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Abstract 

This thesis examines the representation of violence, silence, and hope in postwar 

Okinawan literature through the works of Medoruma Shun and Sakiyama Tami. The 

study addresses the critical problem of Okinawa’s historical victimization, settler 

colonialism, and military occupation, which continue to shape its identity and intellectual 

discourse. While the Battle of Okinawa and ensuing U.S. military presence have rendered 

Okinawa a site of in-betweenness, local writers have sought to articulate alternative 

narratives that resist both Japanese nationalism and American militarism. Using a 

combination of historical contextualization, textual analysis, and theoretical frameworks 

drawn from postcolonial studies, critical theory, and psychoanalysis, this research 

investigates how Medoruma and Sakiyama employ distinct literary strategies to confront 

Okinawa’s unsettled historical memories. Medoruma’s works, particularly Niji no Tori 

(2006), engage with the rhetoric of counterviolence, exploring the transformative power 

of pain infliction (itami-atae) as a means of resistance. Conversely, Sakiyama’s texts, 

including Tsukiya, Aran (2012) and Unjuga, Nasaki (2016), embrace linguistic opacity 

and cultural deterritorialization, utilizing the Okinawan language (uchinaaguchi) to 

destabilize the dominance of standard Japanese. This thesis concludes that both writers 

challenge the homogenization of Okinawan victimhood while proposing divergent 

responses to its colonial legacy—Medoruma through the allegory of violence and 

complicity, and Sakiyama through the preservation of linguistic and cultural alterity. By 

juxtaposing their works with theories of Édouard Glissant, Frantz Fanon, and Rachel 

Bespaloff, this study situates Okinawan literature within global postcolonial struggles, 

highlighting its positionality in imagining a decolonized future. 
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1. Introduction  

My initial engagement with the genre of Japanese literature is indebted to the 

instructive work Origins of Modern Japanese Literature written by Karatani Kōjin (1993). 

His insights into the discourse of Japanese modernity—of culture, ideology, and 

nationalism—shed light on the positionality of contemporary Japanese intellectuals 

confronting the challenge of Western domination. As Karatani elaborates on the 

discoveries of landscapes and values that are designated as “interior” to the Japanese, he 

is nevertheless conscious of the inherent dissonance within the national narrative. In the 

chapter “The Discovery of the Child,” Karatani demonstrates the complicity of Japanese 

scholars, marked by Kunikida Doppo and Yanagita Kunio, in terms of the imposition of 

Japanese settler colonialism on Hokkaido and Okinawa which fails to distinguish them 

from the Western colonialists and imperialists they consistently criticize:  

Kunikida Doppo’s writings, however, ignore the prior existence of the 

Ainu people in Hokkaido, as well as the Meiji government's colonial 

policy which entailed forcible expulsion and assimilation of the Ainu…In 

Yanagita’s writing the relationship with the colonized other overseas is 

internalized and projected onto the Japanese homeland, especially onto 

Okinawa, which was, in fact, another Japanese colony.1 

 

Karatani’s observation prominently showcases the essential problem of Japanese 

modernity—the imagined homogeneity—which is universally deployed by Japanese 

intellectuals to discern their ontology against the influence left either by China or by the 

West. This attempt to resume the Japanese phonocentrism in the genre of Japanese 

literature, as Naoki Sakai suggests, is already displayed in Motoori Norinaga’s translation 

 

1 Karatani, Kōjin. Origins of Modern Japanese Literature. 1st ed. Durham, N.C: Duke University Press, 1993. 

doi:10.1515/9780822378440. 134. 
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of Kojiki-den, who prioritizes the status of hiragana/katakana as a distinction with the 

original system dominated by kanji/mana.2  

This impression of the genre of Japanese literature embedded in heterogeneity, as 

opposed to the national construction of ethnical and cultural communalities since 

nihonjinron3, encourages me to investigate the peripheries that are either forgotten or 

appropriated by Japanese national propaganda. More importantly, the defeat of the 

Second World War, I contend, urges the postwar Japanese intellectuals to reflect upon the 

righteousness of the imagined Japanese community as framed in Benedict Anderson’s 

terms. The historical traumas and memories, which are not only exhibited in the atomic 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki but also archived in the Battle of Okinawa, 

manifest that the subaltern narrative cannot be elided from the concerns focused on the 

mainland. Therefore, this thesis project endeavors to dive into the victimized history of 

Okinawa and amplify the voices of postwar Okinawan intellectuals who are dedicated to 

discovering an alternative resolution to the center-periphery conflicts.  

Before I elaborate on the genre of postwar Okinawan literature, I suggest that it is 

necessary to provide a thoroughly historical picture of the Okinawa Islands, or the 

Ryūkyū Kingdom, with respect to the approach of historicism prior to the discourse of 

textual analysis. The modern history of the Okinawa Islands can be divided into four 

periods: the Ryūkyū Kingdom pre-1879, annexation of Okinawa Prefecture by the Meiji 

government in 1879, the twenty years of American military occupation from 1952 to 

 

2 Sakai, Naoki. “How do we Count a Language? Translation and Discontinuity.” Translation Studies 2, no. 1 (2009): 

71-88. 80.  
3 The concept of nihonjinron refers to an ethnocentric nationalist framework that emphasizes the purity of Japanese 

identity, or the Yamato race.  
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1972, and the post-reversion Okinawa with the military base issue remaining 

unreconciled till today. The 1879 annexation of Okinawa marks the beginning of decades 

of Japanese settler colonialism that aims to eliminate the Ryukyuan culture, including the 

language, religion, and cultural practices. The homogenization process, or the process of 

creating “Okinawans,” is reported to be cruel, as Aikyo Kōji puts it, the utilization of 

local language in schools is severely prohibited and punished within the framework of 

Japanese cultural intervention in the local education.4  

The decades of cultural assimilation not only engenders the problem of self-

identification of the islanders facing severe racial discrimination from the mainland, more 

poignantly, the seed of incorporated nationalism—of self-sacrifice for the emperor—

forebode the devastating disaster, the Battle of Okinawa in 1945. In regard to this awful 

tragedy that can never be neglected, I largely relied on the translated testimony, Descent 

into Hell: Civilian Memories of the Battle of Okinawa edited by Mark Ealey and Alastair 

McLauchlan. On the one hand, this battle is conceived as “the only (Japanese) prefecture 

to experience combat on the ground.”5 This statement manifests the disposable position 

of Okinawa as the sute-ishi—the sacrificial stone—for the purpose of protecting the 

mainland from ferocious invasion as well as the ensuing economic resurrection. On the 

other hand, one of the most prominent features of this battle is the massive deaths of 

civilians, and the culprit behind is due to the mass suicide instigated by soldiers of the 

Imperial Japanese Army (IJA). As to the reasons of the mass suicide of Okinawan 

 

4 Aikyo, Kôji. “Okinawa Asks: What is the Nation-State?” Social Science Japan: Newsletter of the Information Center 

for Japanese Social Studies, Institute of Social Science, University of Tokyo 14, (1998): 6. 
5 Ealey, Mark, translator, writer of commentary and McLauchlan, Alastair, translator, writer of commentary. Descent 

into Hell: Civilian Memories of the Battle of Okinawa. Portland, ME, USA: MerwinAsia, 2014. XVI.  
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civilians, Kinjo Shigeaki designates “the ideology of obedience to the emperor” as the 

primary factor.  

The end of the Battle of Okinawa fails to bring peace and recovery to Okinawa 

and its people, instead, the 1952 Security Treaty between the U.S. and Japan sacrifices 

Okinawa again for the economic prosperity of mainland Japan in the postwar era. 

Simultaneously, the burden of military occupation renders Okinawa to an island of 

darkness saturated with issues of prostitution as an extension of wartime comfort stations, 

land expropriation at the cost of local landscapes and the excavation projects of retrieving 

war bones, and the incessant base incidents leading to the death of civilians and sexual 

violence. This period witnesses the entanglement of a complicated sentiment toward the 

presence of military bases, between the local reliance on the base economy and anti-base 

protests highlighted by the 1970 Koza Riot. 

Although the Okinawa Reversion Agreement was signed in 1972, the American 

military facilities are nevertheless retained concomitant with the base incidents that 

consistently unsettle the local people. In 1995, the Okinawan anti-base sentiment reaches 

its peak facing the notorious Okinawa Rape Incident where a 12-year-old Okinawan 

schoolgirl was kidnapped and gang raped by three American servicemen. Ironically, 

although this incident incites the largest anti-base movement in Okinawan history, the 

base issue remains unreconciled, nonetheless. Concurrently, the period of late 1990s, as 

Annmaria Shimabuku observes, attests to “another wave in the Okinawan boom”6 which 

is strategically triggered by modern Japanese national propaganda in multiculturalism and 

 

6 Shimabuku, Annmaria. “Transpacific Colonialism: An Intimate View of Transnational Activism in Okinawa.” CR 

(East Lansing, Mich.) 12, no. 1 (2012): 131-158. 142.  
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tourism. This phenomenon, Shimabuku continues, suffocates this island with rising local 

unemployment rate and “the output of stress from Japanese society.”7  

The four periods of historicity constitute a landscape, as Karatani elaborates on, of 

Okinawa with repressed memories and oscillating identity. As opposed to the role of 

modern Japanese intellectuals who employ literature to sketch the vision of modernity, 

the Okinawan contemporaries are nevertheless confined to an island of extremely 

unsettling realism and illusion that cannot be empathized with on the other side. 

Therefore, the form of “literature” becomes the crucial medium for Okinawan writers to 

amplify their voices and defamiliarize a world of undeniable differences in its histories, 

languages, and cultures.  

Although the genre of Okinawan Literature has not been well established in 

English scholarship, it is important to give credit to the scholars who have contributed to 

the translation and transmission of knowledge. There are two major anthologies that 

collect poems, short stories, and pieces of drama composed by Okinawan writers, one is 

Southern Exposure: Modern Japanese Literature from Okinawa edited by Michael 

Molasky and Steve Rabson, and the other is Islands of Protest: Japanese Literature from 

Okinawa compiled by Davinder Bhowmik and Steve Rabson. In her critical work Writing 

Okinawa: Narrative Acts of Identity and Resistance, Bhowmik proceeds with the 

development of the “Okinawan Literature” framework, proving a chronological 

constellation of Okinawan intellectuals and writings while initiating a conversation with 

Western critical theory—the notion of “minor literature” suggested by Gilles Deleuze and 

 

7 Shimabuku. “Transpacific Colonialism: An Intimate View of Transnational Activism in Okinawa.” 144.  
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Félix Guattari. Bhowmik’s intention to collaborate with Western literary theory, who 

herself remains the identity as an Okinawan intellectual, manifests the significant swerve 

as compared to Japanese literary scholars obsessed with structuring a theory of their own.  

The endorsement of Western theory, I contend, neither subjugates Okinawa to 

Edward Said’s Orientalism nor reduces this island to the object of anthropos8 proposed 

by Sakai. Instead, the contradictory nature of the Okinawa issue renders it irresolvable in 

its interiority, encouraging contemporary local intellectuals to situate this island into the 

context of the globe. Hence, the island memories of silenced victimhood, experiences of 

violence, and distorted identification are paralleled with the international postcolonial 

struggles.  

In this regard, this thesis aims to initiate conversations between contemporary 

Okinawan writers, spotlighting Medoruma Shun and Sakiyama Tami, and non-East 

theorists in the fields of postcolonialism, critical theory, and psychoanalysis. The 

concentration on Medoruma and Sakiyama’s works is indebted to their contribution to the 

defamiliarization of Okinawa on the one hand. On the other hand, their approaches, either 

Medoruma’s rhetoric of violence or Sakiyama’s engagement with the island dialect, 

demonstrate the most urgent concerns in postwar Okinawa. Their notions of violence, 

pain, and representation share and distinguish with each other in an interesting way with 

one theme in certain—the commitment to imagining an Okinawa free from the 

occupation of military bases. Therefore, with the intention to best mitigate the influence 

of translation, I engaged with the untranslated novels by Medoruma and Sakiyama to 

 

8 In Sakai’s book The End of Pax Americana, he suggests the bifurcation between humanitas and anthropos, where the 

former refers to the West and its role as subjective anthropologists while the Rest is subjugated, as anthropos, to the 

object providing indigenous knowledge.  
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position myself into their literary worlds of unsettledness, grotesqueness, and the 

intelligibility of the Okinawan language as the concrete evidence of their island identity.  

It is important to note that since their debut in the 1980s, Medoruma and 

Sakiyama have contributed an abundant amount of short stories to the Okinawan 

periodicals and mainland Japanese magazines. Some of their works, as I have mentioned, 

are translated and collected in the two preeminent anthologies, Southern Exposure and 

Islands of Protest. However, both intellectuals did not start their publishing of full-length 

novels until the 2000s, which, I suggest, is largely influenced by the notorious rape 

incident in 1997 and the concomitant anti-base movement. This generic transition from 

short stories to full-length war fictions not only demonstrates the outburst of their 

concerns for the contemporary issues in Okinawa but also foregrounds the establishment 

of a “continuity” in their island narrative. Also, I should note that the lack of translation is 

another prominent issue that prevents Okinawan literature from being approached. 

Although Medoruma’s winning of the Akutagawa Prize brings his writings to the 

international audience, underscored by the translations of The Crying Wind (Fūon, 2004) 

and In the Woods of Memory (Me no oku no mori, 2017), Sakiyama’s novels, due to the 

difficulty of interpretation, remain mostly untranslated. This discourse of untranslation, I 

argue, inextricably distances the works from the market and the readers with 

multicultural backgrounds on the one hand. On the other hand, concerning Sakiyama’s 

intimacy with opacity which I shall elaborate in the second chapter, it becomes rather 

complicated to attend to the translatability of Okinawan literature. Therefore, this 

complex of translatability encourages me to concentrate on the untranslated novels 

written by Medoruma and Sakiyama—Niji no Tori (Medoruma, 2006), Tsukiya, aran 
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(2012), and Unjuga, Nasaki (2016)—not in the attempt to decipher but in the effort to 

empathize and maintain the “untranslatability,” or the “primal voices” of the island 

memories they intend to amplify.  

In the first chapter, I investigated Medoruma and one of his recent full-length 

novels虹の鳥 (Niji no Tori, 2006). Set in the mid-1990s, Medoruma relentlessly pictures 

an island saturated with teen prostitution, school bullies, and base violence marked by the 

infamous rape incident. His narrative underscores the notion of 痛み与え (itami-atae)—

the infliction of pain—on the perpetrators as the ultimate resolution to the issues in 

Okinawa. However, Medoruma’s adoption of violence through inflicting pain 

nevertheless transforms the “victim” into the new “perpetrator,” in which case he exhibits 

the complicity of Okinawans as well as the problematic Okinawan identity of 

homogeneity. As a second-generation war survivor, he constantly returns to the silence 

and memories in the Battle of Okinawa, drawing allegorical rhetorics through the symbol 

of nji no tori, or the Rainbow Bird as the representation of im/possibility of hope for 

Okinawa. Medoruma’s alignment with violence as the crux of counterviolence and 

resistance encourages me to associate with the celebration of violence upheld by Rachel 

Bespaloff and Frantz Fanon. Concurrently, I pointed out that Medoruma’s notion of 

resorting to violence essentially differs from Fanon’s decolonial blueprint as the envision 

of “an independent Okinawa” is nevertheless inscribed in the discourse of nationalism, 

which is the very ideology that Medoruma rejects.  

In the second chapter, ensuing Medoruma’s sketching of a realistic and modern 

Okinawa, Sakiyama’s writings are embedded in the past and voices of the dead 

surrounded within a mist of ambiguity and transparency. Through the textual analysis of 
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her Tsukiya, aran (2012) and Unjuga, Nasaki (2016), I attempted to showcase 

Sakiyama’s obscured counterviolence—the deployment of uchinaaguchi, or the 

Ryūkyūan language—which challenges the domination of standard Japanese engraved in 

the national consciousness of her readers. Compared to Medoruma’s conception of itami-

atae, Sakiyama embraces her contention of 痛み分け (itami-wake)—the sharing of 

pain—in which sense the conflicts of identity and nationality dissolve, substituted by a 

collective nomination of Chirū featuring the discourse of relation. Focusing on the 

journeys to the world of the perished, Sakiyama revisits the sites of caves, rocky 

outcrops, and underground trenches that appear illusional to her readers while remaining 

inevitably familiar to the war survivors of personal attachments. Sakiyama’s engagement 

with the intelligible island dialect and the amplification of the voice of the perished, I 

argued, empathically corresponds to the notion of opacity developed by the Caribbean 

author Édouard Glissant. This allegorical reading, as I suggested, re-positions Okinawa 

into the context of archipelagos that share an internal connectivity featuring the 

movement of waves, the sounds of tides, and the darkness of the unknown abyss.  

Therefore, this thesis examined the texts of Medoruma and Sakiyama in terms of 

the discourses of silence, violence, and hope embedded in its essential uncertainty. 

Adopting allegorical rhetorics that shed light on the repressed memories in the Battle of 

Okinawa, both local intellectuals criticized the violence imposed by Japanese settler 

colonialism, American militarism, and the complicity obscured in the homogeneity of the 

Okinawan victimhood. Although their approaches distinguish with each other regarding 

the resolution to pain and trauma, either Medoruma’s pain infliction or Sakiyama’s pain 

sharing envisions their alternative path which leads to a future, albeit illusional, where 



 

10 

Okinawa is emancipated from the burden of military bases concomitant with the 

restoration of its genuine landscapes.  
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2. Medoruma Shun and Pain Infliction  

Medoruma Shun is deemed as one of the most prominent figures in contemporary 

Okinawan literature not only for his successive winning of the Akutagawa Prize in 1997, 

one of the most prestigious prizes in Japanese Literature, after Ōshiro Tatsuhiro and 

Matayoshi Eiki but also for his extensive engagement with the discourses of silence and 

violence in the Okinawan context. As disclosed in his short war fictions and full-length 

novels, his readers are relentlessly exposed to a world of violent scenarios, silenced 

victims—traumatized war survivors, insane comfort women, a schoolgirl raped by 

American servicemen—and U.S. military bases that constitute an undertone of 

unsettledness. As a second-generation war survivor who inherits no personal attachment 

to the Battle of Okinawa, Medoruma does not attempt to re-create the allegorical 

memories of the battlefield, instead, as Kyle Ikeda notes, “Medoruma’s narrative differs 

in its focus on how a war survivor has lived since, rather than during, the war.”1  

Although the devastating Battle of Okinawa is considered as reaching its end 

following the Kume-jima Incident2 on September 7, 1945, Medoruma nevertheless keeps 

the essential elements in the war—silence, violence, and the presence of military bases—

as refreshed as they were in his writings. In her essay “Fractious Memories in Medoruma 

Shun’s Tales of War,” Davinder Bhowmik designates Medoruma’s knack for re-

experiencing the war as “guileless storytelling leavened with issues of contemporary 

concern, and the linguistic discord reflected in his writing all contribute to making his 

 

1 Ikeda, Kyle. Okinawan War Memory: Transgenerational Trauma and the War Fiction of Medoruma Shun. New 

York; Abingdon, Oxon; Routledge, 2014. 2.  
2 Ealey and McLauchlan. Descent into Hell: Civilian Memories of the Battle of Okinawa. XVI.  
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fiction serious reading despite the pleasures it affords, and its contemporary appeal.”3 

Bhowmik’s observation critically demonstrates the three features that consistently 

saturate Medoruma’s literary world: his audacious delineation of violence, the 

transvaluation of modern context, and the engagement with the Okinawan language, 

albeit fragmented, which nonetheless disrupts the national narrative rooted in standard 

Japanese.  

Medoruma stands out not only as a prolific writer but as a peace activist who 

actively participates in local demonstrations and protests against the presence of 

American military bases. This personal experience concomitant with the sense of 

incapability witnessing the failures of public demos, either confronting the notorious 

1995 Okinawa Rape Incident or demanding the reduction of military bases, urge him to 

make the controversial statement that first appears in the short story “Hope” published in 

1999: the death of an American child for a hopeful future of Okinawa.4 This radical 

proposition, albeit unrealistic, proves to be a crucial rhetoric challenging his readers to 

reflect upon the base issue that remains unsettled for decades on this island.  

In this chapter, I will focus on one of Medoruma’s full-length novels, Niji no Tori 

(2006), and investigate how his engagement with silenced victimhood and guileless 

textualization of violence, sexual violence in particular, is manifested in a transvaluated 

contemporary context. More importantly, Medoruma sheds light on the discourse of 

complicity, arguing that the victimhood essential to the heart of Okinawa is not only 

 

3 Davinder Bhowmik, “Fractious Memories in Medoruma Shun’s Tales of War,” The Asia-Pacific Journal, Vol 10 

Issue 38, No. 3, September 17, 2012. 3.  
4 Medoruma, Shun. “Hope.” Translated by Steve Rabson. Bhowmik, Davinder L., editor, and Steve Rabson 1943- 

editor. Islands of Protest: Japanese Literature from Okinawa. Honolulu: University of Hawaiʻi Press, 2016. 
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blamed on Japanese settler colonialism and American militarism, emphatically, the 

complicity of Okinawans is the third perpetrator that cannot be elided. By spotlighting the 

discourse of local complicity, Medoruma disrupts the supposedly homogeneity of 

Okinawa as the “sympathetic victim” and complicates the unreconciled Okinawan issue 

despite the number of demos in the name of prefectural benefit.  

It is important to note that Medoruma does not refrain from uttering his radical 

rhetoric in “Hope” and sticks with it in a more violent form. Before we criticize the 

discomfort and immorality incited by his choice of words, I contend that Medoruma’s 

ideology of hope—a possible resolution to the Okinawan issue—is embedded in a 

contemporary praxis of counterviolence with the celebration of violence at its crux. 

Medoruma’s celebration of violence aiming at wrestling with the military bases and the 

ensuing decolonized future of Okinawa, I argue, parallels with the notions of Rachel 

Bespaloff and Frantz Fanon in terms of the adoption of force and violence in conflicts 

and resistance. By initiating the conversation between Medoruma, Bespaloff, and Fanon, 

I intend to weave Okinawa into international decolonial struggles paralleled with Jewish 

refugees and Black movements. Therefore, I deem Medoruma’s deployment of violence 

not as problematic but as a significant approach to overcoming the stagnant position of 

Okinawa. In the end, I will attempt to clarify the representation of niji no tori, translated 

as the rainbow bird, in Medoruma’s texts interweaved with silence, violence, and the 

im/possibility of hope.  
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2.1 Island of Violence and Silence 

The narrative of Niji to Tori is set in the mid-1990s witnessing the popularity of 

Telekura5 (telephone clubs) and the infamous Okinawa Rape Incident6 which aroused 

anti-base demos and protests on the island. Adopting a third-person perspective, the 

camera follows the life of Katsuya and how he struggles to survive between Higa, Mayu, 

his family, and an island surrounded by disturbing fences of American military bases. 

Katsuya works as a subordinate of Higa, who runs the teenage prostitution industry, the 

telephone clubs, in Okinawa city. As the local gang leader since Katsuya’s junior high 

school, Higa has been involved in school bullying, drug trafficking, and hunting for 

teenage girls for prostitution. Mayu, a mysterious girl remaining silent and weak 

throughout most of the text, is one of the victims forced into prostitution. Katsuya, who 

was once a victim bullied by Higa, eventually submits to his power and joins Higa’s 

group, assisting him to deal with the prostitutes, Mayu, and the clients. Following a linear 

storytelling alongside fragmented memories of Katsuya and Mayu, this narrative can be 

divided into three parts: the abnormality of Mayu, Katsuya turning to his mother Hisayo 

for money, and Higa’s death.  

In the first part, Katsuya witnessed two abnormal events between Mayu and her 

client. One of the clients who bought Mayu for prostitution turned out to be a 

schoolteacher in Mayu’s junior high school. This ironic identification incited Mayu, 

empowering her, who was supposed to be weak and silent, to perform sadistic violence 

 

5 The phenomenon of Telekura gained its nationwide popularity in Japan in the mid-1990s, referring to an enjo kōsai 

(paid dating) between young girls and male clients. The client would wait in the assigned telephone booth for the call 

from the girls, and this form of business normally leads to illegal teen prostitution. In Medoruma’s Niji no Tori, the 

telephone clubs in Okinawa are controlled by the local gangs, who hunt for girls and force them into the sex industry.  
6 This incident refers to the 1995 Okinawa Rape Incident, in which three U.S. servicemen kidnapped, and gang raped a 

12-year-old Okinawan girl.  
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on the middle-aged man by whipping him with a belt and inserting lighted match sticks 

into his urethra. Mayu’s abnormal behavior terrified Katsuya, who for the first time saw 

the illuminating rainbow bird on Mayu’s back. The second client was a mainlander 

(naichā), who walked into the love hotel with Mayu under Katsuya’s gaze. Waiting in the 

parking lot for around two hours, Katsuya welcomed Mayu back only to find that what 

accompanied Mayu were traces of bodily torture and a box cutter with blood on its blade. 

Mayu’s abnormality further convinced Katsuya that she had been parasitized by some 

unknown creature.  

Mayu’s abnormal behaviors not only troubled Katsuya as she failed to bring 

profits to Higa but also increased a sense of compassion in Katsuya’s heart. Because of 

Mayu’s failure to fulfill her responsibility as a prostitute, Katsuya reluctantly turned to 

his mother Hisayo for help. Hisayo ran a snack bar7 in Futenma whose start-up fund 

largely relied on the military land rent (gunyōchiryō). Raised up in a family where his 

mother was fully devoted to her career and his father having an affair, Katsuya disguised 

his relationship with Higa and the prostitution industry affairs. Hisayo’s snack bar 

functions as a haven for Katsuya to temporarily escape from his fear of Higa and his 

turbulent sentiment toward Mayu. However, Katsuya’s bubble of self-deception was torn 

apart by his sister, Hitomi, a woman of strong will and independence. Witnessing her 

younger brother’s corruption when Katsuya asked Hisayo for two hundred thousand yen 

as compensation fee to Higa, Hitomi held back her tears, said:  

“Katsuya, the world changes. Live by your own will. I know you can do 

it.”8 

 

7 In the Japanese context, a snack bar normally refers to the sunakku, a small, cozy lounge or pub functioning as an 

intimate space for customers to drink and socialize.  
8 Medoruma, Shun. Niji no Tori. Tokyo: Kage Shobō. 2006. 180.  
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In silence, Katsuya left the snack bar, driving Hisayo to the bank nearby.  

The last part is rather intense, following Katsuya heading toward the love hotel 

arranged by Matsuda, another member of Higa’s group with the money borrowed from 

Hisayo. Katsuya entered the room, except for Higa, Matsuda, and a girl as their new 

commodity, he found that Mayu collapsed on the hotel bed in an apparent status of being 

raped and violently tortured. More problematically, Katsuya was stunned that his plan to 

conceal Mayu’s abnormality was discovered by Higa. In despair, Katsuya was subjugated 

to Higa’s punishment when Mayu hit Higa with a red can and set him on fire. As Higa 

was engulfed in flames, Katsuya left the love hotel with the unconscious Mayu, hoping to 

flee to the north—the Yanbaru Forest where the rainbow bird is believed to inhabit. On 

their way to Nago City, Katsuya stopped by a MacDonald’s, beholding a harmonious 

atmosphere that surrounded an American couple and their kids. Lost in a temporality of 

nostalgia and tranquility, Katsuya returned to the car, only to find that Mayu was sitting 

in the backseat with a dead American girl held in her arms.  

Before I attempt to analyze the text in detail, it is important to note that 

Medoruma spotlights an Okinawa in the mid-1990s as the background of his narrative. 

On the one hand, this period, as Andrew Morrison puts, marks a booming of Japanese 

teen prostitution in the form of telephone clubs.9 However, the context of prostitution in 

Okinawa is distinguished from how it is performed in mainland Japan in terms of the 

continuous island history of being exploited. In her insightful book Waiting for the Cool 

Moon, Wendy Matsumura demonstrates how this island was violently transformed into 

 

9 Morrison, Andrew D. “Teen Prostitution in Japan: Regulation of Telephone Clubs.” Vanderbilt Journal of 

Transnational Law 31, no. 2 (1998): 457-497.  
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“a libidinal, dispensable object with the enormous comfort stations since 1941.”10 Her 

observation implicates the sacrificial position of Okinawa, as the捨て石 (sute-ishi)—the 

sacrificial stone—for Japan and the United States both in and after the war. Although the 

state-approved military prostitution is reported to be abolished in 1945, in economic 

terms, as Annmaria Shimabuku notes, it only “paved the way for the privatization of the 

sex industry.”11 The popularity of private prostitution in Okinawa is further documented 

in Motoshinkakarannu12 as its camera sheds light on the miserable life and concerns of 

Okinawan sex workers in the 1970s. Therefore, I argue that Medoruma’s engagement 

with a setting of teen prostitution not only invites his readers to trace back to a history of 

sexual violence but also manifests the complicated nature of victimhood—how and why 

those Okinawan teenage girls are involved into the darkness of sex industry.  

On the other hand, the period of mid-1990s witnesses the infamous Okinawa 

Rape Incident and the concomitant culmination of anti-base movements. As Medoruma 

parallels the Okinawan schoolgirl raped by three American servicemen and the collapsed 

Mayu tortured by the clients, he questions the essence of victimhood regardless of the 

perpetrators in the shadow. In this sense, Medoruma challenges the righteousness of the 

public demonstrations in the name of the raped schoolgirl who remains silent and 

anonymous, nonetheless. His retrospection aligns with the observation of Linda Angst 

who argues that the pain of the schoolgirl in the 1995 rape incident “was transformed into 

 

10 Matsumura, Wendy. Waiting for the Cool Moon: Anti-Imperialist Struggles in the Heart of Japan's Empire. Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2024; 2023. doi:10.1215/9781478027829. 174.  
11 Shimabuku, Annmaria M. Alegal: Biopolitics and the Unintelligibility of Okinawan Life. First;1; ed. New York: 

Fordham University Press, 2019; 2018. 18.  
12 It refers to the sex workers in Yoshiwara district, Koza, in Okinawa in the 1970s.  
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a symbol of national subjugation with its own narrative.”13 By showcasing the disturbing 

sexual violence perpetrated on the bodies of Okinawan teenage girls, Medoruma de-

symbolizes the narrative of victimhood, aiming at retrieving the silenced voice of the 

schoolgirl through the voice of Mayu.  

As Medoruma proceeds to uncover the darkness of this island, I suggest that the 

figure of Mayu requires further scrutinization. One of the features that Medoruma 

attaches to Mayu’s body is the multiplicity of victimhood. The essential culprit reducing 

Mayu to the industry of teen prostitution is the phenomenon of school bully in her junior 

high school. Tormented by a group of students, Mayu was gang raped, and a bag of small 

stones is inserted into her vagina. Due to the school’s lack of responsibility and the 

indifference of her divorced parents, Mayu locks herself into a world of silence which 

eventually renders her victimhood to teen prostitution. Through the case of Mayu, 

Medoruma unpacks the burden of silence and criticizes the issues of school bullying and 

family negligence that are prominently ignored by the spotlight of political narrative. 

Therefore, through the voice of Hitomi, Medoruma revisits the rape incident and 

comments:  

“Well, I know that it is unforgivable for the Americans who laid hands on 

a child, but aren’t the parents to blame for letting an elementary school kid 

go shopping alone at night? How come they don’t understand something 

as basic as that considering that they have been living near the military 

base for decades.”14 

 

As an Okinawan intellectual and peace activist, Medoruma’s retrospection is 

significant in that he refrains from symbolizing the image of the raped schoolgirl for the 

 

13 Angst, Linda Isako. “The Sacrifice of A Schoolgirl: The 1995 Rape Case, Discourses of Power, and Women’s Lives 

in Okinawa.” Critical Asian Studies 33, no. 2 (2001): 243-266. 251.  
14 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 173.  
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political purpose of instigating anti-base sentiments. In other words, the movement in the 

name of the silenced girl is nothing but a second violence perpetrated on her body at the 

hands of the locals. Revisiting this rape incident allows Medoruma to disrupt the assumed 

homogeneity of Okinawa by highlighting the darkness of complicity and multivalent 

forms of violence that cannot be neglected.  

The other side of Medoruma’s notion of the multiplicity of victimhood is 

displayed as its transformability. Through Mayu’s abnormal behaviors, Medoruma 

exhibits his approach to pain—itami-atae (pain infliction)—with regard to how the desire 

of counterviolence functions as the fuel to transform the victim into the perpetrator. 

Despite Mayu’s weakness and silence throughout the narrative, Medoruma enables her to 

temporarily take back her voice and agency during the moments in when inflicting pain 

onto the local schoolteacher, the mainlander client, Higa, and the American girl. It is not 

difficult to discern the contexts that Medoruma rests with concerning Mayu’s “victims”: 

the corrupted schoolteacher advocating Japanese nationalism in education, the 

mainlander representing the patriarchal position of mainland Japan, Higa referring to the 

complicity that no Okinawan should ever deny, and the American girl sacrificed for the 

decades of accumulated rage toward the incessant incidents because of military bases.  

Instead of justifying Mayu’s adoption of violence, I argue that Medoruma’s 

celebration of pain infliction transforms Mayu into a character—a revenge-hero and a 

resistance-hero simultaneously15—which is illustrated in Rachel Bespaloff’s essay “On 

the Iliad.” As a Jewish refugee facing the devastating Holocaust, Bespaloff returns to the 

 

15 Bespaloff, Rachel. “On the Iliad.” Weil, Simone. War and the Iliad. United Kingdom: New York Review 

Books, 2005. 48.  



 

20 

context of Greek tragedy hoping to discover forms of resistance, albeit unrealistic, to 

relieve her guilt of evasion. Investigating the relationship between Hector and Archilles 

convinces her of the beauty of force when she argues “to condemn or absolve force is to 

condemn or absolve life itself while life is an expressible term.”16 For Bespaloff, the 

celebration of force in the context of Homer’s Epic saturated with violence is not a 

dehumanizing act. In contrast, it is where the very essence of humanity blooms. For 

Medoruma, Mayu’s performance of violence neither dehumanizes her, rather, her acts of 

inflicting pain on the “perpetrators” only invigorates her weak and tormented body. 

Through the delineation of an island of darkness, silence, and concealed complicity, 

Medoruma situates his hope, albeit controversial, on the body of Mayu in a guileless 

contrast with the thousands of protesters who are nevertheless impotent outside the fences 

of military bases.  

2.2 The Death of An American Girl 

Although Medoruma criticizes the lack of responsibility of schools and families 

that ought not to enjoy alibi in terms of the rape incident, he does not exempt the 

Americans from interrogation. As I have mentioned beforehand, Medoruma’s radical 

rhetoric of killing an American child as the ultimate resolution to the Okinawan issue was 

already exhibited in his short story “Hope,” in which an anonymous islander kidnaps and 

murders an American infant. It is apparent that the death of an American infant fails to 

bring peace to this island—instead, the incident intensifies the atmosphere of 

 

16 Bespaloff. “On the Iliad.” 50.  
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unsettledness, and the murderer is thus harshly condemned by local shopkeepers who 

either enjoy the benefits of military land rent or target American customers.  

Medoruma continues and amplifies the incoherent voices regarding American 

military bases in the text of Niji no Tori. As Katsuya stares at the scene of anti-base 

movements in the television with Higa and Matsuda, Higa scorns and comments on the 

incapable protesters:  

“Just hang them. Kidnap the children of American soldiers, strip them 

naked, and hang them from a palm tree with wires.”17 

 

Higa’s sentiment of extreme hatred is replicated in Katsuya’s mind, who imagines 

killing the American soldiers when he drives past the military base fences:  

Katsuya pictures himself snatching the pistol from the holster on that 

American soldier's waist and aiming it at the two of them.18 

 

Ironically, neither Higa nor Katsuya is courageous enough to resort to their 

imagined violence despite the fact that both of them have been long performing the 

perpetrator’s role, whether as the gang leader or involved in complicity. Instead, it is 

Mayu, whose voice against the Americans remain unknown and silent, that becomes the 

murderer in the end.  

It is important to note that Medoruma’s celebration of violence is not 

unconditional. As to the character of Higa, Medoruma draws the comparison between 

Higa’s violence on the teenage girls and the rape incident perpetrated by the American 

soldiers on the schoolgirl, in which case Higa’s position as an Okinawan fails to exempt 

him from the fate of death as the American girl. I should also notify that different from 

 

17 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 190-191.  
18 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 186.  
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providing the detailed backgrounds of Katsuya and Mayu which to some extent explain 

their position of in-betweenness, Medoruma omits to elaborate on Higa’s past, rendering 

him into another spectrum of silence and anonymity. In this regard, Higa’s hatred toward 

the Americans becomes the epitome of an anti-US sentiment that is aroused and 

manipulated among the islanders in the name of emancipating Okinawa.  

Katsuya’s imagination rested upon the American soldiers, I contend, is more 

complicated and naïve. On the one hand, Katsuya’s anti-base sentiment derives from a 

sense of aspiration. Every time Katsuya drives past the military bases, he imagines about 

the peaceful life enjoyed by the American families on the other side of the fence, dreams 

of an alternative fate for him and Mayu free from torment and violence, and laments for 

the utaki19 and forests occupied by the military lands. Katsuya even could not control his 

erection reaction once he envisions the American soldiers trained in the Yanbaru Forest 

for the Vietnamese War.20 On the other hand, raised up in a family relying profoundly on 

the benefits of military land rent, the pain Katsuya experienced is never the direct 

violence perpetrated by the Americans, but the burning scars left by Higa and his 

accomplices. In other words, Katsuya’s emotion toward the Americans can be classified 

neither as anti-base nor as pro-base in political terms. Alternatively, Katsuya situates his 

hope in the Americans and his yearning for the other side of the fences. Through the 

complexity of Katsuya’s aspiration, Medoruma implies the complicated concerns as 

opposed to the supposed homogeneity of anti-base movements.  

 

19 Utaki refers to the sacred places in Okinawa where rituals are performed since the era of the Ryūkyū Kingdom.  
20 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 116.  
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As I analyzed the multiple spectrums of Medoruma’s notion of violence, I argue 

that the death of the Ameircan girl is unavoidable and indispensable on the rhetoric level. 

As Bespaloff confronts the violence in the Iliad, she designates its performance as “both 

the supreme reality and the supreme illusion of life.”21 In other words, the concrete and 

vivid vision of an American girl’s death is deployed by Medoruma as a montage to 

superimpose the tremendous sacrifices of civilians in the Battle of Okinawa which would 

be more of a hellish illusion than of reality for his readers as well as those, including 

Medoruma himself, who have no personal experience of the war. This magical realistic 

approach, as Medoruma shares, exhibits a world which might be conceived as illusional 

by the West but for the native, “that world is undoubtfully real.”22 Therefore, 

Medoruma’s engagement with the death of an American girl blurs the boundary between 

the reality and the illusion, challenging his readers to confront an island of darkness, 

silence, and violence which they once conceived as unimaginable.  

In coherence with the humanistic approach to the adoption of violence, I suggest 

that Medoruma’s radical rhetoric corresponds to Frantz Fanon’s notion of violence as his 

probe is aligned with the process of decolonizing Okinawa. In Fanon’s words, the crux of 

decolonization refers to the desire not to become, but to substitute the entire population of 

settlers.23 Within Fanon’s decolonial framework, it is not difficult to discern that both 

Higa and Katsuya are occupied by the desire to become the Americans. On the one hand, 

Higa’s involvement in teen prostitution, drug trafficking, and school bully violence 

 

21 Bespaloff. “On the Iliad.” 47.  
22 Ikeda. Okinawan War Memory. 93.  
23 Fanon, Frantz, Richard Philcox translator, Sartre, Jean-Paul, 1905-1980, writer of preface, Bhabha, Homi K., 1949- 

writer of foreword, and West, Cornel, writer of introduction. The Wretched of the Earth. 60th anniversary ed. New 

York, NY: Grove Press, 2021. 46 
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makes him indistinguishable from those American servicemen committing the rape 

incident. On the other hand, Katsuya’s yearning for living the life of American families 

and his unconscious sexual desire towards the American soldiers, concomitant with his 

naïve insistence on drinking iced coffee nevertheless weave the longing for becoming. 

Emphatically, Medoruma’s celebration of violence at the cost of an American girl 

disillusions this desire while equipping Mayu with the abnormal agency to disrupt the 

manmade coherence—an envision of coexistence between the islanders and the military 

base in political propaganda issued by the central government.  

However, concerning the in-betweenness of settler colonialism embedded in 

Okinawa, I argue that Medoruma’s notion of violence does not comply with Fanon’s 

schedule of decolonialization. In his groundbreaking work The Wretched of the Earth, 

Fanon proposes that “violence is in action all-inclusive and national.”24 In other words, 

the teleological end of decolonial struggles is nationalism, in which regard the colonial 

objects act in conjointment and inclusiveness toward the future of national emancipation. 

Fanon’s telos of decolonization, I suggest, does not conform to Medoruma’s primary goal 

as he proceeds with envisioning the hope for Okinawa. Although the anti-base sentiment 

of second-generation Okinawan intellectuals, as Ikeda underscores, tends to be 

intermingled with anti-reversion and Okinawan independence arguments25, it is important 

to note that the in-between position of Okinawa disables it from self-detachment, 

engendering a paradoxical status of “assimilation with Japan and independence from 

 

24 Fanon. The Wretched of the Earth. 94.  
25 Ikeda. Okinawan War Memory. 9.  
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it.”26 In this regard, the presence of military bases concomitant with the incessant 

incidents is conceived as more concrete evidence of settler colonialism that should 

nevertheless be resisted with violence while the initial colonizer of mainland Japan 

remains transparent comparatively.  

The transparency of Japanese nationalism neither exempts it from criticism in 

Medoruma’s text. As Katsuya stares at Mayu’s second client, he immediately identifies 

the man as a mainlander as well as a sense of discomfort that bothers Katsuya:  

However, as I clicked the shutter a few more times, my impression 

gradually began to change. I sensed a cold cruelty in the way he smiled 

and looked at Mayu, and the unpleasant aura emanating from his entire 

being started to bother me.27 

 

Katsuya’s unconscious hatred against this mainlander client derives from the 

decades of cultural assimilation and racial superiority of Yamato which Japan imposes on 

Okinawa. This mainland-Okinawa conflict is exhibited in the gaze of the mainlander on 

Mayu’s body—the contrast between strength (reikoku-sa) over weakness in other words. 

Medoruma’s strategy of displaying the center-peripheral discourse through the interaction 

between a mainlander client and an Okinawan prostitute is not unfamiliar in other 

artworks. In the documentary Motoshinkakarannu, the producers interviewed mainland 

tourists in terms of their experiences of buying prostitution in Yoshiwara, and the 

atmosphere of teasing is prominently compared to the miserable life led by the young 

Okinawan girls. In the film Sympathy for the Underdog (1971) directed by Kinji 

Fukasaku, the encounter between the mainland gang leader and the Okinawan prostitute 

 

26 Bhowmik, Davinder L. Writing Okinawa: Narrative Acts of Identity and Resistance. London; New York; Routledge, 

2008. 4.  
27 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 73.  
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further reinforces the inferiority of the latter as an appendix of comfort and consolation, 

which are the stereotyped labels nonetheless attached to the image of Okinawa—a 

peaceful, tropical haven.  

More significantly, I should note that besides the mainland-Okinawa tension 

which has been continuing for decades since 1879, the absence of Okinawan men is a 

crucial feature shared among those encounters that shall not be neglected. The absence, 

weakness, and impotence of Okinawan men are relentlessly spotlighted not only in 

gendered discourses but also in their incapability to make changes. Hence, Medoruma 

empowers Mayu—neither Higa nor Katsuya as the physiologically Okinawan men—to 

execute the mainlander client, Higa and Matsuda, and the ultimate Ameircan girl of 

ostensible innocence. In other words, the death of an American girl is deployed by 

Medoruma to demonstrate the incompatible nature of an assumed homogeneous Okinawa 

which is constituted by incoherent islanders, Japanese hyper-nationalism, and the 

consistent threat of American military bases. These are the concerns that Medoruma 

challenges his readers to confront as they behold the scene, albeit grotesque, of Mayu 

holding the dead American girl in her arms.  

2.3 Illusion of The Rainbow Bird 

The symbol of niji no tori, translated as the rainbow bird, is situated at the crux of 

Medoruma’s notion of violence—itami-atae (pain infliction). Articulated as the totem of 

violence, the rainbow bird first revealed itself on the back of Mayu after she sadistically 

inflicted torment on the schoolteacher under Katsuya’s eyes:  

The rainbow-colored bird engraved on Mayu’s back stood out vividly 

against her flushed skin. The bird, facing diagonally upward toward her 

left shoulder, was enveloped in feathers of red, yellow, blue, green, and 

purple, spreading its iridescent wings across both shoulder blades. Its long 
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tail, scattering specks of light, flowed down to her waist and side, while 

the ornamental feathers on its head curved elegantly toward Mayu’s 

neck.28  

 

The beauty of the rainbow bird is exhibited in discernable contrast with Mayu’s 

meager body, her abnormal smile as if enjoying the adoption of violence, and the 

miserable condition of the middle-aged man experiencing the inhumane sexual abuse. 

This rainbow bird of extreme beauty and tragedy dominates Mayu every time she is 

abnormally committed to violence, functioning as the death notice announcing the 

inescapable fate of all those involved. However, it is important to note that Mayu’s 

abnormality, or the revelation of the rainbow bird, does not appear unless Mayu is 

subjugated to victimhood. This explains Mayu’s motive to successively torture the 

middle-aged schoolteacher, kill her mainlander client, mercilessly slay Higa and 

Matsuda, and terminate the life of the American girl. None of Mayu’s victims, including 

the ostensibly innocent girl, enjoys the alibi of a perpetrator’s position. In this regard, 

Medoruma’s engagement with pain-infliction is embedded in the essence of mutuality, 

which corresponds to Fanon’s insights into the discourse of violence and counterviolence 

in the form of “an extraordinary reciprocal homogeneity.”29 Medoruma’s rainbow bird is 

thus transformed into the reification of his “beauty of force” as the resolution to this 

island of darkness, silence, and violence.  

The more Katsuya witnesses the abnormality and horror performed by Mayu, the 

more he is engulfed into a mingling yearning for the rainbow bird tattooed on Mayu’s 

back—of terror, bewilderment, sexual desire, and the illuminated hope. These entangled 

 

28 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 25. 
29 Fanon. The Wretched of the Earth. 88.  
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sentiments toward the mysterious bird converge, giving birth to an alternative form of 

rainbow bird in Katsuya’s memories. The rainbow bird, according to Katsuya’s 

reminiscence, inhabits in the Yanbaru Forest which was deployed as the training site for 

American soldiers to prepare for the Vietnamese War. For the soldiers, the mythical bird 

symbolizes a desperate desire for surviving:  

The American soldiers call that bird the Rainbow Bird. If you are lucky to 

spot that bird in the forest, no matter how fierce the battlefield you are in, 

you are guaranteed to return alive…there is another reason to notice: 

although the man who sees the bird will survive, his survival is at the cost 

of sacrificing the rest of the unit.30 

 

It is conceivable that Medoruma’s rainbow bird is inherently paradoxical. Despite 

the fact that the rainbow bird ensures the hope for survival, the price of sacrificing all 

those lives connected to the survivor nevertheless renders this bird a symbol of tragedy, 

rather than hope. The burden of survival, I argue, is a significant theme that Medoruma 

underlines as he intends to incorporate the testimony of war memories into a 

contemporary context.  

The parallel between the singular survivor and group death is universally 

collected in testimonies to the Battle of Okinawa. In their translated work Descent into 

Hell: Civilian Memories of the Battle of Okinawa, Mark Ealey and Alastair McLauchlan 

provide more evidence than their readers could expect as to the instances of sole 

survivors accompanied with the death of all their family members or comrades. In one of 

the testimonies to the incident of Chibichiri-gama, they write: “eighty-three people of 

140 in the cave committed suicide or were killed by panic-stricken family members,”31 

 

30 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 145.  
31 Ealey and MacLauchlan. Descent into Hell. 32.  
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while for those who failed to take their lives, the authors continued, “they were worried 

about being left alive—it was the thought that they were sharing their fate with the 

military that drove them to take their own lives.”32 For one of the few survivors who 

experienced that hellish incident and witnessed his family members killing each other, he 

confessed that that grotesque scene still haunted him every time he attempted to recall. 

Concerning the tragic essence of the rainbow bird, it is inexorably associated with the 

violence of group suicides advocated by the IJA (Imperial Japanese Army) exaggerating 

about the cruel fate of being captured by American soldiers. In this sense, it is not hope, 

but death, that is ensured by the rainbow bird upon its sight while the stance of survival 

serves as a random gift, or punishment, to those enduring the burden of living.  

In his war fiction Suiteki (Droplets) that won him the prestigious Akutagawa 

Prize, Medoruma already touched upon the topic of suffering from living in terms of how 

the protagonist Tokusho was constantly tormented by the phantoms of perished soldiers 

in the war. Therefore, either the rainbow bird tattooed on Mayu’s back which transforms 

her into a reciprocal murderer, or the mythical symbol foreseeing unwanted survival 

questions the righteousness of life and death in the context of war and trauma. 

Medoruma’s rainbow bird thus becomes the emissary of Anubis, weighing the hearts of 

the living, the deceased, the victims, and the perpetrators.  

It is important to note that Katsuya is the only person who sees the rainbow bird 

throughout the narrative, and the successive tortures and deaths of the “perpetrators” are 

seemingly promising for Katsuya to envision a future with Mayu, especially when Mayu 

 

32 Ealey and MacLauchlan. Descent into Hell. 35-36.  
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rescued him from Higa’s hands. However, Medoruma relentlessly tears apart Katsuya’s 

temporary illusion of hope in the end of the novel with the unexpected death of the 

American girl and an unfamiliar Mayu occupied by some unknown creature. In the depth 

of despair, Katsuya thought:  

I just wanted to see the Rainbow Bird before everything ended.33 

 

For Katsuya, seeing the Rainbow Bird in unconsciousness only instructs him to 

rely the desire for hope on the totem of violence, death, and hopelessness. The 

(im)possibility of hope, I argue, is the very message that Medoruma attempts to convey to 

his readers through the rhetoric of the Rainbow Bird.  

2.4 Retrospection and Complexity of Victimhood  

Concerning the positionality of Medoruma as both a contemporary Okinawan 

writer and a practitioner of anti-base movements, as far as I am concerned, this novel is 

employed as a retrospection on the unsatisfactory progresses with regard to the efforts of 

peace demonstrations and protests. Even the largest anti-base protest incited by the 

notorious 1995 Okinawa Rape Incident fails to either bring justice to the victimized 

schoolgirl or wrestles with the threat of base violence in Okinawa. Therefore, Medoruma 

revisits the rape incident and the concomitant demonstrations on behalf of the 

sympathetic Okinawan girl consecutively in his relatively recent writings: “Hope” 

(1999), Niji no Tori (2006), and In the Woods of Memory (2017). It is important to note 

that his full-length novel Niji no Tori, untranslated into English yet, contains well-

developed observations into the multivalent voices around the rape incident. Besides the 

 

33 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 216.  
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comments made by Higa and Katsuya who resort to violent revenge, who dream of either 

hanging the American children or a reversed rape incident perpetrated by an Okinawan 

man on an American girl, Medoruma investigates the dissonance among islanders.  

For the family of Katsuya which largely depend on the military land rent, the 

outrage of anti-base movements only increases the chance of the United States rising 

their compensation package under diplomatic pressure. Simultaneously, the prefectural 

politicians, as Angst puts it, take the advantage of the schoolgirl’s victimhood to 

emphasize a victimized Okinawa within the framework of national narrative. Medoruma 

further unsettles the homogenous image of the protest as Katsuya visualized the face of 

the middle-aged schoolteacher who attempted to prostitute Mayu among the participants. 

Through the voice of Matsuda, Medoruma writes:  

“However, if they cannot do anything even with so many people gathered, 

then Okinawans are hopeless, aren’t they? If this many people gathered, 

they should just break through the base’s barbed wire and get inside, beat 

those American soldiers to death. No matter how much noise they make, 

the Americans won’t feel a thing.”34 

 

Despite the fact that Matsuda is involved in the teen prostitution industry as one 

of the perpetrators, his words nevertheless implicit the concerns with violence which has 

been refrained from adoption since the Koza riot in 1970 in which fences of Kadena Air 

Base, as Matsuda would imagine, were broken by the outraged rioters. However, this 

violent protest barely coped with the base issue, only to intensify the conflict between the 

islanders and the Americans.  

 

34 Medoruma. Niji no Tori. 190.  
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It is not difficult to discern the essence of Okinawan base issue as a complicity 

between the United States and Japan regarding their consensus on the US-Japan Joint 

Security Treaty. Hence, it would be nothing more than an illusion for the Okinawans to 

rest on violence to make the breakthrough when the category of “Okinawa” falls into 

incoherence. This inward retrospection, I argue, is what Medoruma strives to reconcile 

with as he unravels the darkness, violence, and silence within this island and its people.  

In this regard, the silence of the schoolgirl in the rape incident is the critical 

approach that Medoruma engages with the narrative of symbolism. To de-symbolize her 

image of victimhood and resume her genuine voice from enforced anonymity, Medoruma 

superimposes her with the characters of Mayu, an Okinawan female idol singer, and a 

high-school girl speaking at the anti-base protest. Although labeled as “Okinawan girls,” 

neither the idol nor the spokesperson shares the victimhood with the raped schoolgirl and 

the tortured Mayu. Instead, their innocent faces on the television only unsettled Katsuya 

as he related to the unfair situation of Mayu. This complexity of victimhood makes it 

difficult for Medoruma to empathize with the notion of itamiwake—the sharing of pain—

which I will be elaborating on in the next chapter, and his down-to-earth experience of 

the island darkness urges him to move forward with itami-atae—the infliction of pain—

as he empowers Mayu to perform violence on the once perpetrators. This empowerment 

of violence, I suggest, is the hope that Medoruma strives for with respect to an alternative 

resolution to the silenced 12-year-old Okinawan girl.  
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3. Sakiyama Tami and Pain Sharing  

Sakiyama Tami, a postwar Okinawan writer, is recognized for her critical 

engagement with the island language (shima kotoba), representation of memories, and 

otherworldly experiences. Since her debut in 1979 publishing short stories in Okinawan 

periodicals, Sakiyama has been experimenting with genuine approaches to the memories 

of the silenced and irretrievable, sacrificed in the decades of cultural assimilation and the 

devastating Battle of Okinawa. Distinguished from her contemporaries who tend to limit 

their use of the island dialect to dialogues in pursuit of broader readership, Sakiyama 

spotlights the position of the Okinawan language—uchinaaguchi—leaving her texts 

saturated with waves of unintelligibility and her audience with a sense of rejection from 

within, thus accredited as “Okinawa’s most intrepid author.”43 

Sakiyama’s deployment of the island dialect, albeit unintelligible to her readers, is 

a critical component of indigenous resistance against Japanese nationalism, especially 

when most of her readers remain mainland Japanese. It is important to note that 

Sakiyama’s intention to emphasize the Okinawan language is historically contextualized. 

Since the annexation of the Ryūkyū Kingdom into the Japanese Empire in 1879, Okinawa 

has been involved in decades of colonial assimilation, with the annihilation of the island 

language, designated as backward and barbaric, at its center. Aikyo Kôji underscores how 

Japanese cultural intervention is inscribed into Okinawan education and the utilization of 

local language in schools is severely prohibited and punished.44 With 14 years spent on 

Iriomote Island, Sakiyama is not unfamiliar with the linguistic tension and oppression of 

 

43 Bhowmik. Writing Okinawa. 4.  
44 Aikyo. “Okinawa Asks: What is the Nation-State?” 6. 
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her Miyako accent. The experiences of Japanese settler colonialism equip Sakiyama with 

the primitive consciousness of cultural heterogeneity, and her resistance is reified through 

her writings beyond the norms of écriture.  

The norms of écriture, the written language, refer to Benedict Anderson’s notion 

of print languages and how the homogeneity of languages facilitates the formation of 

national consciousness. Anderson’s envision fits into the Japanese obsession with a 

homogenous national identity and the role of standard Japanese is uplifted to the fulcrum 

of the Japanese nation. Writing in standard Japanese, as Atsuko Ueda suggests in her 

analysis of Natsume Sōseki’s attitude toward literature, is an important trope to project its 

national desire onto the Other within the confinement of the nation-state.45 Therefore, 

Sakiyama’s engagement with the island language not only questions the dominant 

position of standard Japanese but also challenges the self-other praxis imposed by 

Japanese national consciousness on marginalized groups.  

In this chapter, I will focus on Sakiyama’s two recent novels, Tsukiya, aran 

(2012) and Unjuga Nasaki (2016), and investigate her experiment with the island dialect 

within and beyond the texts. Sakiyama’s linguistic experiment, I suggest, sheds light on 

the limitations of written language—with standard Japanese as the orthodox in 

literature—resisting its celebration of transparency. More emphatically, what Sakiyama 

defies is the trend of self-Orientalization through Okinawan literature written in standard 

Japanese, either satisfying the colonial desire of knowing of mainland Japanese or 

fulfilling Okinawan intellectuals’ fantasy of mutual understanding. This trend of 

 

45 Ueda, Atsuko. “Tropes of Racialization in the Works of Natsume Sōseki.” Language, Nation, Race: Linguistic 

Reform in Meiji Japan (1868–1912). Oakland: University of California Press, 2021. doi:10.1525/luminos. 105.  
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imposing orientalism on the Other has already been warned by Edward Said, which is not 

limited to the Western gaze on the East but is pertinent to the acquisition of knowledge in 

terms of colonial domination and establishment of nationality. In this case, Sakiyama 

highlights the violence of representation through écriture and suggests her resolution to 

the approach of the island image: in the fragmentation of languages, sounds, and body 

movements. Her adoption of multivalent forms of senses and languages manifests her 

understanding of Okinawa, not as an entity of consistency but in the format of a collage 

composed of fragmented memorial pieces and absence of meaning. Simultaneously, 

Sakiyama subverts the historical hierarchy between the Okinawan language and standard 

Japanese by intermingling the signifier and signified, notably through her composition of 

the titles and her use of ateji, where Japanese kanji are detached from their conventional 

meanings and recontextualized with equivalents in shima kotoba.  

However, it is important to clarify that Sakiyama’s Okinawa is neither obscured 

nor agnostic to the extent of self-isolation. Her demonstration of the island dialect denies 

the penetration of knowledge, against the Japanese settler colonizers and the American 

imperialists, while actively searching for an alternative path for Okinawa to be 

understood, embodied, and embraced. The essence of this alternative path, I will argue, 

aligns with the Caribbean author Édouard Glissant’s concept of opacity in which 

“relation” is spotlighted. Simultaneously, Sakiyama proposes her notion of approaching 

the unknown—through itamiwake (pain sharing)—in her work Unjuga, Nasaki. This 

vision of deconstructing current ideologies of nation-states and imperial empires and 

concurrently establishing new connections beyond boundaries based on the mutual 
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exposure of pains and scars of decolonial struggles, I contend, constitutes Sakiyama’s 

song of the siren with the enunciation of the Okinawan language.  

With the analysis of Sakiyama’s efforts to amplify the voice of the island dialect, 

I will proceed to argue that her engagement with the island language is in coherence with 

the geopolitical paradigms of deterritorialization, decolonization, and opacity at its telos. 

Sakiyama’s prioritization of the Okinawan language and a multiplicity of voices (of a 

blend of hiragana, katakana, Korean, Chinese, etc.) resonates with Gilles Deleuze and 

Félix Guattari’s discourse of the rhizome, aiming at deterritorializing the continuity of 

standard Japanese and reimaging the position of Okinawa emancipated from the Japanese 

nationalism obsessed with homogeneity and singularity. The deterritorialization is ensued 

by a universal pursuit of decolonization, despite the fact that Okinawa is entrapped in a 

rather complicated situation—the in-betweenness of colonial and decolonial struggles. 

This in-betweenness requires Okinawan intellectuals to explore alternative paths as the 

resolution and Sakiyama, I contend, manages to reach one of the ends of opacity, which 

is not only manifested in the unintelligible island language but accentuated in the 

intransparency of the island memories that could not be emphasized with without the 

commitment to self-subjugation—to the silenced and forgotten of the mabui (spirit) 

saturating this island. This self-subjugation, I believe, is at the core of Sakiyama’s 

linguistic performance and her message to the readers through the enunciation of her 

otherworldly siren’s song.  
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3.1 Tsukiya, aran and the Limits of Écriture 

Sakiyama’s novel Tsukiya, aran begins with an otherworld setting of “I” 

encountering “a grey, swaying, round object”46 which “I” mistook for the moon (tsuki). 

This object, identified as a living creature, accompanies the protagonist throughout the 

entire narrative without revealing its identity. This encounter marks the undertone of the 

opacity of this novel. The story proceeds with a nonlinear narration introducing the close 

relationship between “I” and Takamizawa Ryōko, a female editor and one of the three 

founders of the Okinawan editing studio—Midun Micchai (Three Women). Living in an 

apartment that was previously occupied by Takamizawa, “I” received a phone call from 

Takamizawa half a year ago, begging for “I” to take over her unfinished work in the 

editing studio (shigoto-jō no hikitsuzuki47). Since then, however, “I” lost contact with 

Takamizawa as well as “I’s” promise to continue her editing work. Overwhelmed though, 

“I” determined to embark on the journey of looking for Takamizawa and her sudden 

resignation from the editing studio with a blank book titled Autobiography (Jijoden) 

found in the apartment, supposedly left by Takamizawa.  

As “I” tried to identify Takamizawa’s traces, a phone call from the hospital 

informed “I” of Takamizawa’s situation, who was involved in an incident and ended up 

bedridden in unconsciousness. In the ward, “I” encountered Takamizawa’s former 

colleagues, overhearing their conversation on the theme of “editor’s righteousness”48 

(henshū-sha jingi). Leaving Takamizawa’s ward, “I” was instructed by the otherworldly 

object in the beginning to the original site of Takamizawa’s editorial office. Breathing in 

 

46 Sakiyama, Tami. Tsukiya, aran. Impact-shuppankai. 2012. 8.  
47 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 16. 
48 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 39. 
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the dust of memories, “I” met Takamizawa’s former colleague, from whom “I” was 

exposed to a recording containing Takamizawa’s voice and her unfinished editing 

project. In the recording, Takamizawa reiterated one of her manuscripts titled From the 

Depth of the Mud—The Cry of a Halmeoni49 (Deido no Sokokara—Aru Harumoni no 

Sakebi) authorized by a young man. As Takamizawa proceeded with the manuscript, she 

recounted, that a sound of kyuhihii kept reverberating in her heart alongside an empathic 

pain (itami) reading the comfort woman’s testimony. This enigmatic reverberation not 

only influenced Takamizawa with symptoms of neurogenic tinnitus and emesis but also 

aroused a sense of emptiness that failed to be expelled. These experiences urged 

Takamizawa to cast doubt on the authenticity of this testimony, only to find out that the 

elderly woman depicted in the manuscript had been bedridden for over fifty years, 

suffering from PTSD and aphasia.  

Realizing the fictionality of this testimony ignited Takamizawa because it violated 

her doctrine of an editor’s righteousness. She started to pay regular visits to the victim, 

hoping to recollect the true evidence from the silence only to be informed of the woman’s 

demise, which also marked the abrupt ending of the first recording. In the second 

recording, Takamizawa’s voice continued, recounting her attempt to decipher twelve 

scroll manuscripts (maki no genkō) received from an anonymous sender. However, as 

Takamizawa recited, the words on the scroll manuscripts were extremely difficult to 

understand:  

I was able to read it, but the characters themselves were eerie, written in a 

scarlet color that somehow reminded me of bloodstains.50 

 

49 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 69. 
50 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 90.  
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After months of failure to decode the written texts, Takamizawa started to mimic 

the shapes of the characters with her body movements, superimposing her mindset with 

the voices behind the words. Suddenly, as if she had succeeded in interpreting the 

characters, Takamizawa’s voice transformed into a discontinuous husky sound—an up-

tempo island song51 (apputenpo no shimauta).  

Takamizawa’s recording stopped there, and “I” returned to the blank 

Autobiography, discovering that the woman’s photograph on its cover page would 

change accordingly based on conditions of light, time, and mental status—to the extent of 

seven transformations (shichihenge). Who was/were the woman/women? With this 

unresolved puzzle, “I” wandered to the seashore in the final scene and encountered a 

group of mabui (spirits), among which “I” claimed to see Takamizawa Ryōko, my inagu-

dushi (girlfriend) in the otherworld beyond words.  

Throughout the narrative of Tsukiya, aran, Sakiyama intends to address a 

significant issue—the limits of écriture. Following the traces of Takamizawa as an editor, 

Sakiyama exhibits how written texts fail to represent the voices they impose upon: the 

blank book titled Autobiography, the fictional testimony of a comfort woman, and the 

scroll manuscripts with incomprehensible shima kotoba. In Natsume Sōseki’s 

Bungakuron, he refers to the representative role of the Japanese language in literature as 

the process of extraction (chūshutsu), which underscores the connection between literary 

representation (écriture) and reality.52 Intriguingly, if we return to Sakiyama’s cases in 

terms of the representation of written words, there is nothing to be extracted from except 

 

51 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 100.  
52 Natsume, Sōseki. Bungakuron. Vol. 18 of Sōseki zenshū. Tokyo: Iwanami shoten, 1957.  
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for blankness, fictionality, and vainness. In other words, écriture could only fulfill its job 

of representation when the polarity of the signifier (text) and the signified (context) 

remains symmetric. In Sōseki’s view, the signifier is standard Japanese and the signified 

will be the corresponding valences of beauty, identity, and the ego. However, Sakiyama 

is audacious enough to break the balance, replacing the signifier with a blend of 

languages, sounds, and symbols, in which case the supposed signified—a completed 

Autobiography, an authentic testimony of comfort women, and a dozen scroll 

manuscripts transcribed into comprehensible standard Japanese—are deterritorialized 

into fragmented pieces, unidentifiable voices, and island dialect that fails to be 

deciphered.  

The other spectrum of the limits of écriture is inscribed in the in-betweenness of 

Takamizawa as an editor, bridging the transcription of the manuscript (the author) and the 

commercialized end of publication (the reader). I argue that the stand of Takamizawa is 

paralleled with the position of Okinawa, and the limits of written language witnessed by 

Takamizawa correspond to the conundrum of imposed national identity that is incoherent 

with this island—the education of standard Japanese, the inflation of American bases, and 

the irreversible environmental problem inflicted by base issues and overtourism. In this 

sense, with Okinawa at the center, we are able to behold a blank Autobiography of the 

island with effaced memories, identities, and languages. More importantly, we will be 

presented with a fictional testimony of Okinawan victimhood which is written in standard 

Japanese, with its external sufferings emphasized and the internal scar elided, thus 

inviting mainland Japanese readers to share sympathy for the other in the paradigm of 
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nationalist desire for projecting a new-born nation on Okinawa.53 This threat of 

representation, I suggest, is the critical limitation of écriture that concerns Sakiyama 

consistently.  

3.2 Unjuga Nasaki and the Journey to the Darkness 

If Sakiyama’s engagement with the island language in Tsukiya, aran attempts to 

deterritorialize standard Japanese through unbalancing the signifier (écriture) and the 

signified (context), her experiment in Unjuga, Nasaki intends to deconstruct the line, 

supposedly singular, that connects the language and its corresponding meaning. 

Sakiyama’s deconstruction of the line, I suggest, refers to the denial of visionary 

penetration. In other words, the normative way of reading—from seeing to 

understanding, with extraction at its telos—is rejected. In contrast, Sakiyama invites her 

readers to “see” in darkness, which is not only experienced in blindness but also 

ingrained in the silenced memories of this island.  

Unjuga, Nasaki begins with an enigmatic instruction — “Stand at the cemetery”54 

(Bochi ni tatsu) — written on the first entry of Record Z, which “I” received from a 

mysterious sender. Heeding this voice, “I” embarked on a journey looking for the 

location of the cemetery. The first stop was a breakwater (bōhatei) by the edge of the sea, 

where “I” encountered six men and women (shimabito) inviting “me” to join in their 

celebration of Jiraba and their dance Jirababuduri. Leaving the coastline, “I” stepped 

into an old mansion under a huge gajimaru tree. Treated by a young woman named 

 

53 Gerow, Aaron. “From the National Gaze to Multiple Gazes: Representations of Okinawa in Recent Japanese 

Cinema.” In Okinawa Responses to Japanese and American Power, edited by Laura Hein and Mark Seldon, Lanham, 

Md.: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers (2003): 273-303. 282.  
54 Sakiyama, Tami. Unjuga, Nasaki. Hanashoin, 2016. 11.  
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Mayo, or Chiru as her nickname, “I” was informed that this mansion, as well as its 

residents, had been burned down to ashes around seventy years ago.55 This moment 

marks the entrance into the otherworld of blurred memories and darkness. Taking leave 

of Mayo, “I” was guided by a middle-aged man to a rocky outcrop (dangaizeppeki) and 

met a group of miyarabi (young girls) preparing for the ritual of nuchi no uyuee (the 

celebration of life). Claiming themselves as Chiru and the victims who perished on the 

very spot during the war, the miyarabi resurrected the day of their sacrifice, enunciating 

the lyrics of Umi Yukaba.56  

As the journey continued, “I” arrived at the Q Village (Q-mura) and came across 

an ikiga-warabi (young boy) who was obsessed with convincing “me” of the threat of 

enemies and the continuation of the war. Q Village, according to the young boy, was an 

underworld basement established by the shinkanuchā (revolutionary comrades) beneath 

an American military base. Instructed by the ikiga-warabi, “I” entered the underworld of 

Q Village, unsettled by the darkness and stinky odor. The boy encouraged “me” to 

embrace the darkness with a multiplicity of sensations:  

“Listening is a much more important function for grasping the true nature 

of things than seeing with your eyes.”57 

“Yes, the very smell lingering here is the evidence that the shinkanuchā 

from Q Village once lived here.”58 

 

Following his suggestion, “I” managed to adapt to the darkness and was 

introduced to a man with the knowledge of “secret training” imparted from the 

shinkanuchā. Among the variety of techniques, “Technique of Seven 

 

55 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 36.  
56 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 56. 
57 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 71. 
58 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 74. 
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Transformations/Chameleon” (Shichihenge/Kamereon no Jutsu) was emphasized as a 

crucial strategy to approach the incomprehensible and opaque. The ultimate message I 

was informed of was the essence of “Qmr Cell” (Qmr saibō)—the purifier of the world—

which emanated from the bones of the shinkanuchā. And the bones, as the man 

highlighted, contained the untainted memories of history and the very truth of this island.  

As the man disappeared, I was left to explore the darkness, ended up in the cul-

de-sac, and encountered an old man. The old man, identifying himself as existing in the 

past with neither present nor future, urged “me” to recall the sound (oto), which was the 

only way to return to the surface world. Eventually, the voice slipped from my mouth:  

“……you, unju, are……”59 

In the final scene, “I” reunited with Unju (you) at the edge of the cliff. Under the 

guidance of an inagungua (young girl), I was led to a turtleback tomb resting by the roots 

of an old gajimaru tree. Standing at the cemetery, “I” bid farewell to all the spirits along 

the journey with the sound of tounē: tutututu……60 

It is important to note that the multivalence of human sensations is a consistent 

theme throughout the protagonist’s encounters with the dead. The emphasis on the role of 

senses is not unfamiliar in Okinawan literature addressing war memories. In his research 

on Okinawan war memories, Kyle Ikeda underlines the significance of “sights, sounds, 

smells, and bodily sensations connected to Okinawa and how they collaboratively play 

crucial roles in evoking war memories in fictions.”61 This observation, I suggest, not only 

fits into the landscape of Unjuga, Nasaki where a blend of sensory experiences is 

 

59 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 123.  
60 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 150.  
61 Ikeda. Okinawan War Memory. 15.  
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deployed to compose an otherworld of darkness. More significantly, Sakiyama prioritizes 

the human sensations to a pre-verbal/consciousness level in which case the line between 

the signifier and the signified fails to be reified before her readers make the sound of 

tutututu at the end of the narrative. In other words, this onomatopoeia would be 

unintelligible were the readers lost in the extraction of meaning from écriture. Instead, it 

can be pronounced, as concomitant with the precious encounters with the dead in the 

past, and then interpreted as an island prayer for the perished during the war.  

Sakiyama’s engagement with the island dialect amplifies the voice of the dead 

and simultaneously reterritorializes the discourse of language. Through the multiplicity of 

sensations, language transcends the praxis of écriture and is reintegrated into genres of 

performance, enunciation, and silenced memories that cannot be retrieved without this 

journey. In other words, Sakiyama’s island language is imaginary, which is an essential 

contrast with the fixity of standard Japanese as the national language. The national 

language, as demonstrated in the lyrics of Umi Yukaba—a Japanese military song 

glorifying death and sacrificing—seeks the transparency of meaning and homogeneity of 

identity, whereas the miyarabi remain silenced, experiencing a second sacrifice for the 

purpose of sympathy collected into fictional testimony named “national narrative.” Their 

true voices, poignantly, are buried in the deep underworld of Q Village—incarnated into 

the bones that contain the untainted, albeit forgotten, memories of the dead. Therefore, 

Sakiyama conceives the island dialect as an indispensable medium to retrieve the voices 

of the dead from the fictional testimony of collective memory.  
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3.3 The Linguistic Power of Shima Kotoba  

In her illuminative essay “More on Power/Knowledge,” Gayatri Chakravorty 

Spivak elaborates on the power of nominalism and how the displacement of preexisting 

words—paleonymy—challenges the consciousness of normativity and understanding.62 

This observation, I suggest, predominantly corresponds to the bestowal of 

deterritorialization of the Okinawan language upon standard Japanese. The most notable 

case of catachresis in Sakiyama’s linguistic experiment is the utilization of ateji, a 

linguistic strategy substituting the original pronunciation of certain kanji with a 

distinctive enunciation. This distinctive enunciation, as Sakiyama displays, is the island 

dialect replacing the supposedly phonetic meaning in standard Japanese. In Unjuga, 

Nasaki, Sakiyama exhibits the kanji 愛 while employing nasaki as its phonetic notation 

rather than the universal pronunciation of ai in standard Japanese. On the one hand, this 

linguistic displacement deconstructs the continuity in the Japanese language system in 

which case the homogeneity between the written kanji and the noted hiragana is supposed 

to engender a harmonious meaning and cognition. However, Sakiyama’s imposition of 

the Okinawan language onto the primary pronunciation breaks the balance and introduces 

the meaning of opacity to the readers, swaying between the comprehensible characters 

and the incomprehensible notation of the island dialect.  

This status of uncertainty, which is also the primitive stage of linguistic 

deterritorialization, has already been insinuated in Tsukiya, aran when the editor 

Takamizawa was confronted with the enigmatic scroll manuscripts:  

 

62 Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “More on Power/Knowledge.” Outside in the Teaching Machine. New York: 

Routledge, 1993. 30.  
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The twelve scroll manuscripts, written in ink on yellowed washi paper, 

vaguely resembled Japanese characters at first glance.63 

 

Although the first impression of Takamizawa on the mysterious scroll 

manuscripts is that they are written in standard Japanese (nihongo), the ensuing moment 

awaiting her is the confrontation with incomprehensible symbols, unfathomable ink 

scents, and the scarlet color simulating bloodstains. These features, I contend, are in 

accordance with the island dialect that challenges the readers to deterritorialize their 

cognition of language. More significantly, the essence of deterritorialization is situated 

within embracing the incomprehensible, intransparent, and opaque, in other words, the 

truth of the bloodstains saturating the manuscripts.  

The bloodstains, or the silenced voices embedded in blood and tears, are the 

memories that Sakiyama is dedicated to approaching through engaging with the island 

language. The scarlet traces are not only scars left in devasting wars but refer to the 

violence of national representation throughout decades of assimilation, colonization, and 

moral justification. This violence of representation is the very message that Sakiyama 

intends to convey to her readers. On the third phase of the rocky outcrop in Unjuga, 

Nasaki, the protagonist encountered a group of spirits who claimed to have experienced 

death at the very spot. Sakiyama names them with the kanji 少女 and endows her 

nomination with the phonetic notation of miyarabi as opposed to shōjo in standard 

Japanese. Although the Japanese characters are comprehensible as they signify the 

meaning of young girls, it is more than difficult to unpack the burden accompanying the 

context of miyarabi in Sakiyama’s narrative. In terms of a group of young girls sacrificed 
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during the war, the Battle of Okinawa per se, as Linda Isako Angst puts it, the narrative 

of the Himeyuri Student Nurse Corps has been engraved into the traumatic memories of 

Okinawan history.64 However, it is important to note that the desire to superimpose the 

miyarabi and the Himeyuri students would violate Sakiyama’s will as it unconsciously 

falls into the trap of violence again. In her paper addressing the 1995 Okinawan rape 

incident, Angst criticizes how the female figures, either the Himeyuri students or the 

anonymous schoolgirl, are reduced to political representations contributing to a 

sympathetic Okinawa on national and international stages. Angst emphasizes: “Both 

woman (or her representation) and soil are critical symbolic elements within (emergent) 

nationalist discourses.”65 Her insights are critical and align with Sakiyama’s intention to 

keep the miyarabi opaque, thus distancing the spirits from a second sacrifice.  

Sakiyama’s engagement with ateji and her disjunction between “young girls” in 

body politics and miyarabi in the island dialect not only protects the latter from the 

homogenization of national narrative, more significantly, this linguistic 

deterritorialization enables the miyarabi to regain their voices against the violence of 

representation. Through the voice of the miyarabi, they identify themselves as Chiru, 

explaining:  

“Chiru-san, everyone here—each and every person—is Chiru. We are the 

ones who bear the pain of being Chiru.”66  

 

 

64 Angst. “The Sacrifice of A Schoolgirl: The 1995 Rape Case, Discourses of Power, and Women’s Lives in Okinawa.” 
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This self-representation of Chiru, adopting the doctrine of pain sharing (itamiwake), 

transcends the boundaries of nationality, language, and identity which are nevertheless 

ossified in the national narrative. Inheriting the very position of the island dialect, Chiru 

is intimate to those who suffer from pain, silence, and loss of memories while 

concurrently remaining incomprehensible to the perpetrators as well as those in 

complicity. Through Sakiyama’s exhibition of Chiru as a collective identity beyond 

representation, I argue that the discourse of “connection” is fundamental to overlaying 

the wounds of self with the Others.  

Spotlighting connectivity as the essential power of the Okinawan language 

dovetails with Sakiyama’s commitment to the incomprehensible, intransparent, and 

opaque. In his foregrounding book Poetics of Relation, the Caribbean author Édouard 

Glissant proposes the notion of opacity and enlarges upon how the deterritorialization of 

language rests on the power of relation: “Any presence—even though it is ignored—of a 

particular culture, even a silent one, is an active relay in Relation.”67 Glissant’s emphasis 

on the ignored and silenced speaks to Sakiyama’s empathy with the sacrificed and 

forgotten, and one of the commonalities shared between the two intellectuals, I argue, is 

their celebration of the relay in Relation. During the preparation of their ritual nuchi no 

uyuee (the celebration of life), the miyarabi joined in a chorus named nuchi no rirē—the 

relay of life68—and accepted the protagonist as a member of Chiru. Sakiyama illustrates 

this relay embedded in relations in the praxis of a continuity connecting life (the 

protagonist on the surface world) and death (the spirits belonging to the underworld). The 

 

67 Glissant, Édouard and Betsy Wing. Poetics of Relation. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997. 177.  
68 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 48.  
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island dialect, as Sakiyama shows, is the necessary key endowing this relay of life with 

possibility and hope. With the relay of shima kotoba in relations, Sakiyama explores an 

alternative—hopeful—path to keep both the language and the silenced memories alive.  

3.4 The Technique of Seven Transformations  

The discourse of seven transformations (shichihenge) is designated as another 

crucial factor that Sakiyama engages with in the process of linguistic deterritorialization. 

In Unjuga, Nasaki, one of the “secret trainings” imparted by the man in Q Village was 

“Technique of Seven Transformations/Chameleon,” and the man proceeded to clarify its 

purpose:  

The most essential aspect for a person to live as a human being is, indeed, 

the training of imagination towards others whose thoughts are difficult to 

understand. A rich imagination needs to be accompanied by body 

movements. In other words, the goal is to cultivate a sensitivity that 

directly perceives the thoughts and pain of others during the process of 

transformation, and to regard the enemy as both my own body and mind.69 

 

This clarification demonstrates the transformative force of the island language and how it 

deterritorializes the enemy (standard Japanese) through the medium of imagination. This 

linguistic transformation, of imagining the self in the mask of others, interestingly echoes 

what Deleuze and Guattari address in Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. With the 

analysis of Kafka’s Metamorphosis and the connotation of human-becoming-insect, 

Deleuze and Guattari suggest that “a minor literature doesn’t come from a minor 

language; it is rather that which a minority constructs within a major language.”70 

Although I refrain from categorizing Sakiyama’s works into minor literatures defined by 

 

69 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 97.  
70 Deleuze, Gilles and Félix Guattari 1930-1992. Kafka: Toward a Minor Literature. Vol. 30. Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 1986. 16.  
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the French philosophers, their observation is nonetheless an insightful scope into 

Sakiyama’s engagement with the island dialect. Either the utilization of ateji or the 

transformative strategy of imagination and becoming involves the encounter between 

standard Japanese (the major) and the Okinawan language (the minor). However, it is this 

contrast that allows Sakiyama to deconstruct the major language with the bestowal of her 

voice and the silenced memories she strives to retrieve from the darkness.  

This transformative discourse, as Davinder Bhowmik states, is more salient when 

Sakiyama “creates a new figure that takes the guise of a siren—representation of 

seductress and lure to men with song only to destroy them.”71 This metaphorization of 

Sakiyama’s linguistic experiment as the siren’s song manifests the nature of 

transformation beyond the spectrum of language. In other words, the transformative 

feature of a mythical siren is exhibited in its oscillation between a representation of desire 

and seduction and the deconstruction of the fantasy into a monstrous abyss that swallows 

the sailors. The siren’s song, in Sakiyama’s texts, transforms into the very form of the 

island dialect. The oscillation of the siren thus refers to the transformative disjunction, 

challenged by Sakiyama, between the initially sympathetic Okinawa under national 

representation and the bloodstains unsettling the readers ensuing the linguistic 

deterritorialization.  

In Tsukiya, aran, the transformative force of the island language is revealed in the 

reinforcement of multiplicities and heterogeneity. As the protagonist reinvestigates the 

blank Autobiography left by her female friend Takamizawa, she notices that the mosaic-

 

71 Bhowmik. Writing Okinawa: Narrative Acts of Identity and Resistance. 168.  
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like photograph on the cover page underwent a constant transformation according to the 

conditions of light, time, mental status, and angles of observation, revealing a multiplicity 

of faces—sometimes resembling a middle-aged woman of beauty and elegance, 

sometimes resembling a career woman (kyaria-ūman), sometimes resembling a rural 

woman from the Korean Peninsula.72 This transformative photograph, I suggest, mirrors 

the images of Takamizawa, the Korean comfort woman depicted in the fictional 

testimony, and any female figure suffering from the violence of representation, including 

the Himeyuri students and the 12-year-old schoolgirl silenced in the devasting rape 

incident. Therefore, this book titled Autobiography appears—and will remain—blank 

insofar as the voices of the victimized fail to be retrieved from the fictional testimony 

titled National Narrative.  

More importantly, as Sakiyama proceeds to challenge her readers to confront the 

disjunction of consciousness and opacity, I suggest that a mutuality of transformation 

derives from her engagement with the Okinawan language. Although Sakiyama’s 

deterritorialization of the major language, concomitant with the colonial history imposed 

upon this island, aims to demonstrate the transformative nature of the island dialect, it is 

important to note that Sakiyama’s strategy is essentially distinguished from xenophobia, 

neither does she intend to isolate Okinawa from her readers, nationally or internationally. 

In this sense, Sakiyama’s development of the technique of seven transformations, similar 

to her notion of the collective identity of Chiru, invites her readers to confront the true 

nature, albeit unsettling, of their national language that they are comfortable with. 

 

72 Sakiyama. Tuskiya, aran. 104.  
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Through the medium of the island language and the enforced journey into the darkness of 

the incomprehensible, intransparent, and opaque, Sakiyama manages to unveil the other 

side of the coin and the fictional essence of the national language, as how Takamizawa 

exposed the fictionality of the comfort woman testimony.  

3.5 The Discovery of A Nonlinear Island Time 

One of the conspicuous features of Sakiyama’s Tsukiya, aran, and Unjuga, 

Nasaki is the absence of a linear narrative. Through her engagement with the Okinawan 

language, Sakiyama intends to exhibit a nonlinear island time, either in the convoluted 

life of Takamizawa or the journey oscillating between the surface and underworld, as the 

method to deterritorialize the national clock highlight organization and regulation. In the 

underworld of Q Village, the protagonist encountered an old man claiming himself to 

have no future (mirai ga nai)73. Through the voice of this character, Sakiyama 

demonstrates the problematic position of Okinawa as being entrapped between the layers 

of a silenced past and a present of uncertainty. More importantly, Sakiyama’s envision of 

a nonlinear archipelagic time, in coherence with the island language, conforms to her 

notion of an alternative path embedded in “relation” toward decolonization. Although the 

linear end of decolonization universally leads to the establishment of an emancipated 

nation-state, Sakiyama overcomes this political praxis while reimagining a collective 

identification as Chiru united under exposed wounds and painful memories. This future, 

or hope, is what Sakiyama attempts to retrieve from the darkness of silenced memories.  

 

73 Sakiyama. Unjuga, Nasaki. 111.  
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In her interview with Nakamura Takaya, Sakiyama further elaborates on her 

understanding of time in Unjuga, Nasaki:  

“For me, ‘the enemy’ is ‘time.’ It is the linear sense of modern time that 

narrows the island worldview, shaped by the rhythm of the waves. This 

rationalism supports the relentless violence of politics. For example, I 

cannot imagine an Okinawa with a permanent base in Henoko or envision 

a future shaped by the deforestation of Yanbaru for the helipad base in 

Takae. Such landscapes block my imagination. To fight against the walls 

of reality, I envisioned a world in my work where I connect with the dead 

living in underground shelters—to resist the violence of imposed modern 

time.”74 

 

This statement not only reflects Sakiyama’s concern with the multiple forms of 

violence—of modern time, the manipulation of geopolitics, and representation, more 

significantly, she spotlights the military base issue which remains unreconciled for 

decades. Although Sakiyama adopts an indirect approach to the military bases in her 

works, her engagement with the island language nevertheless addresses the 

environmental concerns on the landscapes and the Okinawan schoolgirl in the infamous 

rape incident. In this sense, Sakiyama struggles to unravel the fact that the reality, rather 

than the shima kotoba or a nonlinear narrative, is the incomprehensible Other for the 

island residents. In other words, Sakiyama manages to subvert the self-Other paradigm 

through the deterritorialization of the national language.  

Toward the end of this thesis, I will return to the titles of Sakiyama’s two novels 

and attempt, not to decipher, but to underscore her brilliant linguistic experiment. In the 

case of Tsukiya, aran, as we translate it into It is not the Moon, I argue that the translation 

would be a signifying to the readers unless we, accompanying the protagonist, fulfill her 

 

74 Sakiyama, Tami. Interview by Nakamura, Takaya. Teki wa jikan da. Genjitsu no kabe to tatakau tame, chikagō de 

ikiru shishatachi to kōryū suru kotoba o sōzō suru. The Book Review Press, 2017.  
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journey of looking for Takamizawa and witnessing the transformative force of 

Sakiyama’s language. Therefore, the character 月 signifies neither tsuki in standard 

Japanese nor “the moon” in English. Instead, it transforms into the grey, swaying, and 

round object that the protagonist encountered in the very beginning. As to Unjuga, 

Nasaki, Sakiyama’s nominalism remains opaque until the readers follow the protagonist 

into the underworld of Q Village and establish the connection between unju and you, 

nasaki and love. This process of re-establishing meanings between the signifier and the 

signified, I suggest, is what Sakiyama invites her readers to achieve throughout her 

engagement with the Okinawan language.  
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4. Conclusion 

In this thesis, I investigated the discourses of silence, violence, and the 

complexity of victimhood in contemporary Okinawan literature of Medoruma Shun and 

Sakiyama Tami. Indebted to the scrutinization of original literary texts, this project 

contributes to the current field of Okinawan studies in terms of its contemporaneity and 

the envision of an alternative resolution to the Okinawan issue beyond conventional 

postcolonial telos of national emancipation. Through the analysis of two of Okinawa’s 

most prestigious writers, I proceeded with initiating intellectual encounters with non-East 

scholars embedded in the international struggles of Jewish refugee, Black Movement, 

Caribbean archipelagos, and Western school of philosophy. This endeavor not only 

manifests the inclusive approaches adopted by contemporary Okinawan intellectuals but 

also re-positions Okinawa to the context of connectivity, as exhibited in Sakiyama’s 

emphasis on pain sharing, which overcomes the confinement of island and the 

suffocation imposed by military bases.  

The first chapter focused on the radical rhetoric employed by Medoruma in Niji 

no Tori (2006) and his notion of violence as the ultimate method to tear apart the 

obscured complicity in Okinawa. Medoruma’s critique of the interior dissonance, I 

contended, is the landmark of local intellectuals other than dissatisfaction with Japanese 

colonialism and American imperialism. Set in the mid-1990s, Medoruma re-examined the 

1995 Okinawa Rape Incident concerning a multivalent form of culprit—domestic 

violence, school bullying, teen prostitution, public demonstrations—which conjointly 

resulted in the silence of the schoolgirl. Simultaneously, Medoruma did not exempt the 

Americans from punishment by staging the grotesque death of an American girl. His 
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infliction of pain and violence concomitant with the transformative nature of victimhood 

nevertheless implicates the complexity of the Okinawan issue and the impossibility of 

hope in its interiority.  

Following Medoruma’s critical retrospection on the heterogeneity of Okinawa, 

the second chapter featured Sakiyama’s engagement with the island dialect and a 

landscape of opacity in Tsukiya, aran (2012) and Unjuga, Nasaki (2016). Deploying the 

linguistic strategies of ateji and the mingling of languages, Sakiyama intended to disrupt 

the continuity of standard Japanese, thereby challenging the violence of representation in 

the propaganda of Japanese hyper-nationalism. Through her journeys back to the world 

of the perished, Sakiyama managed to resume the voices of the silenced which were 

transcribed in the island dialects instead. More significantly, Sakiyama designated the 

contemporary voices of the dead as the sounds of island prayers that remain 

incomprehensible nonetheless unless her readers, as she encouraged, would be subjugated 

to the darkness of intelligibility. This self-subjugation, I argued, is evinced by her notion 

of pain sharing and the mutual exposure of wounds and memories. Sakiyama’s emphasis 

on the discourse of relation denotes her method of counterviolence on the one hand. On 

the other hand, she rested the possibility of hope on the exterior connections, resituating 

Okinawa into the context of paralleled struggles beyond the geo-political framing of 

nation-state and empires.  

It is important to note that the silence of the Okinawan schoolgirl in the rape 

incident is meticulously approached in both Medoruma and Sakiyama’s texts. For 

Medoruma, the victimized schoolgirl is superimposed with Mayu who resumed her voice 

every time she perpetrated violence. In Sakiyama’s texts, the voices of not only the 
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schoolgirl but also those who suffered from repression regardless of identity were 

retrieved through the throat of the miyarabi. Either Medoruma’s character of a revenge-

hero or Sakiyama’s collective constellation of Chirū manifests an essential opposition to 

the attempt to symbolize the teenage girl, as Angst puts it, to represent a sympathetic 

Okinawa in political purposes. As I have mentioned, their intention to restore the lost 

voices and memories demonstrate the positionality of contemporary Okinawan 

intellectuals to defamiliarize this island from the patriarchy of national narrative.  

The discourses of silence, violence, and the im/possibility of hope are not limited 

to the medium of literature despite the primary focus of this thesis project. Nevertheless, I 

shall note that the field of Okinawan studies is contributed by a multiplicity of 

methodologies. On the one hand, the Okinawan Cinema, including fictional dramas and 

nonfictional documentaries, deserve an equal length of discussion with respect to its 

intimate engagement with the landscapes. As I have consciously referred to throughout 

the texts, either Takamine Gō’s filmography75 insisting on employing the island dialect as 

his film language or the production of NDU (Nihon Documentarist Union)76 which is 

dedicated to unravelling the very landscape of postwar Okinawa is crucial to the 

estrangement of Okinawa in its liminal context.  

As this thesis project actively engaged with Medoruma and Sakiyama who 

represent the second-generation Okinawan writers, it is important to give credit to the 

 

75 Takamine Gō’s Cinema is an important kaleidoscope to the indigenous culture of Okinawa as he creatively engages 

with local artistic forms of music, mythology, language, and dance. Featuring Paradise View (1985), Untamagiru 

(1989), Tsuru-Henry (1998), and Hengyoro (2016), Takamine produces a landscape of collage embedded in opacity 

and grotesqueness.  
76 NDU is constituted by a collective of Japanese filmmakers focusing on the discourses of social issues and political 

activism. As one of the earliest cameras that spotlight Okinawa in the 1970s, they produced a succession of 

documentaries, Motoshinkakarannu (1971) and Asia is One (1973), which insightfully approached the issues of 

prostitution, migrant workers, and the oscillating sentiment toward reversion on this island.  
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younger generations of Okinawan intellectuals featuring Yamashiro Chikako at the 

center. As an artist of experimental video works, Yamashiro is recognized for her 

adoption of island dialects, incomprehensible landscapes, and the retrieving of past 

voices through the throat of her own. This self-subjugation suggested by Sakiyama is 

interestingly experimented in Yamashiro’s video work Your voice came out through my 

throat (2009) where a multiplicity of mouths is superimposed on Yamashiro’s face.  

Therefore, this thesis project is not limited to the genre of Okinawa literature, 

neither does it exclude the voices of the contemporaries of Medoruma and Sakiyama. 

More significantly, as Sakiyama proposed in her notion of connectivity, this project has 

the potential to speak to the field of diasporic studies. In the work Okinawan Diaspora 

edited by Ronald Nakasone, the picture of transpacific connectivity to the Pacific Islands 

and South America is critically underscored. Concerning the context of Okinawan 

migrant workers to the Pacific Islands (Nan’yō) in early 20th century and the internment 

camps of POI (Prisoners of War) in the Battle of Okinawa established in Hawai’i, this 

project advocates an interdisciplinary and transpacific mapping of this island as to the 

transvaluation of its historical positionality.  
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Notes 

1. As the English versions of Medoruma’s Niji no Tori, Sakiyama’s Tsukiya, 

aran and Unjuga, Nasaki remain unavailable, all textual translations are 

my own unless otherwise specified.  
2. As Sakiyama’s original texts are written in Japanese and Okinawan 

language, the translation choices have been made to convey both semantic 

and cultural nuances based on the important resource: Okinawan-English 

wordbook, a short lexicon of the Okinawan language with English 

definitions and Japanese cognates by Mitsugu Sakihara. 
3. Sakiyama’s interview cited in the conclusion is translated from:「抽象的

な言い方になりますが、私にとって「敵」は、「時間」です。寄せ

ては返す波のリズムで生きてきた島の世界観をなし崩しにする、近

代のリニアな時間感覚です。その合理主義は、止まるところを知ら

ない暴力の政治の後押しをします。例えば、このまま事態が時間に

後押しされて、辺野古に永久基地ができた後の沖縄を、私はイメー

ジできません。時間が止まるのです。ヤンバルの森を禿げ山にして

造られる高江のヘリパッと基地が、どうしてそこになければならな

いのか、そんな風景から見える未来は、私の想像を阻むのです。だ

から、現実の壁と闘うため、地下壕で生きる死者たちと交流する言

葉を作品世界で想像してみました。押し付けられた近代的時の暴力

に抗うためにです。」 
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