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Contemporary Japan’s “History Issue” seen form Okinawa

Ken'ichi Goto

In contemporary Japan, discussions of so-called “historical issues” such as the Yasukuni Shrine or
textbooks have been primarily posed as politico-diplomatic questions related to our relationships
with neighboring Asian countries, particularly the Republic of Korea and China. This tendency was
particularly marked with the textbook issues of the 1980s. However, in the first textbook issue of
1982, it was the Okinawa prefecture assembly that voiced non-partisan opposition to the national
government decision regarding certain passages about the final phase of the war in Okinawa. The
textbook authorization commission had ordered removal of a sentence that stated “:-- about 800
Okinawans were murdered by Japanese forces.” Indignant Okinawans who remembered the final
stage of the war rose with indignation, insisting it was contrary to both public memory and their
memories as individuals. Alarmed, the central government took the extraordinary step of bowing to
the will of the Okinawans, setting the stage for the subsequent statement about the “murder of
Okinawa residents by the military.”

A quarter century later, in spring 2007, the Minister of Culture and Science ordered deletion of the
words “mass suicide by military order” from high school textbooks on the grounds that they may
mislead the public. When this decision was made public, Okinawan assemblies—prefectural, city,
town, village—universally adopted resolutions demanding nullification of the decision. The Ministry,
however, rejected their demands. This led to the massive Okinawan protest rally in September, which
was even attended by the LDP-supported governor.

The present paper is an attempt to provide background for and facilitate understanding of these
“historical issues” in present-day Japan. It reviews the Japanese concern for and interest in' those
issues since the 1990s, and on the basis of the findings, examines the “textbook question” in Okinawa
and the more recent question of comfort women in Miyakojima island from an Okinawan viewpoint,
in an attempt to determine how Japan sees its own history.
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