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A history of base-related incidents and 

marginalization vis-à-vis the Japanese mainland 

fostered the emergence of a contemporary

collective Okinawan ethnic identity.
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ABSTRACT: 
Since the end of WWII, the US has maintained a military presence 
in Japan with bases spread throughout the archipelago. Tensions 
emerge periodically between the base presence and the 
communities which host the bases. The US military presence in 
Okinawa has elicited more local resistance than its presence in 
mainland Japan, despite large and strategically important bases 
there. What accounts for this disparity? Previous research on 
anti-US-base protests in Japan has taken for granted the 
disparity in protest activity between Okinawa and the Japanese 
mainland, failing to examine the possible reasons for this 
difference. This study seeks to discern why the US bases in 
Okinawa have elicited more protest than the bases on the 
Japanese mainland through a mixed-method analysis. Employing 
both regressions of an original dataset of anti-US-base protest 
events in Japan from 1990 to 2016 and qualitative case 
comparisons of anti-US-base activism in Okinawa and the 
Greater Tokyo Area, this study explores the relationship between 
social movement framing and political opportunity structures and 
their impact on protest mobilization. This study endeavors not 
only answer the question of anti-US protest disparity in Japan, 
but also to contribute to the understanding of under what 
conditions social movements emerge. 

METHODS

1. Quantitative data collected via LexisNexis of newspaper 

reports of anti-US-base protests events in Japan from 1990 

to 2016.

2. Event dataset analyzed via two series of negative binomial 

regression: one series predicts the number of protesters per 

protest event using anti-base frames and structural factors 

(such as the presence of US-led war). The other series 

predicts the number of protest events per year with the 

same predictors.

3. Qualitative data collected through interviews with activists, 

local politicians, and US military personnel and primary 

documents in the Greater Tokyo Area and Okinawa.

RESULTS

• Employing the frame categories used by Kim and Boas (2019) 

(ideological, sovereignty, pragmatic), the regression analysis 

finds that in Japan, pragmatic frames are not only more 

likely to be used in protests against the US military but they 

are also more likely to be associated with a greater number 

of  protesters.

• However, while the regression analyses provide an overall 

picture of anti-US-base mobilization in Japan, they are not 

informative about why protests do not occur or why some 

people stay home. The analyses also fail to capture the causal 

mechanism behind why pragmatic frames tend to resonate 

more.

• I find that both Okinawa’s marginalization vis-à-vis the 

mainland and its long history of grievances related to the US 

base presence are the primary reasons for the comparatively 

strong anti-US base movement. Together, these factors have 

helped re-create an Okinawan identity that especially 

responds to sovereignty frames that emphasize Okinawan 

nationalism. As one informant reported, they originally only 

thought of themselves as “Japanese”; now they are 

“Okinawan” first. As many studies have shown, a collective 

identity facilitates protest mobilization (Melucci 1988; 

Klandermans 2014). Furthermore, pragmatic frames may be 

less likely to mobilize in Okinawa, as some explanations (ex. 

the environmental impacts of the Henoko relocation plan) 

may be too technical for the average person to understand. 

However, activists employ such frames to try to influence 

both domestic and US policy-makers directly. Conversely, 

activists in the Greater Tokyo Area may have difficultly 

mobilizing support using anything but pragmatics frames, 

meaning that strong opposition to the US bases will likely 

only emerge in response to base-related incidents.

NEXT STEPS
• Disaggregate Okinawa and Greater Tokyo 

Area protest events
• Incorporate Japanese newspapers, 

possibly obtain protest permit information
• Fieldwork in 2020, primarily interviews in 

Kanagawa Prefecture
• Geographically Weighted Regressions
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Figure 1: Number of Protesters and Frames

Figure 2: Number of Protest Events and Frames

Okinawa Greater Tokyo 
Area

Base-related 
issues (such as 
contamination, 
noise, crime)

Yes Yes

High level of base 
concentration

Yes Yes (though 
mostly in the 
suburbs)

Activists’ use of 
pragmatic frames

Yes Yes

Community-
outreach by the 
US military

Yes Yes

Socially 
acceptable to 
protest

Yes No

Politician support 
for the US bases

No (though some 
variation, 
particularly in 
Nago)

Yes

Separate ethnic 
identity

Yes No

Figure 3: Comparison of Okinawa and Greater 
Tokyo Area

Frame Types:
• Pragmatic (emphasis on base-related incidents, 

accidents, noise pollution, contamination)
• Ideological (anti-war, anti-nuclear, pro-peace)
• Sovereignty (US bases as a violation of national 

sovereignty; occupation)

“[There is] more 
solidarity between 
Okinawans regardless 
of their perspective on 
the bases than between 
Okinawans and 
mainland Japanese with 
the same view of the 
bases.”


