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There has recently been an abundance of scholarly attention in geography to the assemblage-like nature of
contemporary social movements. While assemblage theory has rightly emphasised the performative, translocal,
discursive-material and affective aspects of social movements, less attention has been focused on the way these
flexible assemblages territorialise power and attempt to order social activities in place. Through an analysis of
contemporary anti-militarisation protests in Okinawa, this paper interrogates how translocal social movements use
direct action tactics such as the occupation of land and sea spaces to not only resist state power, but to produce
their own governance over places. Driven by different globally circulating normative perspectives on the value of
national security versus personal security, these social movements have engaged in contests with states over the
construction of military facilities and the practice of military activities in local environments. Analysing
Foucauldian and Deleuzean perspectives on governing apparatuses, this paper investigates the spatial practices of
both Okinawan social movements and the American and Japanese governments to demonstrate how occupation
functions as a tactic of political praxis for both state and non-state actors.
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Introduction

On a November morning, a group of 13 kayakers push
off from the shore of Henoko village in Okinawa to
confront the combined power of the US and Japanese
states (Figure 1). Henoko has become the site of a
political contest that will shape not only the future of
this seaside village and the adjacent Oura Bay, but may
also determine the regional balance of geopolitical
power in an increasingly volatile East Asia (Figure 2).
As occurs most mornings, the kayakers set out to test
the Japanese Coast Guard’s ability to dictate that this
seaspace – adjacent to the existing US Marine Corps
Camp Schwab – is the property of the USA and a
suitable site for the building of a new air base. As the
kayakers approach a floating barrier that marks the
boundary of the proposed construction area, a circling
Coast Guard boat begins to crisscross in front of
the kayakers to harass and impede them. Once at the
barrier, another Coast Guard boat attempts to halt
the activists’ advance, while the kayaks parry and probe
the perimeter of the construction zone. Eventually, one
kayaker paddles across the barrier with a Coast Guard
boat in pursuit. Then, other kayakers move through the
unguarded opening and soon the Coast Guard boats

back off – defeated but still monitoring – while the 13
kayakers affirm, for at least another day, that the bay
belongs to them.

The actions of these 13 protesters may appear to be
of small significance when measured against the power
of the Japanese state and the allied US military.
However, these kinds of tactics – occupying space and
transgressing boundaries – have enabled activists in
Okinawa to delay the landfilling of Oura Bay and the
construction of the new base since it was first proposed
in 1996 (Inoue 2007; McCormack and Norimatsu
2012). The extension and expansion of this base into
the surrounding waters has been contested by local
activists who see it as a threat to the local environment
and the people living in it. It is also seen by many
activists as an extension of the material relations of the
‘double colonisation’ of the island by the US and
Japanese governments into (yet another) Okinawan
space (Broudy et al. 2013).

As has become axiomatic in geographic studies, the
boundaries separating the powerful and the oppressed
do not map neatly onto the borders of national
territories, but are instead produced in various
localised spaces and at a variety of scales (Massey
1994). This is especially evident in Okinawa, where the
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Figure 1 Kayakers protesting against the base in Okinawa

Figure 2 Map of Okinawa and Western Pacific
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borders between the colonisers and colonised, and the
victors and vanquished of war, are widely distributed
across the island and reconstructed and performed
daily (Broudy et al. 2013; Kirsch and Flint 2011). While
in some parts of the world the performances, tech-
nologies and procedures that construct the separations
between worlds are hidden or innocuous – such as in
Deborah Cowen’s (2014) work where US effective
sovereignty is applied in ‘foreign’ ports or in John Law
and Annemarie Mol’s (2008) analysis of how safety
techniques enacted at local scales maintain the ‘great
divide’ between developed and diseased food ecologies –
the divisions between the spaces of the powerful and
the colonised are far less subtle in Okinawa. This global
division is materially enacted at a local scale through
the construction of thousands of metres of fences
surrounding the scores of US properties in Okinawa.
These boundaries in Okinawa – as in other militarised
places – are not only manifested through static metal
fences (Alexander 2016; Na’puti and Bevacqua 2015).
The separations are enacted through active processes
of managing who can go on base and who can go off,
the daily performance of sovereignty (such as when the
US national anthem is played over speakers in the
morning at Henoko loudly enough to echo across
the adjacent village) and, as discussed above, who has
the right to transit the seaspace surrounding the bases.

Okinawa is not, of course, the only place in the
region where there are ongoing disputes over
sovereignty, seaspaces and the political ramifications
of ‘reclaiming’ land through dredging and landfilling.
In 2016 there are numerous tense disputes occurring
in the East and South China Seas over questions of
the sovereignty of cays, rocks and reclaimed lands
that stem from longstanding political ambiguity over
state control of ocean space (Peters 2011). The
situation in Okinawa, however, is somewhat different
in that the dispute over the landfilling of a seaspace
in Henoko is not a dispute between governments
over which state is to have sovereignty, but rather is
a dispute between states and social movements that
question the right of states to govern the space in a
way that deepens the divisions between foreign
powers and local people.

This is not say that this is a contest strictly between
‘global’ powers and ‘local’ protests. As this paper will
elaborate, the Japanese and US governments are not
the only entities whose in-place material practices are
linked to wider processes and networks. To put it
simply, protesters in Okinawa have been able to block
the construction of this new base because the kayakers
paddling through the contested sea are not alone. The
protesters in Okinawa are linked to anti-militarisation
activists around the globe who have been responsible
for closing military bases and blocking the construc-
tion of others (Davis 2015; Lutz 2009; McCaffrey

2002). Through these transnational connections, acti-
vists in Okinawa are taking part in a globe-spanning
network of anti-militarisation social movements that
offers them financial and administrative support, as
well as the sharing of activist strategies, moral
support, political lobbying, solidarity visits and tactical
training. In turn, Okinawan activists have also sup-
ported other struggles in militarised places such as
Jeju Island (South Korea), Vieques (Puerto Rico),
Hawai’i, Ecuador, the Marshall Islands and the
Philippines.

One of the more impactful material practices that
has been shared through this network is the tactic of
occupying space. This strategy is not limited to anti-
militarisation groups and, as geographers have increas-
ingly recognised, social movements that engage in
tactics of occupation have become important political
actors that not only shape local landscapes, but can also
alter global circulations of power in a variety of
contexts (Davies 2012; Featherstone 2012; McFarlane
2009; Routledge 1996 2015). Thus, the details of the
activists’ attempts at occupying space in sites like
Okinawa are not only important in their own right.
They can also be illuminating for geographers and
other researchers interested in the spatiality of power
more generally, since they are examples of processes
that contest the governance of local spaces while also
aiming to shape broader practices of international
relations.

In this spirit, this paper examines these political
contests at military sites in currently colonised places in
an effort to further geographic understandings of how
power operates across space and in place. More
specifically, by combining recent scholarship on social
movements as translocal assemblages (agencements)
with Foucauldian perspectives on apparatuses (disposi-
tifs), this paper argues that both social movements and
states deploy power in quite similar manners. To this
end, this article will first examine the spatialities of
anti-militarisation social movements, particularly ones
that use direct action tactics involving the occupation of
space. Next the article explores how different norma-
tive principles related to ‘security’ produce political
contests when both states and social movements
attempt to territorialise competing visions of security
in the landscape. The article then concludes with a
discussion of the implications of viewing social move-
ments and state power as similar in form and practice.
The research for this paper was conducted at a number
of sites of anti-militarisation activism. The research
relied on semi-structured interviews and participant
observation performed in Okinawa in 2011, 2013, 2014
and 2016 as well as supporting research conducted in
South Korea, Puerto Rico, Hawai’i, Japan, Ecuador,
the USA, the Philippines and the Marshall Islands
between 2001 and 2016.
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Characterising social movements

The scholarship on anti-militarisation activism empha-
sises three points that are pertinent to a discussion of
the spatiality of social movements. First, anti-militar-
isation protests like the ones occurring in Okinawa are
examples of translocal activism where there are strong
linkages between groups across the globe (Baird 2015;
Davies 2012; Koopman 2011 2015; McFarlane 2009;
Nicholls 2009). Many military bases, especially those
belonging to the USA, are situated in a far-flung
network of (mostly) colonised spaces that form a
‘repeating island’ or archipelago of militarisation, so it
is hardly surprising that social movements opposing
militarisation have developed global linkages of soli-
darity as well (Benitez-Rojo 1997; Davis 2015; Lutz
2009). Second, these movements are characterised by
strong discursive and normative challenges to state-
supported (especially US) narratives of ‘national secu-
rity’. In place of these dominant narratives, these
groups focus on the security of local communities and
civilian bodies (Hyndman 2004). Third, in addition to
ideological claims for human security, self-determina-
tion and decolonisation, these globe-spanning move-
ments frequently employ direct action occupations that
challenge states’ use and governance of landscapes.
These groups are not just for ‘peace’ as an ethic of
interstate behaviour. They also challenge the use of
land and seascapes for use as military bases, bombing
ranges and manoeuvre areas. Using direct action tactics
that involve illegally occupying spaces, they directly
intervene in the governance of space and the perfor-
mance of military construction, operations and circu-
lations. It is important to analyse these activist tactics
because they have, in several instances, led to success-
ful outcomes for social movements when anti-militar-
isation groups have either blocked the construction of a
new base, closed an existing base or reduced a base’s
operations.

The activism occurring in Henoko, Okinawa, for
instance, can be effectively described using contempo-
rary geographic theories of social movements as
‘translocal assemblages’; but, as I detail below, the
Okinawa situation demonstrates a need to pay more
attention to the ways these assemblages territorialise
and contest state power in place. The characterisation
of social movements as ‘assemblages’ (agencement)
draws from the work of Giles Deleuze and stresses the
flexible, ephemeral and performative aspects of social
movements. In the 1980s and 1990s, social movement
researchers applied these insights to emphasise how
solidarity and collective identities within ‘new’ social
movements were constructed through the interaction of
participants (Melucci 1995; Routledge 1996). In con-
trast to representations of social movements as net-
works that are the result of linkages between people

with similar structural social positions (like class),
researchers emphasised that newer social movements
are constructed through active processes of personal
interaction and the circulation of discourses and
emotional connections (Fominaya 2010). As Kris Olds
and Nigel Thrift put it, assemblages ‘are not therefore
to be thought of as subjects but rather as “something
which happens”’ (2005, 271; see also Anderson and
Harrison 2010).

More recent scholarship has built on this consider-
ation of social movements as constructed assemblages
and emphasised two major points. The first is that these
assemblages are translocal in character. The second is
that the processes that make up these social move-
ments are not just discursive, ideological or represen-
tational, but also include material practices. The
contention that these social movements are translocal
directs researchers’ attention to the fact that there is no
a priori privileging of either the local or global as the
origin or key scale at which these assemblages are
organised. These are not local struggles ‘scaling-up’ or
global organising structures manifesting action in a
local place. Instead, the assemblages of activism
discussed in this article are constructed through the
process of relating across space. Referring to McFar-
lane’s work on social movements, Featherstone notes,

This stress on ‘relational processuality’ . . . foregrounds the
ways in which social/political processes are generated
through relations between sites rather than configured
through ‘internal relations’ in sites. (2011, 140; emphasis
added)

I would explicitly add that it is also not configured
through a larger external framework or network either.
Instead, the assemblage is literally constructed through,
and exists as, an active constellation of translocal
articulations.

The second major point emphasised by contempo-
rary assemblage approaches to social movements is that
these articulations are not just about sharing discursive
information, but are also about the circulation of
material practices and the shared embodied visceral
states of participants (Bosco 2007; Clough 2012;
Featherstone 2012; Hayes-Conroy and Martin 2010;
M€uller 2015; Pain and Smith 2008). There are many
forms these ‘material practices’ take, but to focus the
discussion I return to the example of kayakers trans-
gressing the boundary of the landfill area in Oura Bay.
There is a whole assemblage of practices that inform
this style of occupation. First, it should be noted that
many sites of anti-militarisation activism are on islands
and seashore areas. This geographic fact has made
necessary a particular suite of techniques for occupa-
tion that are suitable to near-shore environments. The
tactic of ‘sailing in’ to an area to stop military activities
has been used in a variety of places from Greenpeace
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sailing into nuclear testing sites in Alaska (in the 1970s)
and French Polynesia (1990s), to fishers protesting
military manoeuvres in Puerto Rico (1960s–2000), to
Hawaiian activists kayaking to Kaho’olawe Island to
stop naval bombardment (1970s–1980s).

The knowledge of how these tactics work has been
transferred to Okinawa (and Okinawans have made
and shared their own innovations) through written
accounts, but also crucially through in-person visits
(Chan 2008; Davis 2015). Many of the people inter-
viewed in Okinawa for this research had travelled to
other militarised sites like Hawai’i, Puerto Rico, the
Philippines, the Marshall Islands and South Korea.
Similarly, people from those sites have performed
solidarity visits to Okinawa. It is not just discursive
information, however, that is being shared through
these visits. Much of the learning is experiential.
Activists are not just watching protests in other sites:
they are also participating in them. They are learning
practices like how to cut fences, how to steer kayaks
through rough seas, how to safely chain oneself to
scaffolding in the sea with scuba gear on and how to
deal with different police responses. Furthermore,
during these visits activists are also constructing bonds
of solidarity through the simple practice of putting their
bodies in shared emotional and visceral states (Hayes-
Conroy and Hayes-Conroy 2013). Many interviewees
reported that some of the most important moments in
informing their activist practice were emotional expe-
riences that arose when they visited other places (and
could compare the militarisation of their community
with another) or when they shared highly visceral
experiences with activists from other locations (from
the excitement and adrenaline rush of a protest action,
or even the simple sharing of food with others). Several
interviewees also noted that through these experiences
they felt less alone in their struggles and more likely to
take part in bolder protest actions. Looking at protest
tactics as a product of this larger assemblage empha-
sises that both the material practice of sea occupations
and the associated two-way solidarities are produced
together through the translocal articulation of ideas,
emotions and political actions (Brown and Yaffe 2014;
Featherstone 2011). Furthermore, not only does this
tell us how the material processes of occupation are
developed, it tells us something about the larger
sources of power that lie behind the action. In short,
13 people with kayaks did not just make up this tactic,
nor should they therefore be considered to be ‘alone’ in
the sea.

Assemblages, apparatuses and regulative
principles

While the view of social movements as translocal
performed assemblages tends to emphasise the

contingent, ephemeral and deterritorialising aspects
of these movements, there are ordering and unifying
processes that solidify the collective identities of
activists and give these movements some consistency,
stability and longevity (Melucci 1995). After all, many
social movements have maintained their focus and
activities for decades, even if they are reproduced
through the amassed interactions of thousands of
people spread across time and space. The view of
assemblages as active processes or as ‘happenings’ does
not mean they only exist when there is some kind of
visible political action or act of civil disobedience. The
relatings that underpin the assemblage of social
activism seen in Okinawa are still quite active in
between protest actions in ways that are subtle, but are
critical for their operation. To better understand this, it
is useful to consider some theoretical approaches for
reconciling the ordering tendencies within social move-
ments with the openness and contingency that is
connoted by describing social movements as assem-
blages.

The first useful approach is the concept of ‘regimes
of living’ suggested by Stephen Collier and Andrew
Lakoff (2005) to analyse how disparate elements can
combine to organise social action. They describe
‘regimes of living’ as ‘situated configurations of
normative, technical, and political elements that are
brought into alignment in problematic or uncertain
situations’ (2005, 31). Using the example of the
‘protestant ethic’, they discuss how a package of
normative positions can be a ‘foundation and justifica-
tion’ that travels and guides social action when there is
a perceived need to address a crisis or ‘urgency’ - i.e.
when the situation does not match the ideals (2005, 32).

This idea of ‘regimes of living’ shares much in
common with Foucauldian theorisations of apparatuses
(dispositifs) that examine how states deploy techniques
of governance guided by certain ordering ethics, or
‘regulative principles’ (Foucault 2007; Lemke 2001).
While there is certainly debate over why apparatuses
attempt to govern in certain ways – and whether there
are grounding ‘reasons’ for regimes of governance
(capital accumulation, protection of sovereignty, disci-
pline and control, efficiency, economy, etc.) – it is hard
to argue against Foucault’s insistence that ‘There is no
power that is exercised without a series of aims and
objectives’ (1978, 95), even if those calculations scale
upward from the micro-level of everyday life.

Deleuze elaborates on this idea that there are
certain ideals, and also certain social loci, which frame
and guide the operation of an apparatus. He states,

If from then on we try to define the most general
characteristic of the institution, whether or not this is a State,
it seems to consist of organising the relations which are
supposed to exist between power and government, and which
are molecular or microphysical relations around a molar
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agency: ‘the’ Sovereign or ‘the’ Law, in the case of the State;
the Father in the case of the family; Money, Gold or the
Dollar in the case of the market; God in the case of religion;
Sex in the case of the sexual institution. (1988, 76; emphasis
added)

There are three points I emphasise in this quote that
deserve elaboration: that governance exists outside the
boundaries of the state, that there are relations that are
‘supposed’ to exist (which denotes ordering normative
principles), and that there are certain ‘molar agencies’
that centre the imperatives for governance for different
institutions (law or sovereign for the state, money for
the market, etc.).

Taking the first point, while apparatuses are fre-
quently associated with the workings of states, it is
critical to consider that ‘states were the product, not
producers, of “apparatuses of security”’ (Legg 2011,
129). Or, as Deleuze puts it, ‘There is no State, only
state control’ (1988, 75). Despite the fact that Deleuze
refers to this control as ‘state control’, he discusses at
length how attempts at control and governance arise
from the distribution of power relations that saturate
the spaces of everyday life and that occur outside the
state and exist prior to their capture by states (1988; see
also Deleuze 1992a). In other words, there are appa-
ratuses outside of states – including social movements –
that attempt to govern social action and practice
effective sovereignty over space (Agnew 2009). Social
movements, then, are best characterised not as entities
that resist (state) governance, but as entities that are
themselves apparatuses of governance. Anti-militarisa-
tion social movements and the states they oppose are
similar forms of governance, but apparatuses with
different regulative principles and different molar
agencies.

So how do we square the two conceptualisations of
social movements presented thus far: how are social
movements both assemblages and apparatuses? If
Deleuzean assemblages are more spontaneous, proces-
sual and deterritorialising, and Foucauldian appara-
tuses are more associated with ordering structures, how
can social movements be both? The best way to
reconcile these aspects of social movements is sum-
marised in Stephen Legg’s assertion

that apparatuses be considered a type of assemblage, but
one more prone to (in the sense of anticipating, provoking,
achieving and consolidating) re-territorialisation, striation,
scaling and governing. (2011, 131)

In this way apparatuses are seen as somewhat assem-
blage-like in that they are flexible, shifting and
performed ‘happenings’. This position is also supported
by Stephen Collier’s work, which also emphasises the
shifting and processual nature of apparatuses by
pointing out that they are not as static or epochal as
they are frequently represented, but instead involve

shifting topologies of power that constantly modulate
between techniques of sovereign power, disciplinary
power and biopolitics to produce desired effects (2009,
99; see also Deleuze 1992b).

The case of kayakers occupying the seaspace off the
coast of Okinawa is thus an example of a social
movement ‘prone to . . . re-territorialisation, striation,
scaling and governing’ (Legg 2011, 131). They can
therefore be usefully analysed as an apparatus attempt-
ing to supplant state power in place and alter material
circulations and relationships (Day 2005; Featherstone
2012; Fernandes 2013; Routledge 1996; 2015; Zibechi
2010). By occupying particular places, these social
movements are not just local groups reacting to and
resisting state power and projects. Rather, these local
occupations are attempts by translocal assemblages to
territorialise and produce forms of governance and
security that are focused on different ‘molar agencies’
and framed by globally circulating regulative principles
(such as community security, environmental protection,
self-determination) that run counter to those organis-
ing state governance (national security, economy,
militarised deterrence).

Militarisation, opposition and competing
securities

In the case of anti-militarisation activism, the central
regulative principles in play are ones that run counter
to the values of national security frequently espoused
by militaries and so-called ‘realist’ geopolitical thinkers.
Anti-militarisation social movements prioritise regula-
tive principles that include environmental protection, a
belief in the peaceful settlement of international
disputes, support for political self-determination/deco-
lonisation, a concern for human health in the spaces of
everyday living and a concern for ways that militarisa-
tion affects women via increased levels of sexual
violence and exploitation. As exemplified by the name
of one transnational organisation, ‘Women for Genuine
Security’, these groups contend that security should be
conceptualised not as ‘national security’ but as a
‘genuine’ security that focuses on how to make
individual bodies healthy and secure rather than states
(Booth 1997; Hyndman 2004; Loyd 2012). This shift in
perspective on just what is being ‘secured’ involves a
shift in who security is for – from the state to
individuals – as well as a shift in the scale of concern
from the national/global to the local/body.

To return to the ideas in Deleuzean discussions of
power, it can be said that there is an alternative ‘molar
agency’ that underlies these different regulative prin-
ciples of security. In this case it is not ‘the sovereign’,
‘the law’ or ‘the dollar’ that is the touchstone, but
rather ‘the body’. In the case of the militarisation of
Okinawa, for instance, it is not the effects that it has on
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the security of the US state, or on the security of
economic trade through the straits of the Western
Pacific that concern activists. Rather what concerns
activists are the effects of that militarisation on bodies
in Okinawa. Bodies then are both the active agents of
resisting apparatuses of militarised security as well as
the touchstone on which the ‘rightness’ of the processes
and policies of militarisation are judged. Bodies are
also the focus of the attempted reordering of gover-
nance on the island. The body here, however, is not
imagined to be a separated individuated body, but
rather a relational body produced in its social and
environmental context. It is a body that is a locus of
broader relationships as well as a body located in a
stream of temporal processes of production and
reproduction. Protecting its health demands not just a
protection of individuals, but also a safe social and
environmental milieu – a milieu that is threatened by
military activities in the spaces of everyday living.
Taking the precepts of liberalism literally, activists call
for the protection of the sovereignty of bodies rather
than the sovereignty of states. This resonates with
Foucault’s discussion of ruptures in the valuation of life
and shifts in governance when he stated:

What was demanded and what served as an objective was
life, understood as the basic needs, man’s [sic] concrete
essence, the realization of his [sic] potential, a plentitude of
the possible. Whether or not it was Utopia that was wanted
is of little importance; what we have seen has been a very
real process of struggle; life as a political object was in a
sense taken at face value and turned back against the system
that was bent on controlling it. It was life more than the law
that became the issue of political struggles. (1978, 145)

Through this lens, these social movements do not see
military bases and their associated environmental and
social impacts as providing security, but as assaulting it
(Davis 2015; Lutz 2009; Woodward 2004). These
quests for differently defined forms of security are
central to the contentious politics currently occurring
in Okinawa as well as other militarised places. Scholar-
activists in Critical Security Studies and Feminist
Geopolitics have produced a substantial number of
case studies and theoretical interventions explaining
and supporting this person-centred view of security
and the associated critique of militarisation (Booth
1997; Dowler 2012; Dowler and Sharp 2001; Enloe
1990 2000 2007; Fluri 2012; Loyd 2012; Lutz 2009;
McCormack and Norimatsu 2012; Santana 2002;
Shigematsu and Camacho 2010). It is important to
emphasise, however, that the values espoused by these
scholars have a broad circulation that exceeds aca-
demic circles. When social movements attempt to
mobilise through appeals to values such as environ-
mental protection, women’s welfare, healthy commu-
nities, ideals of social justice or a distaste for warfare,
they are attempting to seek support by aligning their

movement not just with the values of radical activists
or academics, but with values that have millions, if not
billions, of adherents across the globe. In this sense,
local activists seek to show that what is occurring in
their community is a localised manifestation of a
broader process that is systematically violating widely
held principles of peace, self-determination and envi-
ronmental protection. In the case of the confrontations
between kayakers and the Japanese Coast Guard, the
battle is not just over an outside project intruding on a
local seaside village. Rather, it is a contest of territo-
rialisation between two globally circulating ‘regimes of
living’ that view ‘security’ in starkly different ways
(Collier and Lakoff 2005).

While people opposed to the new base in Henoko
see construction as something that will bring environ-
mental ruin, assaults on health and threats to the
security of bodies; military planners and political
leaders in Washington DC and Tokyo have represented
Henoko (and Okinawa as a whole) as a critical site for
the deployment of military assets to enhance the
national security of Japan and the USA, as well as to
protect global supply chains and trade routes (Collier
and Lakoff 2009; Cowen 2014). As Masamichi Inoue
notes, the US Department of Defense declared in 2005
that ‘The stability and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific
region is a matter of vital national interest affecting the
well-being of all Americans’ and that the militarisation
of Okinawa is crucial for maintaining that stability
(2007, 133). In this context ‘security’ is clearly a
multiple and contested concept. If base construction
is stopped in Henoko, it could be viewed by protesters
and promoters of critical security approaches as a
victory for self-determination, environmental protec-
tion, community health and social justice, while simul-
taneously viewed by US military planners and their
allied counterparts in the region as a dangerous
destabilisation of systems of deterrence in Asia.

Territorialising ideals: competing
governances in place

While it is clear that there are different normative
positions on security affecting politics in Okinawa, this
section addresses the way those positions animate
different attempts at governance. This discussion
begins with an examination of the social movement
tactic of land and sea occupation as an attempt at
territorialising governance, and follows this with a
discussion of how this articulates with the practices and
spatialities of state power. While social movements and
states may have different levels of capability to govern
space, this section discusses similarities in the tech-
niques and spatial practices that both use.

The account of the kayakers in Henoko that began
this paper describes a form of activism bent not just on
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rhetorically challenging power but on territorialising an
alternative regime of power in space. This phenomenon
of non-state actors territorialising power has, of course,
not gone unnoticed by geographers and other social
scientists (Routledge 1996; Rose-Redwood 2006). In
particular, anarchist-inspired theorists have long appre-
ciated how power is territorialised through direct action
and occupation (Day 2005; Ince 2012; Springer 2014).
While there has been a lively debate over the benefits
of promoting an anarchist agenda within geographic
scholarship (Clough 2012; Clough and Blumberg 2012;
Hayes-Conroy 2008; Harvey 2015; Springer 2014), it is
hard to deny that social movement tactics that stem
from the anarchist tradition are a prominent element in
contemporary activism and are worthy of researchers’
attention. The label and banners of anarchism are not
at the forefront of the organising and rhetoric of either
the Okinawan or global networks of anti-militarisation
activism, but principles long championed by anarchists
such as egalitarianism, self-determination, direct
action civil disobedience, mutual aid and non-hier-
archical organisational structures saturate both (Davis
2015). In the case of the tactics of occupation
highlighted here, it should be emphasised that much
political thought and action in the anarchist tradition
– though certainly not all – is anti-state but not
necessarily anti-governance. While anarchist theorists
and activists have largely eschewed taking state power,
the ‘dual-power’ approach popular in anarchist and
autonomist circles aims to marginalise state power
through the wresting away of spaces from state control
and then constructing spaces of alternative non-
hierarchical governance (Bookchin 1998; Day 2005).
This is also a popular and effective tactic for political
change in many places, especially in Latin America, as
exemplified by groups like the MST in Brazil and
Zapatistas in Mexico (Fernandes 2013; Holloway
2002; Zibechi 2010).

The sociologist Richard Day (2005) characterises
this tactic of supplanting governance through occupa-
tion as a practice of ‘newest social movements’. Day
suggests that social movements can be categorised by
the way they engage with state power. Day charac-
terises ‘old’ social movements as those groups – such as
socialist or anti-colonial political parties – that seek to
capture the state through either electoral or revolu-
tionary means. ‘New’ social movements are then groups
that aim not to take state power, but rather to change
social conditions through pressuring the existing state
to comply with political demands. By contrast, ‘newest’
social movements are those that do not see the state as
a site to capture or as an appropriate institution to
redress grievances. Instead, newest social movements
do not see the state as the legitimate arbiter of social
rights, but rather as an inherently corrupt organ that
must be resisted and supplanted (Day 2005).

This categorisation of these groups into ‘old, new
and newest’ – while useful for understanding the
different political and spatial strategies used by social
movements – is problematic in two senses. First, it
implies (inaccurately) that these strategies belong to
particular epochs, as if ‘old’ social movements do not
still exist (or are somehow out-of-date) or that state-
avoidance or producing spaces of alternative gover-
nance have not been occurring for centuries (Scott
2009). Furthermore, it also obscures the fact that most
social movements frequently use all three strategies in
varying combinations to achieve their aims. In the case
of Okinawa, for instance, engagement in electoral
politics (such as the election in 2014 of anti-base
governor Takeshi Onaga) and the massive sign-holding
protests in Okinawa, Tokyo, Osaka and other sites
around the world have been critical components of the
campaign in addition to the ‘newest’ social movement
tactic of occupations. Despite some of the problems
with Day’s terminology, it does have utility in that it
illuminates how different tactics and relationships to
the state exist in social movement strategy and also
emphasises the way territorialisation is incorporated
into contemporary activism.

Protests like the ones in Henoko make an earnest
attempt to wrest the governance of a space away from
state entities (or at least permanently affect what goes
on in the space by forcing states to use the space
differently). These protests are akin to strategies of
‘non-violent resistance’, where people are withdrawing
their consent to be governed by either the Japanese
state or the occupying US military force (Ackerman
and Kruegler 1994; Sharp 1973). While the protesters
have been using techniques of non-cooperation that
demonstrate a lack of willingness to accept Tokyo and
Washington’s edicts and serve to undermine state
power in Okinawa, the tactics of occupation also take
this a step further. The kayakers in Okinawa attempt to
move beyond just non-compliance and resistance to
state power; they attempt to imagine and produce an
alternative governance through the creation of a
substitute territorialising apparatus bent on enacting
effective sovereignty over the contested space. Similar
to Paul Routledge’s discussion of land occupations in
Bangladesh, occupation in militarised areas, ‘promises
the reconfiguration of physical space . . . in order to
articulate emergent forms of sovereignty . . . and
transform social relations of power and reproduction’
(2015, 13).

As Routledge emphasises, however, the tactic of
taking space and occupying it has a more complex
relationship to state power than just state avoidance or
completely supplanting the sovereignty of the state.
Routledge (2015) notes that in Bangladesh, although
land occupation may appear to be a project for
autonomy from the state, the precarious economic
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and social position of the occupiers often leads to
campaigns to achieve state recognition to solidify
claims, stop attacks by police and ‘goons’, and create
security for their occupied sites. In contrast to rigid
formulations of how social movements interact with
states, in Okinawa the occupations have this same
complicated relationship to state power. In many ways
they are attempting to challenge state sovereignty and
supplant governance in Oura Bay and block the
operation of state-sanctioned military construction.
However, the occupations, ‘sit-ins-on-the-sea’ and
blockades also serve as tactics to create leverage and
gain recognition for grievances so that state power can
address them. As Andrew Cumbers points out, even in
radical activism that seeks to challenge traditional
regimes of property and governance, the state still
remains an ‘important terrain of struggle’ (2015, 72).

In the case of Okinawa, the relationship between
activists and state power is multifaceted. Even within a
single protest action there are multiple relationships to
the state being experimented with and performed. It is
difficult to decipher within the single protest act by the
kayakers the extent to which the action is seeking to
supplant the state or seeking redress from the state.
One reason for this is that there is a diversity of opinion
among the protestors themselves as to why they are
doing the action. Interviews revealed that concerns
ranged from environmental damage to dugong (an
endangered sea mammal) habitat, to Okinawan polit-
ical sovereignty vis-�a-vis Japan and/or the USA, to
noise issues from the military operations, to beliefs in
pacifist international relations. There were also differ-
ences of opinion about appropriate tactics and strate-
gies as well as differences over whether activists
believed the US and Japanese governments will ever
willingly halt construction.

So how can one theorise the spatiality of these social
movements that occupy spaces and strive to govern
them, yet also have these aspects of engagement with
existing states? It is necessary to again look back to the
idea of the regulative principles that motivate the
activism. In the Okinawa case the goal of the social
movements is quite clear: blocking the construction of
the new base in Henoko. This goal does not exist
strictly because of local concerns, but because building
the base violates the globally circulating ethical prin-
ciples of personal security, environmental protection,
self-determination and alternative visions for interna-
tional relations.

The actions to block the construction are about
more than stopping a base – they are meant to block
the territorialisation within their community of a state-
sponsored regime of living informed by militarist
national security ethics. In its place, social movements
attempt to construct a field of governance inspired by a
different regime of living. The protests in Okinawa are

not just cases of merely airing grievances or pointing
out wrongs. They are attempts to give an alternative
regime of living the force of sovereignty, to territori-
alise it and give it ‘teeth’.

From this perspective, sovereignty over space, as an
end in itself, is not as important as making real the
world envisioned by the regulative principles. If that is
best achieved through pressuring existing state struc-
tures, then that is one pathway. If not, they are
supplanted. Who has sovereignty over the place is not
as crucial as that the regulative principles of the regime
of living are territorialised. It therefore is not of
primary concern whether elements of state apparatuses
are used to achieve these goals or not (although
activists often articulated a lack of trust that state
institutions could support regimes of living that run
counter to traditional forms of governance and secu-
ritisation). Even though these movements have inter-
actions with states, and sometimes even ally themselves
with some branches of them, it is important to note that
tactics such as land/sea occupations allow activists to
engage with states outside state-formulated procedures.
Even if occupation is not necessarily a state-supplanting
tactic, it is engaging with the state on terms not dictated
by the state (the way elections, court fights or legislative
actions might). Occupations, therefore, are powerful
tools to either modify the behaviour of an existing state
or, more radically, to supplant the state’s effective
sovereignty – either briefly or for longer durations – in
favour of a governance structure that will enact a
different regime of living.

The common political spatialities of states
and social movements

It may be tempting to discount the importance of social
movements like the ones in Okinawa because of the
small spaces they occupy. After all, what is the real
threat to the power of the USA to have a shoreline
occupied here, or to lose a single military base there?
The smallness of the spaces of occupation might be
insignificant if they really were mere isolated specks in
vast continuous swathes of state power, but the
example of anti-militarisation activism discussed here
suggests other ways to conceptualise the spatial deploy-
ment of both social movements and state power.

It would be misleading to think of spaces that are
wrested from state control as being isolated, discon-
nected or ‘local’. Instead of seeing occupied sites as
merely autonomous islands and state-ruled areas as
vast, unbroken seas, it is more accurate to think of both
as interconnected archipelagos of sovereignty. As
explained above, the activist occupation of Oura Bay
is not a local or isolated action. The occupation of the
bay is a bubble of alternative governance manifested
out of a latent global substrate of shared experiences,
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solidarity and regulative principles of governance. It is
connected materially, discursively, emotionally and
normatively to other struggles and individuals around
the globe. In short, the occupation in Henoko is a
contributory part of a global assemblage as well as an
expression of it.

Occupations in Henoko may be ‘islands’ of alterna-
tive governance, but they are immensely connected
ones. There is much that can be learned about these
kinds of political ‘islands’ by examining recent scholar-
ship on geographic islands that emphasises that islands
are not as isolated as traditional western representa-
tions of them would lead some to believe (Davis 2015;
Hau’ofa 1994). Geographical studies of islands in the
Pacific and Caribbean, for instance, testify that far-
flung geographic islands are intensely connected to
each other and to surrounding continents via ‘sub-
marine’ solidarities, diaspora networks, circular migra-
tion, kinship connections and shared histories of
enduring and resisting colonialism (Benitez-Rojo
1997; DeLoughrey 2007; Lilomaiava-Doktor 2009).
Furthermore, recent analysis of island geographies
emphasise that islands (of either the geographic or
political sort) are relationally constituted in an assem-
blage-like way to other islands to such an extent that it
makes little sense to consider them as isolated spaces
(Stratford et al. 2011).

As the concept of translocal assemblage explicitly
contends, the ‘islands’ of alternative governance pro-
duced by activists are similarly highly linked spaces. In
this manner, the global anti-militarisation protest
movements share a similar spatiality to the Occupy
Wall Street protest movement that erupted in 2011 in
that each site of occupation and protest is linked by
common (though by no means entirely consistent or
ideological homogeneous) political ethics as well as
shared networks of material, emotional and rhetorical
mutual aid that crisscross national spaces and reach
across borders as well (Sparke 2013). As the recent
literature on assemblage theory and social movements
suggests, this view of the spatiality of social movements
seems to fit a variety of contemporary and historical
cases studies of solidarity, from contemporary Tibet
(Davies 2012), Apartheid South Africa (Brown and
Yaffe 2014) and the US civil war (Featherstone 2012).
In short, occupations and territorialised spaces of
alternative governance do not need to be spatially
contiguous to be connected or wield power.

It would be limiting, however, to view this archipe-
lagic conceptualisation of power as being in contrast to
spatialities of state power. Instead, it is in contrast to
older, inaccurate conceptualisations of state power.
Engin Isin (2007), Jonathan Pugh (2013 2016) and
Elaine Stratford et al. (2011) persuasively argue that
geographers ought to adopt ‘archipelagic thinking’
when considering not only islands, but continental

political units as well. They argue that all places are
produced in relation with each other and are held
together by systems of governance that reach out to link
non-contiguous spaces. Stratford et al. (2011) use the
examples of Canada and Australia to demonstrate how
even large political entities are actually made up of
thousands of geographic islands of various sizes. This
view of state power as inherently archipelagic is even
more obvious in the cases of the UK and USA
(especially when the overseas military territories of
both are taken into account).

Engin Isin’s work (2007), however, takes this one
step further and shows that this archipelagic view of the
spatiality of power even applies to contiguous land
areas. He contends that what are often thought of as
‘states’ or ‘empires’ are networked virtual entities that
are actually performed and enacted from particular
micro-territories of human interaction – what he refers
to as the ‘city’ – and then linked via assemblages in an
archipelagic manner. Isin states:

It is imperative that we think about actual and virtual spaces
through the forces that create and assemble them. Juridico-
political spaces such as regions, states, empires, leagues and
federations are effects of the city created as virtual bodies
rather than being solid and permanent . . . The assemblage
of the state as a space is realized through borders, controls,
walls, checkpoints, taxation, education, passports and other
real means and effects but the state as an actual entity does
not exist . . . [Instead,] the state is enacted and invented
through the city. (2007, 221)

This view of the state as an assemblage-like archipelago
of territorialised sites (border stations, capital build-
ings, military bases, etc.) held together by human
practices enacted in place and organised by specific
regulative principles is of course not very different
spatially from the aforementioned characterisation of
social movements. The performance of an apparatus of
state governance is not done everywhere across a
national space, but is performed in a hop-scotch
manner within and outside national territories. In the
case of the US state, this is very clear. The state has a
strong presence and capability to govern in certain sites
(within the Pentagon, at border checkpoints, in heavily
policed city centres and even in places outside its
sovereign territory like within the perimeter of military
bases in Okinawa, or an aircraft carrier floating in the
Indian Ocean), but there is a lot of space in between
those sites where effective sovereignty is quite dimin-
ished. State power, then, is not deployed in a different
manner than occupying social movements. Both are
archipelagic apparatuses, driven by regulative princi-
ples, striving for governance through the territorialisa-
tion of power in non-contiguous spaces.

This similarity in the spatialities of governance is
also demonstrated by the way that states territorialise
governance through ‘occupations’ of their own. For
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instance, the primary meaning of the word ‘occupy’ in
military colonies is not in reference to an activist tactic,
but to state-led colonialism. To many residents of
Okinawa, Hawai’i, Guam, Puerto Rico and other
militarised areas, they see themselves as already
‘occupied’. This was demonstrated when the Occupy
Wall Street affiliates in Hawai’i had to rhetorically
wrangle with how to translate the rhetoric of the
Occupy movement into their existing framings of
Hawai’i as already occupied by the USA. In the case
of Okinawa, activist attempts to ‘occupy’ Henoko can
also easily be seen as attempts to ‘de-occupy’ it from
US and mainland Japanese control. Pointing out the
similarities in the territorialising spatialities of ‘occu-
pation’ by both social movements and states is not
arguing that social movements have the same ability to
govern a given space as established states. Thirteen
kayakers in Henoko do not have the same ability to
affect the world as the US government and its military
forces. However, the manner in which they attempt to
deploy power in space is quite similar.

Conclusion

Thinking of occupying social movements as apparatuses
of governance driven by alternative sets of regulative
principles can create theoretical openings for the
analysis of political action across a variety of scales.
For one, it suggests the applicability of Foucault’s rich
work on apparatuses (dispositifs) for the analysis of non-
state political movements. Second, by viewing the
spatiality of both social movements and states as being
archipelagic, researchers can better see where, how and
why certain regimes of power appear and become real in
various spaces. Third, by analysing social movements
and states as operating and deploying across space in
similar ways, both scholars and activists can move away
from the dichotomy of hegemony and resistance, and
move toward examining political action as competition
between the effective sovereignties of actors – some of
which are states, some of which are transnational
corporations, some of which are drug cartels, some of
which are networks of religious fundamentalism, some
of which are cosmopolitan bourgeoisie, some of which
are foreign-deployed militaries and some of which are
social movements.

From this view, social movements are not offering
‘liberation’ per se. After all, liberation describes a lack –
what one is free from – but says little about what social
action is supposed to be performed under an alterna-
tive apparatus of power. What social movements like
the ones in action in Okinawa offer is the territorial-
isation of alternative governance centred on the civilian
body and driven by regulative principles of peace,
self-determination, community health, cooperative
international relations and environmental protection.

By operating in a manner that mimics the archipelagic
spatialities of state and imperial occupations, these
translocal social movements provide to scholars and
activists a nuanced example of how power is deployed
in place and across space, as well as a reminder not to
sell short the transformative potential of social move-
ments – even ones that appear small.
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