ages of 40 

to 69 years old who received lunches and dinners delivered once a week.194 For the first two weeks, 

the subjects were asked to practice their regular, Westernized food choices. During the following 

four weeks, subjects were randomly divided into two groups: one group of subjects were fed a 

typical Western diet and the second group received meals following the Okinawan diet.195 After the 

four weeks, depending on what they were assigned to during the first four weeks, the groups 

switched to either the Western diet or the Okinawan diet.196  

The results of the study revealed that the traditional Okinawan diet had a positive impact on 

the decrease in sodium, blood, and cholesterol levels and an increase in serum vitamin C levels 

among all the informants.197 Though this study was not conducted on Okinawan people, Todoriki’s 

method of using American subjects showed potential the pre-war Okinawan food practices had on 

improving or maintaining good health among non-Okinawan people. Furthermore, by discovering 

how the traditional Okinawan diet decreased the levels of sodium, blood, and cholesterol, the 

Chanpuru Study brings attention to how the change in foodways implemented after USCAR 

increased the fat intake and body weight among the youth and general population of the Okinawa 

people between 1950 and 1998 (Figures 4.1 and 4.2).  

 
Perceptions about Military Occupation 

 The focus group, food and activity journals, semi-structured interviews, and surveys 

collected from 125 local Okinawan participants in June 2017, reinforce the findings from Todoriki’s 

study that reveal the potential influence of the USCAR on the current state of health among the 

Okinawan people. The responses reveal the ways occupation is embodied both through the daily 

lived experiences of the Okinawan people and intergenerationally in their foodways and culture.  

Focus group members were asked: what are some ways in which Okinawa residents 

experience U.S. military occupation in their daily lives? For example, what does it look like, smell 

like, taste like, sound like, feel like? How does U.S. military occupation affect—both positively and 

negatively—things like health, well-being, a good life? Many of the responses credited occupation 

as the reason for declining wellbeing and physical health of the Okinawa people. A 79-year old 

female farmworker and farmers market vendor responded:  

                                                
193 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
194 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
195 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
196 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
197 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
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What prevents me from being healthy and having a good life is the military occupation. It 
gives me stress. I don’t open my windows in the morning because the neighbors are so 
loud…This market used to be for locals. No one comes anymore. No one wants to buy my 
produce anymore. They’d rather just eat A&W...I want to support myself financially but I’m 
barely making it through (Female 60-79; Focus Group).198 
 

The Makishi public farmers market the female respondent mentions was once known as the “most 

popular local food market” before it was replaced by accessibility of imported foods by the U.S. 

military in grocery stores.199 The market was frequented by local people who came to buy seafood, 

vegetables, and foods that were vital to the traditional Okinawan diet.200 Today, the Makishi public 

farmers market is a tourist site. Walking down the indoor shopping arcade, visitors were mostly 

foreigners, and market items were “photo opportunities” rather than products for sale. In one of my 

fieldwork observations, I witnessed a tourist from a group bus tour group attempt to take a 

photograph of the colorful seafood displayed by one of the vendors; in response, the merchant 

pressed her hand above the display and mumbled in Okinawan dialect, “this is food, not a fun 

photograph to bring back home.” When visual consumption by outsiders replaces culinary 

consumption by locals, fundamental shifts in food choices, diet and livelihoods are rendered 

obvious.  

 
Figure 4.4 Food and Activity Journal of 20-year-old Female University student 

                                                
198 Focus Group with Okinawa resident, July 10, 2017.  
199  Okinawa Island Guide, “Explore Makishi Public Market,” Okianwa Island Guide, n.d., https://www.oki-
islandguide.com/areaguide/explore-makishi-public-market (accessed February 22, 2018). 
200 See Appendix. 
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Figure 4.5 Food and Activity Journal of 72-year-old Female Naha City native and resident 

 

These attitudes and behaviors toward traditional food practices are further reflected in the 

food and activity journals collected from thirteen local Okinawan people varying in backgrounds 

and demographic characteristics. All participants were asked to record the types, costs, sources of 

food, meal companions, and levels of exertion for one week. The meals and sources of products 

documented in the food and activity journals in Figures 4.4 and 4.5 from a 20-year-old female 

university student (Figure 4.4) and 79-year-old female Naha native and resident (Figure 4.5) reveal 

the intergenerational differences and the loss of cultural continuity. In Figure 4.5, when asked to 

record their meals for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for the week, the university student recorded 

meals that were predominately westernized and sourced from restaurants and convenience stores. 

Similar to the data revealed in Todoriki’s study, the meals listed in Figure 4.4 contain high levels of 

sodium, fat, and cholesterol that contribute to the diet-related diseases in Figure 4.3.201 As 

mentioned above, people in Naha, the capital of Okinawa, spend 46 percent more on hamburgers 

than people do in other Japanese prefectural capitals, however, there are still Naha residents that 

actively engage in cultural food practices in their daily foodways.202 The Naha city native and 

resident informant in Figure 4.5 is an example of those who continue to practice traditional 

Okinawan diets. The 72-year-old resident in Figure 4.5 documents meals using seasonal and local 

produce prepared herself and purchased at local markets, gifted from neighbor’s farms, and farmers 

markets. While Figure 4.5 exemplifies an activity pattern made possible through preservation of 

traditional knowledge and lifeways, Figure 4.4 exemplifies the alteration of these lifestyles and a 

loss between the linkages between traditional dietary patterns and connection with the environment 

and culture. The comparison between the two food and activity journals collected from informants 

with large age gaps reveals intergenerational differences in attitudes, preferences, and daily food 

                                                
201 Todoriki, “Nutrition Transition and Nourishment Policy in Postwar Okinawa - Influence of US Administration,” 202.  
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practices. With the younger generation consuming Westernized foods purchased from fast food 

restaurants comes a greater risk of a potential increase in levels of residents with diet related 

diseases. While there are significant and negative impacts of U.S. military occupation on the lives 

of Okinawans, local opinions reflects complex and contradictory opinions, unexpected results that 

elicit more questions than answers.  

 

Perceptions about Military Occupation 

 A month before my first ethnographic field research in Okinawa, the media reported the rape 

and murder of a 19-year-old Okinawan female University student committed by a US military 

service member.203 Although I was aware of the frequency of crimes and accidents committed by 

US military service members, the level of fear and measures of precaution portrayed through 

different sources of media reaffirmed my assumptions of the types of responses I would receive 

from local Okinawa participants when asked about their perceptions of the U.S. military. However, 

after collecting responses from semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and surveys, the number 

of participants who expressed support towards the US military occupation, as well as the 32% of 

survey respondents that rated their overall quality of life at “5” on the five-point Likert scale, were 

beyond what I anticipated. In this section, I will also present the responses to these various 

methodologies to reflect on the definitions of food sovereignty and military occupation, preliminary 

findings which I will engage in the discussion section and hope to investigate further in future 

research.  

 The opinions expressing support or indifference towards the military occupation were 

frequent in semi-structured interviews and focus groups. Furthermore, I found that there was a 

significant number of residents who preferred Westernized diets with high calorie, salt, or sodium 

levels. Todoriki’s research explains that these drastic changes in the foods that were available to 

Okinawan people after the war made meals more convenient, and in some ways attracted people to 

support the US military occupation.204 Before the occupation, Okinawan people were more food 

sovereign, as they grew and ate their own foods.205 Farm labor consumed most of their lives and 

limited their choices and styles of cooking.206 During a semi-structured interview, an 89 year-old 

Okinawan resident reminisced about the postwar shifts in dietary consumption:  
                                                
203 Justin McCurry, “Thousands Protest at US Bases on Okinawa After Japanese Woman’s Murder,” The Guardian. The 
Guardian, June 19, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/19/thousands-protest-at-us-bases-on-okinawa-
after-japanese-womans (accessed February 22, 2018). 
204 Todoriki, “Nutrition Transition and Nourishment Policy in Postwar Okinawa - Influence of US Administration,” 199.  
205 Jon Mitchell, “Okinawa: U.S. Marines Corps Training Lectures Denigrate Local Residents, Hide Military Crimes,” 
The Asia Pacific-Journal 14, 13 (2016): n.a.  
206 Inoue, Okinawa and the U.S. Military, 5. 
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Because of the military there are things like Spam...and we would’ve never been 
introduced to those things. That changed our style of eating. I think it’s very 
unique. I remember how different and exciting it was as a kid, in comparison to 
the things we always ate from our farm. French fries were so good I had never had 
them before as a kid. A different way of eating potatoes.  

 
The foods that were available such as Spam and other processed meats introduced flavors that were 

“unique” and drastically different from the Okinawan diet, which made foods imported by the US 

Administration more appealing to some Okinawans.207 Similarly, in a focus group conducted with 5 

male informants between the ages of 60-89 years-old, one of the male informants praised the US 

military and its administration when asked: “What does the term “health” mean to you? What are 

its components? In the past 10 years, has the health of residents here changed, and if so, how? How 

is health maintained?” The participant responded saying:  

But in terms of health, I think it’s really improved, there are more variety of food 
and its brought wealth to our physical being. I think the reason for our population 
increase is because of the military occupation. I think they've brought really good 
nutrition and its very beneficial to improving our health. and I think it’s the reason 
why we are high in longevity ranking. The military occupation brought wealth in 
our food choices and its improved our health. 
 

Similar responses from informants that credited the military for improving the public health and 

bringing wealth into the foodways in Okinawa were prevalent during the focus groups and semi-

structured interviews. Though findings from Todoriki’s research contradict those responses, the 

assumption carried by many of the respondents from the semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups are worth investigating in future research. I speculate that perhaps Western foods carry 

forms of cultural capital, imbuing consumers with attributes as being “modern” or “cosmopolitan.” 

Convenience, ease, cost, and the appeal of salty, sugary, fatty snacks are also likely to play a role. 

 

                                                
207 Interview with Hidemi Todoriki, July 11, 2017.  
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Figure 4.6 Quality of Life Questionnaire                              Figure 4.7 Quality of Life Questionnaire 

Among those who reviewed the occupation under a positive light in the semi-structured 

interviews and focus groups, the implications of the US military occupation may not have come to 

mind when asked about their level of satisfaction, contentment, and physical/mental well-being in 

the Quality of Life Questionnaire. Using a 5-point Likert scale, each of the 11 questions in the 

survey was asked in order to target the level of satisfaction participants had of their quality of life. 

For instance, question number 3, asked “to what extent does your environment and community 

prevent you from doing what you need to do?” This question was asked in efforts to understand the 

level of impact the changes implemented by the military occupation had on the economy and 

environment of Okinawa. While 1.02% responded that “not at all,” 32.65% responded “an extreme 

amount” (Figure 4.6). Knowing that Okinawa is ranked as one of the poorest prefectures in Japan 

and known as a “dumpsite” for military aircrafts, the outcome of people that responded positively 

towards their level of satisfaction with the environment and economy in Okinawa is worth 

investigating further.208 In the same survey, informants were also asked “how safe do you feel in 

your daily life?” to which 1% responded that they did not feel safe at all, while 41.8% of the 98 

informants felt “an extreme amount” of safety in their daily life (Figure 4.7). Recognizing the 

number of crimes and accidents caused by the US military, I asked this survey question to 

understand the levels of safety people felt in Okinawa. Again, these findings instigated the need for 

future research to understand the reason behind their rating in the quality of safety in Okinawa. 

Since the survey did not give respondents the option to elaborate or explain their survey responses, I 
                                                
208Jon Mitchell, “Okinawa Dump Site May Be Proof of Agent Orange,” Japan Times, The Japan Times, August 7, 2013 
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2013/08/07/national/okinawa-dump-site-may-be-proof-of-agent-orange-
experts/#.Wq-UwZPwZE4 (accessed March 1, 2018).  
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was not able to investigate if the presence of the U.S. military was accounted in their rationale for 

each response.  

In addition to the Food and Activity Journal participant in Figure 4.4, several other journal-

keepers documented food practices leaning towards non-traditional meals obtained from fast food 

restaurants and grocery stores. As Figure 4.8 and 4.9 demonstrate, both 22-year-old University 

student from Figure 4.8 and 58-year-old Naha city native from Figure 4.9 and resident document 

diets with meals incorporating processed meats and other Westernized foods.  

 
Figure 4.8 Food and activity journal of 22-year-old University student 

 
Figure 4.9 Food and activity journal of 58-year-old Naha City native and resident 

 

Although the “Chanpuru Study” and the “Nutritional Transition Study” conducted by 

Todoriki show the implications of the US military on the state of public health in Okinawa, and the 

crimes and accidents caused by the military occupation shift the sense of safety among the Okinawa 

people, these responses from surveys, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups contradict, and 

as a result, prompt future research.  
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Discussion and Conclusions 

Discussion 

The findings from the key informant interviews, archival research, semi-structured 

interviews, focus groups, and surveys bring attention to the impacts US military occupation has on 

the ecological and cultural aspects of Okinawa, and as a result further the loss of food sovereignty 

and connection to place among the Okinawa people. These results also increase the demand for 

“food sovereignty” literature and “military occupation” literature to recognize the impacts of 

military occupation on food sovereignty in “host” communities. By doing so, attention towards the 

need for international laws, treaties, and agreements set forth by the Japanese and US governments 

reflect local interests and engage the daily-lived experiences of the local people. Furthermore, 

expansion of food sovereignty literature to include US military occupation as a form of colonization 

could potentially act as an approach to the preservation of food, food identity, and wellbeing among 

Okinawa and/or other indigenous communities.   

While Todoriki’s research identifies the ways the military occupation had a significant 

impact on the rates of diet related diseases, these findings can also contribute to understanding what 

caused the beginning of shift in the dietary practices and lack of physical activity that researchers 

and scholars discovered as the two main reasons for the drop in longevity ranking.209 However, 

these researchers and scholars do not identify what caused Okinawans to shift their dietary practices 

and why Okinawans were exercising less. Although there are other factors that can attribute to each 

individual’s decision to change their food practices and physical exercise, the early introduction of 

foods with high salt, fat, and caloric intake, and how these foods became incorporated into the food 

ways of Okinawa people is evident from the Todoriki’s Nutritional Transition Study. 

In addition to the influences of USCAR had on the changes in diet, the ability to use the 

“ecologically and agriculturally sound” practices that are essential to practicing the traditional 

Okinawa diet (as described in the Chanpuru Study) is also impacted by the military occupation. 

Similar to Vieques, though many US military sites have been returned, the ecology of these lands 

are disrupted by the contamination and poor maintenance, that they are no longer useful in 

providing resources to practice “culturally appropriate food practices.”210 Consequently, though 

food sovereignty movements approach communities to “define their own food and agriculture 

systems,” for Okinawa the “ecologically sound and sustainable methods” that facilitate these 

                                                
209 S Miyagi et al. “Longevity and Diet in Okinawa, Japan: the Past, Present and Future.” Asia Pacific Journal 15, 1 
(2003): 3-9 
210 Pascale Joassart-Marcelli and Fernando Bosco, Food and Place: A Critical Exploration  (Lanham: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2018), 25. 
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choices are no longer available because of the occupation.211 Furthermore, the prolonged presence 

of the occupation also has deep implications on the preservation of the “culturally appropriate food” 

practices.212 A combination of the influences of USCAR on foodways and the militarization of 

landscapes has had profound impact in the amount of Okinawa people who do practice the 

traditional Okinawa diet. Although there are movements and efforts to bring back indigenous 

Okinawan culture practiced during the Ryukyu Kingdom period, these traditions are discovered and 

reintroduced through the perspective of the Japanese. With no living generations that experienced 

Ryukyu culture remaining, the food sovereignty movement approach to regain the “right of people 

to make independent decisions” and make “healthy and culturally appropriate food produced 

through ecologically sound and sustainable methods,” becomes out of reach and impossible for 

current generations.213 Thus, the definitions and approaches to food sovereignty must incorporate 

the conditions in which occupied communities operate as well. By doing so, discussions and 

movements of food sovereignty can cultivate a more inclusive approach to food justice.  

Future Research 

When I first traveled to Okinawa, I anticipated that I would receive responses that could 

support my claim that military occupation impacts the daily, lived experiences in the Okinawa 

people. I had hoped that the actual opinions and responses from local people would give direct 

perspective on the implications of the US military, so that I could engage in conversations that 

could help “improve” the daily, lived experiences through food sovereignty and connection to place. 

However, after analyzing the responses from the surveys, interviews, and focus groups, I began to 

question the reason behind the significant amount of people who were in support or indifferent 

towards the military occupation. It is difficult to disregard these opinions as “incorrect” and these 

participants as “wrong” for preferring to eat Spam over Okinawan dishes. Although the decision to 

eat Spam, or other imported processed meats, over Okinawan dishes increase the risk of metabolic 

syndrome, as shown in the Nutritional Transition Study, if Okinawa people choose this diet whether 

it is because of the affordability, accessibility, or preference, why should food sovereignty 

movements enforce “culturally appropriate foods?”  

Today, Okinawa is no longer under the administration of the US military. Although they are 

under the governance of Japan, local residents in Okinawa are able to incorporate their own 

decisions in their food choices than they were able to at the time of USCAR.214 Despite the 

                                                
211 Ibid., 25. 
212 Ibid., 25. 
213 Ibid., 25. 
214 George Kerr, Okinawa: The History of an Island People. (Boston: Tuttle Publishing, 2000), 468. 
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reintroduction to what the Japanese government or the food sovereignty movement defines as 

“culturally appropriate” foodways to the indigenous Okinawa culture, food and activity journals 

show that, with the options that are made available to them, current generations choose foods that 

are not “culturally appropriate.” Though these food practices are not ones that food sovereignty 

movements define, if the levels of satisfaction people shown in the quality of survey are generally 

high, it is significant to reexamine the current definitions of food sovereignty, and whether or not it 

encompasses how each individual may define food sovereignty.  

Consequently, responses that support the military occupation, can be looked at in a different 

way. These responses could be signs of a new wave of food sovereignty, and what current 

generations define as food choices. The responses are indicators of intergenerational differences in 

the ways different age cohorts define as food sovereignty. Since, food sovereignty, as currently 

defined, is the ability to be sovereign over food choices through democratized food practices. If this 

definition is applied, it could mean that those who speak comfortably in support of the military 

occupation, do have food sovereignty.  

 

Conclusion 
 On a macro level, this thesis has addressed how indigenous communities thrive and/or suffer 

under foreign occupation. This question was investigated by using ethnographic field research, 

literature review, and archival research, and found that the implications of military occupation 

impact not only the political and economic aspects of host regions, but also the ecosystems that 

sustain culture, food sovereignty and connection to place. In the thesis, I first identify the lack of 

existing research and literature on food sovereignty and military occupation, discussing the 

struggles of occupied communities in maintaining food sovereignty. Using the food and activity 

journals, quality of life surveys, semi-structured interviews, focus groups, key informant interviews, 

and archival research, I pointed to the ways food sovereignty closely relates to how communities 

like Okinawa are excluded in conversations of food sovereignty, as much of their cultural practices 

are prevented and/or destroyed by the military presence.   

 The current debate on whether or not the US should continue to occupy Okinawa, is highly 

polarized, meaning real progress is not forthcoming. Thus, politicians and business leaders need to 

start thinking with clarity, and to approach this unstable moment as an opportunity rather than a 

crisis. This includes acknowledging that while the heavy US military presence comes with some 

short-term advantages, in the long-term, it comes with serious social, environmental and economic 

consequences. However, polarized opinions stem from a local level too, as many Okinawans have 
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assimilated and adjusted to the presence of the military, they too have become advocates of the 

continuation of the occupation.215  

 Okinawa’s maverick governor, Takeshi Onaga and now deceased former Governor, 

Masahide Ota, have both heavily advocated for not only the reduction of the US military presence, 

but also the liberation of Okinawa from the Japanese ownership.216 However, although both Onaga 

and Ota have lobbied and drawn attention to this issue for several years, the reality of the law, 

treaty, and agreement making decisions make these efforts unheard and ignored.217  

 In the duration of researching, collecting, analyzing, and writing to complete this thesis, 

there has been 48 incidents by U.S. military personnel reported under crimes and accidents, of 

which only 10 have been prosecuted, but not on a manner commensurate had the crime or 

punishment been committed by a non-US military personnel.218 Despite these crimes and accidents, 

the U.S. and Japan Joint Committee continue to press forward the expansion of the military bases in 

Okinawa, one of the proposed sites is the white-sand beach of Henoko, home to indigenous 

communities and fragile ecosystems.219  

 After a focus group, I was invited to stay over for dinner at an informant’s home. The dinner 

table was filled with meals prepared with ingredients sourced from local farms and farmers markets, 

made with traditional Okinawan recipes. Sitting around the table were local Okinawa people 

varying from different age groups and backgrounds. Standing in the kitchen was the 91-year-old 

great grandmother, who spent two days preparing a stewed pork belly dish called “rafute.” 

“Grandma knows how to make it, if I make it, it would take too long,” one of the 30-year-old 

informants said, after she explained that the great grandmother did not cook as much anymore, but 

insisted that she would make “rafute” so that I could have a “homemade Okinawa dish.” The second 

I looked up after taking a sip of the broth soup that the refute was prepared in, everyone was 

watching me, especially the great grandmother, waiting for my reaction. The soup was so good, that 

I had to take a second sip before I exclaimed: “oh my goodness, this is delicious! How can I make 

this at home?” Even though I knew that I would not be able to make it half as good as the great 

grandmother did, I needed to know exactly how it was prepared so I could make an attempt. 

Everyone laughed. When I think about this interaction now, and I am still filled with regret or 

                                                
215 Ra Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation,” The Conversation. 
The Conversation US Inc., March 10, 2017 https://theconversation.com/why-a-row-over-military-bases-on-okinawa-
spells-trouble-for-us-japan-relations-72685. (accessed March 18, 2017).  
216 Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation.” 
217 Mason, “Why a Row Over Military Bases on Okinawa Spells Trouble for US-Japan Relation.” 
218 Okinawa Prefecture, “US Military Base in Okinawa Annual Report,” Okinawa Prefecture. August, 2017 
http://www.pref.okinawa.jp/site/chijiko/kichitai/h293toukeisiryou.html (accessed March 18, 2017).  
219 Masamichi Inoue, Okinawa and the U.S. Military (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007), 5. 
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embarrassment about asking how to make it, but I am also thinking back on how much rafute, a dish 

made of pork grown and raised in the backyard of local homes, carried pride, cultural identity, and 

tradition for the grandmother. These feelings were carried too, by the seven other people in the 

room, who waited for my reaction because they cared whether or not I would like rafute, a dish that 

represents Okinawa cuisine. I was later faced with a mix of emotions. I learned the power of food, 

and its way of preserving cultural identity and instilling a sense of cultural pride. The act of using 

food to generate cross-cultural conversation and connection is a powerful technique that can only be 

carried by those who have a sense to place and a surrounding ecosystem that will support these 

traditions. These people are critical members of our society, as they remind us of the value and 

power of food, and its ability to encourage all of us to take care of our ecosystems that allow us to 

practice our food sovereignty and embeddedness in the places we call home. 
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Methodology #4: Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
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Methodology 5: Quality of Life Questionnaire 
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Methodology 6: Focus Groups 
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Methodology 7: Food and Activity Journals 
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Picture 1. Makishi Farmers Market 
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Picture 2. Participant Observation at Kainan Elementary School in Okinawa, Japan  
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Picture 3. Dinner at local Okinawa home 
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 Picture 4. Traditional Okinawa cuisine at Maikishi Farmers Market 
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 Picture 5. Okinawa seasonal fruit 
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Picture 6. Local grocery store with Spam 
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 Picture 7. Futenma Military Base220 
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