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Reischauer’s Secret Behind-the-Scenes Negotiations
on the Reversion of Okinawa to Japan
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Abstract

Edwin O. Reischauer, a visionary historian and futurist at Harvard, has best
been known as former U.S. Ambassador to Japan under the Kennedy administration.
People at large maintain that from the earliest days when the Japanese and East Asian
programs began, his insights about how society behaves when too much change
happens too quickly helps to guide our new direction for Social Science fields-—assisting
people to adapt to change and remove fear is key if we are to advance as a society.
However, one part which has not been known about Reischauer is the fact that he
played an initial and a pivotal role so far as the reversion of Okinawa to Japanese
mainland is concerned.

Reischauer sensed in 1961 that a Japanese demand for the return of the Ryukyu
Islands, including Okinawa, with its population of a little more than a million, could
easily become an explosive rallying cry for Japanese nationalists. The island had been
Japanese territory since 1879. In April 1962 President Kennedy finally made clear that
Okinawa would someday be returned to Japan in the time the Chief Executive was
to be elected and there was to be an American civilian, rather than military, Civil
Administrator.

This article explores, in a cursory fashion, the circumstances under which
negotiations on the reversion of Okinawa to Japan took place and got under way
through Reischauer’s hidden role as a cross-cultural negotiator. His assiduous
negotiation efforts and swift moves towards conflicting issues of the eversion of
Okinawa to Japan was paid off, and Okinawa, as a new prefecture, returned to Japan
on May 15,1972.
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Reischauer saw in 1961 that a Japanese demand for the return of the Ryukyu
Islands, including Okinawa, with its population of a little more than a million, could
easily become an explosive rallying cry for Japanese nationalists. The island had been
Japanese territory since 1879. In a joint communique on June 21, 1957, the United
States reaffirmed that Japan had “residual sovereignty” over the Ryukyus, but added, “so
long as the conditions of threat and tension exist in the Far East, the United States will
find it necessary to continue the present status’. Reischauer, without any authorization
from Washington, launched his own campaign to convince top U.S. military commanders
of the wisdom of returning Okinawa to Japan before it became a major irritant in U.S-

Japan relations. ®?'6V
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Walt Lippmann issued “a stern warning concerning America’s policies in the Far
East.” “The cancellation of President Eisenhower’s visit to Japan, and his embarrassing
experiences in Okinawa, stem from Washington to look squarely at the U-2 affair and

. P »  (1,pp.239-24
its significance.” (1PpZ9210)
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It was not self-evident that a Harvard professor and carrier military officers would
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hit it off the way Reischauer did with General Smart and Preston. When I asked him
how he managed to do this, his immediate response was: “I've always been able to
get along with anybody, businessmen, military men, whatever. It's because of my
insecurity. No show of arrogance. Possibly my beginning in Japan and having to come
back and adjust to America and be like the other boys::-. I wanted to blend in. It's the

natural way to be. It didn’ t seem to me a very unusual thing to do. (GPp163)
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On February 10, four days after the Waseda incident, Reischauer briefed Robert
Kennedy on the need to push the military toward greater autonomy for Okinawa
and its eventual reversion to Okinawa. Kennedy took notes and conveyed these
ideas directly to the president. This was the start of Reischauer's real influence in

Washington. He now had a reliable back channel to President Kennedy and began
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using it to plan for a visit by the president to Japan. In fact, a high-level team was on its
way from Washington to Tokyo to plan such a visit when Kennedy was shot in Dallas
on November 22, 1963. The visit would have taken place in January 1964. In January
1964, Bobby Kennedy made another visit to Tokyo, less than two months after his
brother’s death. He ostensibly came to meet again with President Sukaruno, but the

visit was clearly a first step in his campaign to be president of the United States. ©p192
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In March 1962, a month after Reischauer first briefed Bobby [Rober] Kennedy on
the desirability of returning Okinawa to Japan, President Kennedy took the first step by
making clear that the Ryukyus would someday be returned to Japan. The statement
promised cooperation with the Japanese government in developing the Ryukyus and
a continuous effort to transfer authority and responsibility to the Ryukyuans. An
American civilian would replace the military as civil administrator. General Caraway,

4 . .193-194
however, flouted Kennedy's policy. 1%

In April 1962, President Kennedy finally made clear that Okinawa would someday
be returned to Japan in the meantime the Chief Executive was to be elected and there

was to be an American civilian, rather than military, Civil Administrator. ****
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Delegations often came to see me to express their views. Periodically President
Ohama Nobumoto, long the head of Waseda University and Okinawa's most
distinguished native son, would lead groups of fellow Okinawans to see me, and the

Chief Executive of the islands would drop in when he was in Tokyo. **#®
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In April 1962, President Kennedy finally made clear that Okinawa would
someday be returned to Japan and in the meantime the Chief Executive was to
be elected and there was to be an American civilian, rather than military, Civilian
Administrator. George McCune's younger brother, Shannon, a professor of geography
was chosen, for the position, but found himself completely frustrated by Caraway’s
virtually ignoring him. Caraway also continued to keep Japanese aid to Okinawa and
consultations as restricted as possible and limited to uninteresting fields, such as harbor

construction, rather than social problems. And open clash over the aid budget took
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place in 1963, which came to a head in a flurry of telegrams in the middle of the night
between Washinton, Tokyo and Okinawa. It was immediately resolved in our favor by

Washington, but Caraway, of course, retained ability to drag his feet, *?»##21

1965 £ 4 Az, REHCHESR 2 HIETHEXPRESI L. ZOHERITIE. 87
ADERE L 720 T4 VX T — 3RO Y) 2o HRZREN ZIERT 57201213, HA
NORFEE WIFIZAND LED D B EE R T2,

7. 7AOERE. TRELES Y+ 7 -HBERS

1965 1213, 7 AV AT VT BORORE L E 2T b 2 il b, £
DOFER, WBEF FIZBWTHIMMD S 5 2% 2 RIS EEE 2 B LI 5 2 L1k 5,
AT X T =& FWAETH 16 HIKEDRMERE Chlfit SN2 MERXRDOFICB VT, HE
EATBUEMNCK Ly MO SE B O BUE R IR OFE ) T35 B S, PR A
DB L FBEMIIOWTHIERIED CHBEE, EFBRBGAEF ENLOB A SHPI L, 3
BILMEERAAD,

FIZMBOND E DS TH 2 MBOAR LB, ORI TOHABIFO 7 v b
=7 OEZIIHT LB HEDON I F ARG 2 EUHET V7 O EBEBIA R
ZRUCIHEOIEIDTE Y J5 & HARBENF O IER = FHNC D W T OB % A7 o 72, FOR Secret 1965
Memol (5 4 3 % 7 —FHESC#E X E /Secret 1965 Memo of Reischauer)

In looking into Reischauer’'s Secret Memo in 1965, it reveals plans for keeping U.S.
bases and nuclear weapons options in Okinawa after reversion of Okinawa to Japan.

A meeting of high-level U.S. military and civilian officials was held at the American
Embassy in Tokyo on July 16. At the meeting Ambassador Reischauer presented
the framework for the Japanese government's betrayal of Okinawan aspirations and
Japan's “Three Non-Nuclear Principles” in the 1969 Revision Agreement.

Steve Rabson, a political scientist at Brown University, spells out that Reischauer,
at the meeting, offered a post-reversion U.S. strategy for a permanent American
presence in Okinawa including an option to introduce nuclear weapons. According to
a declassified Memorandum of Conversation, “Ambassador Reischauer said [that]

if Japan would accept nuclear weapons on Japanese soil, including Okinawa, and if it
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would provide us with assurances guaranteeing our military commanders effective
control of the islands in time of military crisis, then we would be able to keep our bases
on the islands, even though ‘full sovereignty reverted to Japan.” These provisions

later became key elements in post-reversion policy which was negotiated in 1969. 1*-*'*

10,Feb.1.2010)

Although U. S. - Japan Okinawa Reversion Agreement was to effect on May 15,
1972, Reischauer’ s views expressed in the 1965 are at odds with his public description
of meetings on reversion which he held with Japanese government officials. Reischauer
at that time mentioned “on more than one occasion I had told Japanese officials [that] I
believed the United States would comply on terms acceptable to Japan, which meant all
nuclear weapons removed, as in the American military installations in Japan.” '’

Additionally, the 1965 memo writes that Reischauer expressed concern that
a “nationalistic reaction of the Japanese and Ryukyuans has been exacerbated by
developments in Viet-Nam.” In his autobiography he stressed that “by this time we
had become so deeply enmeshed [in Vietnam] that I was ready to accept the [Johnson]
administration’s argument that the quickest and easiest way to end the war was to
force North Vietnam by military might to desist from trying to conquer the South, “?**

Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Commander of U.S. Pacific forces maintained a
notion “without Okinawa, we cannot carry on the Vietnam war (Command interviews,
April 1975 and collected in the U.S. Army War College archives, Carlisle, Pennsylvania
by S. Rabson) . ¥

Thus, Reischauer proposed an increase in American aid, revision of the Price Ac
to increase compensation for owners of land the U.S. had seized for base construction,
and a loosening of the ban on flying the Japanese flag. It is a tall order to measure
Reischauer’s influence at that time in the middle 1960s. However, all three of these
recommendations later became American policy. The US. Army was not quite happy
about Reischauer’s advocacy of early reversion plans and they were up against him.
But the kind of reversion schemes Reischauer advocated was far from what the
Japanese government later promised Okinawans.

In view of the 1965 memo, when Army Secretary Stanley asked him if he had
in his mind a new treaty with Japan placing Okinawa outside the limitations of the

Constitution, Reischauer replied “something like that would be necessary in spite of

14
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the fact that there is no explicit prohibitions of the Constitution”. “Something like that”
anticipates the 1969 Reversion Agreement making the U.S. military presence more or
less permanent and maintaining the alternative to introduce nuclear weapons. The term
“Introduce” later created a good deal of commotion between the two countries. For
instance, at U.S. naval vessels carrying nuclear weapons routinely cited ports in Tokyo,
with the tacit approval of the Japanese government violating the Liberal Democratic
Party's off-stated “three non-nuclear principles” prohibiting their manufacture,

possession, and of introduction.

American policies Reischauer recommended for Okinawa were continued after
reversion by the Japanese government, with Japan paying the bills. The missions of
U.S. bases in Japan and especially Okinawa, have been less about defending Japan than
projecting military power and reconnaissance capabilities elsewhere. This was apparent
that during the Vietnam War when troops trained and deployed in Okinawa to the war
zone—when long-range bombers flew out of air bases, and when islands served as a
major site for GIs on R & R from the war zone. Today Okinawa is still a very important
venue not only for troops training and deploying for wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the
middle East, but also for keeping an eye wide open for Chinese military vessels moving
closer to Senkaku island and Okinawa areas. 'V (The Army War College archives
include angry denunciations, even questioning his loyalty. He did so to reduce the risk

of “disturbances” in Okinawa.

1966 4£ 6 H. 74 ¥ ¥ 7 — DR 2RI 2T IO 2 FHBE O WIATE 2 G 5.

Y7 —D—BOFEIPKBEF2E8HT

\\"

8 4

—H TATABHEOBREZITHNIZY a Y VB, XM FARFTITEEED.
MARIITEREDR 2322 5 & V) IBUEIIC b HE R IEMAN L ESIT SN DTH 5,
ZD7OARTWEPM ETIZ o720 LLIA Yy T =13, AR—FMFGETLA MY
S LIS, MHLREOFE A BRI T VT Wiz, T4 ¥ % 7 — 13 1966 412 iR |2 B
T oHRKE D AAMEERE, LTO L) ICEBEITIT- 72,
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[REEEIE, REIIBIZBWT, XY RELEHEZHE L) L9 25 HABUE (GO]) @
BND% WY 5 DT :
<V BARBEARRIZERKE & [F
CHEZ bORBEETHL Z &
ZHR LT RERO B OX
PZ BT GOJ DBy % 15
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WTHRMER 27217, WEKIC
X% HADREFEB & 2T A
nosasThs. ) (72
VATMED SHBERORE 51 |5 noxBmammmmmg (1960)
A4 1966 42 6 A 26 H)

e - =T —

---Instead of resisting most government of Japan efforts to play a larger role in the
Ryukyus, the United States should avail itself of the Japanese government's assistance
in dealing with Ryukyuan problems, realizing that it is fundamentally an ally motivated
by the same objectives as the united States. The United States should continue to

accept as much Japanese economic aid for the Ryukyus as can be effectively used there.

(3p.194)

TA Y X T =BT AT 4 WL LT AL RBOBERIE, TREDDREREREED
725 Ly REBHEO T CTREOBRNB XIZTEREEEN2AEAMTIE LR 5, 1962
E12H, BFLEBHICHEL COBMBERRBENN—Y =T IO A1) 7 5 ZXN— 7 THif
ENMiz, ZORR [HRZ 2 EHOMTHEY ODOHZ/8— M F—2 v TOEHK] 235
WCHIES L2 LIl b, ZOH%, T4 v T—@INIVERALEBIZ, uN— e tL-
FAFAREOAETHAL YT — - LI TOTFT A4 F— - R—F A DEEFH LR o7,

Reischauer's new and strong relations with the Kennedys promised ever grater
rewards and possibly greater influence over U.S. policy within the administration
regarding Japan. In December 1962, the second cabinet-level conference on economics
and trade took place in Williamsburg, Virginia, further advancing the “growing sense

of partnership between our two countries.” After the conference, he and Haru were
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guests of honor at a dinner hosted at Hickory Hill, home of Bobby and Ethel Kennedy.
(9,p.200)
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The world has, at least
really, become one and we
have to have a great skill
at negotiating with each
other in this kind of a world.

(E.O.Reischauer)

LBABOVTOBEEIITIA Vv
J—HZhOREINDDOTH _
HZERHIL LW, 1989 £ 9 B 28 HALBHEARBATN I ¥+ T —HE
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