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O
n Friday, Okinawa Prefecture
marked the 61st anniversary of the
end of the Battle of Okinawa with
memorial services to console the
spirits of the dead. The World War
II battle, the only one fought on
Japanese soil, raged in the final days

of the Pacific conflict.
The 80-plus days of ferocious fighting

claimed more than 200,000 lives. One par-
ticularly grim feature of the Battle of Oki-
nawa was the huge number of civilian
casualties. There were more deaths among
that sector than for the Imperial Japanese
Army soldiers sent from the mainland to de-
fend the southernmost island prefecture.

Among Okinawans, the battle is remem-
bered more than anything else for the many
gruesome episodes of mass suicide by local
residents. It left an indelible mark on their
collective consciousness.

Invading U.S. forces first landed on the
Kerama islands, located west of Naha, the
prefectural capital. The beautiful, coral-fringed
islands were transformed into a living hell.
Overwhelmed by horror and despair, parents
killed their children, husbands their wives,
and brothers their sisters to spare them fur-
ther horror.

Harumi Miyagi, 56, who was born in Za-
mamishima, one of the Kerama islands, has
been finding out facts about the mass sui-
cides for more than 35 years. Her family lived
through the conflict. When American troops
appeared in front of the shelter where the
family was hiding, her grandfather cut the
neck of his wife and himself to avoid being
captured. However, they survived. Her moth-
er tried to commit suicide with a grenade,
but the device did not explode and she also
survived.

Is this not harrowing testimony to the in-
sanity of war? Young people today may not
be able to fully understand such acts. They
may wonder why those people did not sur-
render themselves to the American forces as
there was no good reason to kill themselves.
Wartime education in Japan was designed to
turn people into faithful subjects of the em-
peror, inculcating them with the idea of will-
ingly accepting death for the good of the
nation, says Miyagi.

Mass suicides were “an inevitable action

for the residents when they confronted the
enemy,” she says. “The people were forced in-
to death by the nation.”

The islanders were also brainwashed into
believing that women would be raped if they
were captured by American soldiers. The
government’s propaganda campaign described
the U.S. and British people as extremely bru-
tal races.

Okinawans alone were not brainwashed.
Soon after the end of the war, for instance,
rumors about the landing of the U.S. forces
spread in Karatsu, Saga Prefecture. Horror-
struck citizens fled the city in droves to near-
by mountains. Before the U.S. landing,
Zamamishima had a population of about 600.
A total of 135 chose to kill themselves in mass
suicides. Eighty percent of the victims were
women and children. For the Kerama islands
as a whole, about 700 people committed sui-
cide.

The U.S. air raids and naval bombardment,
described as the “typhoon of steel,” only in-
tensified after U.S. troops landed on the main
Okinawa island. All local residents able to
join the battle were mobilized by the Japan-
ese military. The remaining islanders had
nowhere to take refuge from Okinawa. Japan’s
strategy of fighting back the advancing U.S.
forces there inevitably resulted in massive
casualties.

These horrible stories have been handed
down from generation to generation in Oki-
nawa, but for people in mainland Japan, they
may now be only tales about what happened
in a remote island a long time ago.

The writer Kenzaburo Oe described the
mass suicides in the Kerama islands in his
“Okinawa Note.” “The fact that the Japanese
military inflicted enormous sacrifices on the
people in Okinawa, most typically the mass
suicides, should be taught to the Japanese
again in re-education about the war,” he says.

After making indescribable sacrifices, Ok-
inawa was occupied by U.S. forces. That lega-
cy continues today in the form of a vast U.S.
military presence. By constantly remember-
ing the tragedies and insanity of the Battle
of Okinawa, people in Japan can learn bit-
ter, but important lessons, which are use-
ful in thinking about the future course of
this nation.

—The Asahi Shimbun, June 23 

EDITORIALS
Okinawa’s tragedy
The rest of Japan should learn from the horror.

T
he Financial Services Agency (FSA)
on Wednesday ordered Mitsui Sum-
itomo Insurance Co. to suspend busi-
ness operations for withholding
payments on a large number of
claims. The agency found the same
cases before. The punishment met-

ed out this time around was harsh; the com-
pany is banned indefinitely from selling
medical insurance policies and certain other
products.

The FSA has handed out a series of severe
penalties of late, with the violators including
Meiji Yasuda Life Insurance Co., Sumitomo
Mitsui Banking Corp., Aiful Corp., Chuo Aoya-
ma Pricewaterhouse Coopers, and Sompo
Japan Insurance Inc. The business suspen-
sions have exclusively targeted industry-lead-
ing companies and organizations.

It is evident that the management stances in
the perpetrator firms have been flawed.

Although the heavy punishments are cer-
tainly just, they also raise concerns about the
future of financial governance, namely the
fairness in doling out penalties.

For example, a considerable number of non-
life insurers were held accountable for fail-
ing to pay benefits, and 26 of them were
ordered to improve their business operations
last November.

Companies found to have committed more
malicious violations in subsequent probes
were hit with stiffer punishments. It is also
true, however, that the FSA inspections are
not implemented on a blanket basis for all
companies. In the real world, those that man-
age to clean up their acts and gloss over the
problems while infringements by rivals are
in the news can generally expect to escape
severe reprimands.

Also difficult to fathom is how serious a vi-
olation must be for a company to receive a
business-suspension order instead of a busi-
ness-improvement order.

It wasn’t long ago that the FSA had its hands
full promoting write-offs of the banking sec-
tor’s bad loans. The banks have seriously dealt

with that problem, giving the agency more
time to scrutinize the internal controls of fi-
nancial institutions.

The FSA stresses it has conveyed its poli-
cies to the potential targets of its inspections,
and that penalties are issued commensurate to
the severity of the breaches uncovered.

Governing authorities face manpower lim-
its for inspecting the large number of finan-
cial institutions. Under these circumstances,
the use of high-profile punishments of a few
to warn the industry at large is inevitable to
some degree. 

Yet, every possible step must be taken to
avoid the impression that penalty standards
are being remodeled along the way. This
means greater vigilance, while clarifying the
nature of the standards and procedures in
use. If those punished feel that they are sim-
ply the “unlucky” few, the envisioned im-
provements in the industry will not be
forthcoming.

There is also a need to seriously beef up
the ranks of the FSA, including recruitment
from the private sector. Fewer than 700 of-
ficials are currently active in inspections and
supervision, a far cry from the scale of simi-
lar watchdog bodies in Europe and North
America.

We suggest paring down the personnel at
government offices where workloads have
fallen off and bringing over talented individ-
uals to the FSA. There is also a pressing need
to raise the monitoring ability of the Tokyo
Stock Exchange and other self-regulated in-
stitutions.

Another measure could be to impose puni-
tive fines against problem-causing companies
or other entities. The mere issuing of im-
provement orders is little more than a slap
on the wrist. Imposing heavy fines for such
wrongdoing, which is the general approach
in force in the West, would help nip recur-
rences in the bud. Clearly, then, the FSA needs
to use greater scrutiny and stern punishments
to rid the financial world of bad behavior. 

—The Asahi Shimbun, June 23

FSA suspension order
Greater scrutiny and stiffer penalties are required.

When Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi arrives in Washington on
Thursday, he already will have for-
feited his chance to address a Joint
Session of Congress—a steep price
for his insistence upon annual offi-
cial visits to the Yasukuni Shrine in
Tokyo, where the souls of Japan’s
World War II Class-A war criminals
are enshrined along with the coun-
try’s war dead. Just whose problem
is Yasukuni, anyway?

This personal and political disap-
pointment on the part of Koizumi
highlights the significance of Ya-
sukuni Shrine in international rela-
tions and Japan-U.S. alliance politics.
Treated as “someone else’s prob-
lem” in Washington, Yasukuni is
America’s problem—and our histo-
ry—too.

Yasukuni is an international issue
because Japan’s Class-A war crimi-
nals, responsible for the origins and
excesses of World War II in China
and the Asia-Pacific, were con-
sciously enshrined there in 1978.
Since then, Yasukuni has been the
manifestation of Japan’s reluctance
to accept responsibility for World
War II in the Pacific. 

Japan’s neighbors, notably China
and South Korea, have objected bit-
terly and at length to Koizumi’s offi-
cial visits. While Washington and
Tokyo largely have agreed to forgive
and forget, this has not been the case
for the rest of Asia, and Yasukuni has
been characterized as the manifesta-
tion of this Asian recalcitrance.

For the most part, the United
States had stayed out of this dispute,
but Congressman Henry Hyde, a Re-

publican from Illinois and chairman
of the House International Relations
Committee, recently observed in a
leaked letter to Speaker of the House
Dennis Hastert that if Koizumi vis-
ited Yasukuni as expected shortly
after he were to address a Joint Ses-
sion of Congress in June, “Mr. Koizu-
mi would dishonor the place where
President Franklin Roosevelt made
his ‘Day of Infamy’ speech after the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.” 

Yasukuni imposes significant costs
upon the United States. First, Japan’s
policies and actions affect Sino-
American relations because Wash-
ington is first and foremost a partner
of Japan. 

The United States is seen in Asia
as having a stake in the Sino-Japan-
ese argument due to its commitment
to Japan as a major political and mil-
itary ally and a primary trading part-
ner. After all, it is an article of faith
in Washington that Japanese actions
affect Chinese calculations: Japan is
being pushed forward as a bulwark
for America’s Pacific strategy. 

It also should make a difference
to the United States that Japanese
actions can affect American strate-
gy negatively as well. American ties
with China are simply too impor-
tant to be put at risk over a political
row between Japan and China when
Japanese actions are gratuitous and
inflammatory. 

Second, the United States and
Japan overcame their history to be-
come staunch allies, and China and
Japan should similarly find a way to
put history behind them; American
strategic interests require that a
strong Japan and a rising China
should avoid a deterioration of re-

lations.
Third, Yasukuni

is a direct and divi-
sive issue between
Japan and the Unit-
ed States. The en-
shr inement  o f
Class-A war crimi-
nals in Yasukuni—
pure  domest ic
political populism—
represents a repug-
nant  and
unreconstructed segment of Japan’s
political spectrum. The museum as-
sociated with the shrine, recently
renovated and expanded, insists up-
on Japanese political and moral
righteousness in World War II: Japan
was defending itself against a con-
niving Roosevelt, who maneuvered
Tokyo into war for American geo-
strategic interests. 

This crass, revisionist interpreta-
tion of history is a direct challenge
to much held dear in the United
States. 

Fourth, and perhaps most conse-
quential, has been the profound dam-
age  to  Japan ’ s  in ternat iona l
reputation. Since the end of the U.S.
Occupation, Japan has been trying
to  restore  i ts  moral  s tanding .
Through inspirational hard work,
dedication to peace and good works,
and a commitment to stability in
Asia, Japan largely has succeeded.
This certainly has been true in re-
lation to China, where democracy,
human rights and the rule of law re-
main future objectives. 

Based on Japan’s moral renais-
sance, the United States has made a
profound political, strategic and al-
liance commitment to Japan. 

The insistence on accommodating
Yasukuni’s version of history, how-
ever, threatens to squander the
moral advantage achieved by gen-
erations of Japanese since 1945,
thereby devaluing the U.S. commit-
ment to Japan and weakening the
U.S. position in Asia. 

It is ironic and unfortunate that
this moral decline not only credits
Beijing, anything but a paragon of
virtue, but that Japan’s backsliding
has marked negative consequences
for the United States. American for-
eign policy and global security strat-
egy are based upon a strategic
partnership with a strong Japan,
founded upon shared values as well
as shared interests. In a bilateral re-
lationship this close, lost virtue
comes at strategic cost.

Koizumi is the one man who can
arrest this vicious spiral, by simply
walking away from it. He has it in
his power to aver that he will not
return to Yasukuni in his capacity
as prime minister: “Japan’s global
reputation and relations with China
and the United States are too im-
portant for me to visit Yasukuni as
prime minister, and my successors
should not have to do so.” 

This would disarm his critics and
hearten his friends, at virtually no
political cost in the waning days of
his tenure. The place to do so might
just be in the U.S. Capitol, before a
Joint Session of Congress.

The author is senior program man-
ager at the defense-related Strategic
Assessment Center of Hicks & Asso-
ciates, Inc., which provides strategic,
policy and technical consulting serv-
ices to the U.S. government.

POINT OF VIEW/ Paul Giarra

The Asahi Shimbun

June 22 is special for Jakarta: it is
the day it celebrates its anniversary.

This year was the city’s 479th, and
the celebrations began a few days ago
with the opening of the annual Jakar-
ta Fair. 

Malls around the city are holding
special sales to mark the anniversary,
enticing Jakartans to shopping cen-
ters for what promoters are calling
the Jakarta Great Sale.

Amid all the festivity, however, are
some difficult issues that deserve
greater attention.

One involves the economic dispar-
ities in a city where some residents
go on a shopping spree to mark the
anniversary, while others struggle to
survive from one day to the next.
Many parents cannot even afford to
send their children to school.

Unemployment remains high. The
central and city governments contin-
ue to struggle to create jobs. 

Yet, new arrivals continue to pour
into the capital from around the ar-
chipelago, seeking the sort of oppor-
tunities they are unable to find in their

hometowns.
Many of the people in the malls are

actually just window-shoppers. And
many of those at the Jakarta Fair are
poor families taking advantage of the
rare opportunity for some cheap en-
tertainment.

Meaning that it would be fair to de-
scribe the celebration as a “pseudo-
festival.”

A grand celebration for a city of 12
million people that has failed to build
a strong civil society even verges on
improper.

Jakarta has also been left behind by
Bangkok and Kuala Lumpur in terms
of infrastructure. Bangkok has a much
better traffic management system, and
Kuala Lumpur is far cleaner.

The Jakarta administration has done
little to address the traffic problems.
More than 2 million cars and nearly 3
million motorbikes cram the streets
daily. Law enforcers appear helpless
to bring some semblance of order.

There has been much discussion of
a mass rapid transit (MRT) system,
but little action toward it. The tug-

of-war between the central govern-
ment and city administration indicates
both sides have their own interests,
not the public’s, at heart. 

This is the final year of Jakarta
Governor Sutiyoso’s second term. We
are unlikely to see any progress to-
ward advancing the interests of res-
idents. 

Everything remains the same.
Floods are still an annual threat, and
many of the myriad problems that
faced the city when Sutiyoso came
to power remain unresolved.

Closing off National Monument
(Monas) Park to street vendors and
building some nice fountains around
it is not enough.

The continued construction of shop-
ping malls on seemingly every re-
maining plot of land is more indicative
of the administration’s policies. While
the malls have practically swallowed
up the few remaining open spaces in
Jakarta, they have done nothing to cut
the unemployment rate.

That 25,000 people took the civil
service entrance exam last March for

only 950 openings is a good indica-
tion of just how desperate people are.

This year also saw the rise of indi-
viduals and organizations waving the
banners of religion and ethnicity.
Many have taken the law into their
own hands, often using violence to
enforce their will. The police have
done little to stop them.

Sutiyoso still has the chance to build
a worthy legacy before stepping down
next year. His megacity concept, like-
ly intended as a monument to his ca-
reer, has been discussed with other
governors.

It is likely, though, that these gov-
ernors will just keep the concept
shelved.

After Sutiyoso’s term ends, Jakar-
tans will have their first chance to di-
rectly elect their governor. It is hoped
this will result in a new leader with a
clear vision for the city.

As the capital, Jakarta must become
a model of democracy and civil soci-
ety for other cities and provinces.

Happy anniversary, Jakarta.
—Jakarta Post editorial, June 22

Jakarta too poor to attend the party in its own honor

There have been growing calls of
late from media reform advocates for
the reversion of a commercial televi-
sion broadcaster, officially known as
iTV, to its original status as a public-
service broadcaster.

They seem to have sensed the tim-
ing is right to press their demands,
now that the fate of iTV is in limbo,
since the Central Administrative Court
in May invalidated the arbitration pan-
el’s ruling in reducing concession fees
for iTV and slapped a hefty fine on
the broadcaster. A final ruling is still
pending with the Supreme Adminis-
trative Court, as iTV contested the
Central Administrative Court’s deci-
sion. 

Somkiat Tangkijvanich of the Thai-
land Development Research Institute,
offered two options at a recent semi-
nar. One is for the Prime Minister’s
Office to take back the concession

from iTV and to form a body free
from government control to run the
TV station. The other option is for a
private entity to operate the station
with a commitment to public service
as a priority. Another media reform
advocate proposed subscription-based
broadcasting operations run by a non-
governmental entity to ensure it is
free from political interference. 

Jon Ungpakorn,  an outgoing
Bangkok senator and a vocal advocate
for an independent television station
free from government interference,
urged all civic groups and like-mind-
ed academics to explore the possibil-
ity of restoring the original status of
iTV. 

As it is, iTV is anything but an in-
dependent broadcaster. Its role as an
independent public-service broad-
caster—as envisaged by its founders
and the general public frustrated by

the distorted TV news coverage by
all state and privately run television
stations during the Black May event
in 1992—has been seriously compro-
mised since it was taken over by Shin
Corp.

To be honest, iTV made a name for
itself in the first couple of years of op-
eration, for its aggressive political cov-
erage and exposure of corruption
scandals.

Unfortunately, that period of glory
and exemplary journalistic profes-
sionalism was short-lived. Since then
it has been downhill for the broad-
caster as far as public service is con-
cerned. And if Shin Corp, which owns
iTV, stood to benefit from the change
of role, it was the public which lost. 

The conflict between the Prime
Minister’s Office and iTV over hefty
concession fees and fines, still pending
in the Supreme Administrative Court,

is irrelevant to the key issue, which
is of greater importance to the pub-
lic: the status of iTV. 

If the Thai Rak Thai administration
and other political parties are truly
committed to political reform, they
need to show their commitment by
making iTV a real public-service
broadcaster.

For years, the public has been be-
trayed by broken promises from the
Thai Rak Thai government. The peo-
ple shed blood and tears to win the
right to have an independent televi-
sion station to serve public interests,
only to be robbed of that right in front
of their very eyes by greedy politi-
cians as they looked on helplessly. 

The timing now couldn’t be more
appropriate for the people to demand
back what they have always deserved,
and were entitled to, in the first place. 

—Bangkok Post editorial, June 22

What Thailand needs most: Truly independent TV

A potted hydrangea stands de-
murely on the curbside, the contour
of its cluster of flowers blurred under
an overcast sky. It is hard to tell if
these pale blue flowers are wet or
dry. Their subdued appearance be-
fits this rainy season.

“Under a light/ the hydrangea has
shed its petals/ a mist swirls in the
darkness that lies between the trees.”

Tanka poet Yoshimi Kondo, who
died Wednesday at age 93, wrote this
poem 50 years ago:

One year before he wrote it, he be-
came a judge at The Asahi Shimbun’s
“Asahi Kadan” amateur poetry sec-
tion. He served in this capacity for

nearly half a century.
In 1974, he published “Mumeisha

no Uta” (Poems by anonymous au-
thors), from the Shintosha publish-
ing house, a compilation of works he
had selected from Asahi Kadan.

“I kept up my work, listening with
my entire being to people’s mur-
mured voices and thoughts that found
poetic expression in countless works,”
he noted in the book. Kondo aimed to
compile a history of post-World War
II Japan through poetry.

Shortly after the start of the war
in the Pacific, Kondo was shipped
home from the Chinese front due to
illness. The experience made him fo-

cus on history and human nature for
the rest of his life.

In one of his works, he wrote,
“Japan saddens me at times/ but to-
day’s peace is as natural as breath-
ing.”

In “Utaikoshikata” (Having written
poetry), published by Iwanami
Shoten, Kondo recalled, “I always
made it a point to choose ‘peace’ as
the subject of my poem for the news-
paper’s New Year poetry section.”

And in “Tanka to Jinsei Goroku”
(Tanka and life: Quotations) from
Sunagoyashobo, Kondo voiced his
worries about the war in Iraq: “The
question of what war means to us

leads to the broader question of what
war means to the human race. In this
world we live in, I believe there is
no avoiding asking ourselves these
questions.”

His unflinching scrutiny of the re-
ality of each era was graced with ex-
traordinary lyricism: “A fog rapidly
closes in around you/ I imagine a
certain movement in a musical
work.”

His words are redolent with fra-
grance, and echo with music. The
melody of his youth must have still
been resounding through the final
movement of his life.

—The Asahi Shimbun, June 23 

VOX POPULI, VOX DEI

Great pacifist of the Pacific dies at the age of 93

Shrine visits become America’s problem, too 

Paul Giarra


