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Abstract 
   The present paper is part of ongoing work on war, memory and peace activism and will focus on 

the way base politics are in both Guam. Presently, Guam is experiencing a massive military build-up 
which goes largely unnoticed by the rest of the world. This paper aims at exploring why it is difficult to 
organize against military bases, using the lens of bio-politics to look at the intersections of collective 
memory, colonization and militarization in peace activism. It will incorporate information gained from 
conversations with people on Guam. It is hoped that the paper will shed light on the largely 
undocumented situation on Guam and the struggle of the indigenous Chamoru people in the face of a 
growing US military presence. The paper concludes that the difficulty in organizing against the bases lies 
in the reality that questioning the bases means questioning what it means to be Chamoru, Guamanian, 
American and „other‟ on Guam.  

 

Guahan1 (Guam2) is an island in the Pacific Ocean, home to the Chamoru (Chamorro)3 

people and housing some of the most important US military bases in the Pacific. Located 

only about 3 hours flight from Japan, it is a popular tourist destination.  

Not surprisingly, if one were to casually ask a person in Japan what they knew about 

Guam, they would most likely tell you about a conveniently located island paradise, a site for 

diving, weddings and relaxation. It is possible that older people might also mention that 

Guam was under Japanese occupation from 1941-1944. If one were to enquire who in fact 

lived on Guam, or what the political status might be, you might get a confused or vacant look 

for an answer. Given recent discussion in Japan about the future of US bases in Okinawa, 

some people might be aware of US bases on Guam and might even suggest that perhaps it 

is part of the United States. Interestingly, if the conversation were to take place in Okinawa, 

rather than on the Japanese mainland, the results might not be very different. In Japan, 

                                            
1 Guahan is the indigenous Chamoru/Chamorro name for Guam. Here I will use Guam to refer to the island as subject of military 

colonialism and Guahan to describe the island home of the Chamoru people.  

2 Guam is an organized, unincorporated territory of the US. People on Guam have US citizenship but are not entitled to vote in US 

elections. Policy relations between Guam and the US are under the jurisdiction of the Office of Insular Affairs, US Department of the Interior. 

The chief of state is the president of the United States, and the head of government is the Governor, elected by the people of Guam who 

also elect one non-voting member of the US House of Representatives. Decisions regarding military and other matters are made in 

Washington, without the direct involvement of the local people. (CIA World Factbook, accessed  2011.2.3) 

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/gq.html. 

Guam remains on the UN List of Non-Self-Governing Territories.  

3 „Chamoru‟ („Chamorro‟) refers to the indigenous people of Guam and their language. In 1994, the Chamorro Language Commission 

announced a change in the spelling of „Chamorro‟ to „Chamoru,‟ but it has not been officially adopted. (Dames 2003:379 n.4) Respecting 

that decision, here we will use „Chamoru.‟  

https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/gq.html
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somehow the military aspects past and present of Guam are invisible. “Fortress Guam” has 

been replaced with “Paradise Guam.” 4   

    What would happen if one were to ask the same questions of someone on the US 

mainland? The responses might depend on the location, but I suspect that with the 

exception of Hawaii, few people in the US know or care very much about the US territories in 

the Pacific.5 To those without any direct professional, military and/or other interest, the 

status (or non-status) of Guam as an organized, unincorporated territory of the US, and its 

importance to the US military go virtually unnoticed and unquestioned. Following Cynthia 

Enloe, here we understand this general lack of curiosity as a reason to take a deeper look 

(Enloe 2004:2-3).  

My curiosity began when I discovered a great lack of concern in on the part of anti-base 

activists in Okinawa that reductions in their US bases were going to mean increases on 

Guam. I wondered whether it is ignorance couple with an extreme case of „Not In My Back 

Yard‟ (NIMBY), or if something else was going on. In this paper, I turn my curiosity to Guam 

and have tried to think about what opposing US military bases means for people there. In 

looking at the ways in which military colonialism is played out on the bodies of the people in 

and around military bases, I suggest that the current military build-up on Guam, including the 

relocation of more than 80006 US Marines and their families from Okinawa to Guam is more 

than just Guam and/or Okinawa‟s problem.  

The paper will be organized in the following way. I will begin with a brief introduction to 

Guam and the theoretical setting of the paper. This will be followed by a short discussion of 

military bases – what are they, why are they considered necessary, and what they mean in 

terms of personal, cultural and national identity. I will then provide a brief historical/cultural 

                                            
4 Yamaguchi (2007) discusses the ways in which the war in Guam has been erased from Japanese memory and replaced by Guam as a 

tourist destination.   

5 Other US territories in the Pacific include American Samoa, Wake Island and the seven islands/atolls (Baker, Howland, Jarvis, Johnston 

Atoll, Kingman Reef, Midway Islands, Palmyra Atoll) comprising the US Pacific Island Wildlife Refuges. American Samoa has a constitution, 

but Guam has only the Organic Act of 1950. The former US Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands established by the UN after WWII for 

administrating the former Japanese mandate is now composed of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands and the republics in 

free association with the US: Belau, Marshall Islands and Federated States of Micronesia. “Free association” means in essence that the 

US retains responsibility for, and control over, defense.   

6 According to a report by the Ministry of Defense, “about 8,000 Marines and their families (about 9,000 people)” are to be transferred to 

Guam by 2014 (Japanese Defense Ministry, 2010:3). Recently, the number was cited as now being 10,500 Marines and their families. 

(Guam radio KPRG fm, „Beyond the Fence‟, Episode 53, "The Political Status of Guahan and Chamoru Self-Determination"(hosted by Dr. 

LisaLinda Natividad) aired 2011. 2.4   
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introduction to Guam and the current problem. This will focus on identity and memory, linking 

the experience WWII with the current base situation. The paper will conclude with a 

provisional answer to why opposition to bases is so difficult. 

 

Guam: ‘Where America’s Day Begins’ 

Guam, like many other sites for US military installations, has not always been under the 

control of the United States. After being claimed for Spain by Magellan in 1521, it remained 

under Spanish rule until it was ceded to the United States at the end of the Spanish 

American War in 1898 and placed under the administration of the Navy. With the exception 

of the three years under Japanese occupation during WWII, Guam has continued to serve 

as a site for American expansion and/or protection of its regional and global interests. 

In 1950, at the behest of Guamanians elated by having been liberated from Japanese 

occupation and desiring a firmer relationship with the United States, US citizenship was 

granted to the people of Guam the Guam Organic Act.7 The ensuing sixty years of juggling 

what it means to be Americanized and „normalized citizens‟ as opposed to being indigenous 

Chamoru „others‟ has brought increased military bases and involvement in US wars, but not 

self-determination to Guam.  

In addition to bringing actual war, as well as war fighting technology, mentality and 

personnel to Guam, this military colonialism8 has deeply affected the lives of the residents. 

Militarization affects ideas, behaviors and things that are not ordinarily related to the military, 

and in so doing transforms peoples‟ everyday lives. According to Enloe, it is a “step-by-step 

process by which something becomes controlled by, dependent on, or derives its value from 

the military as an institution or militaristic criteria” (Enloe 2000:291).9 The logistics of living 

on a small island where much of the land has been taken for military installations, most 

families have now or in the past had someone in military service, and where high school 

students consider the military to be their best option for employment means that lives and 

the military will become entangled and intermeshed; subjectivity is both militarized and 

militarizing. Military colonialization transforms people‟s identities, their understanding of who 

they are, where they came from, and where they are heading.  

                                            
7 Previous attempts at gaining citizenship were ignored and/or denied (See for example Diaz 2009 and Viernes 2009)  

8 See Gerson (2009) 

9 Also see for example Alexander and Reardon in Reardon and Hans (2010) 
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As Enloe (1989, 2000, 2007), Reardon (1996, 2010), Sturdevant & Stoltfus (1992) and 

others have demonstrated, militarization is gendered. Colonization and militarization are 

technologies of government that militarize bodies and change the ways people understand 

what it means to be a woman or a man. They bring racialized and gendered beliefs of 

normality, citizenship and safety which invisibilize women and allow for the gender violence 

that is endemic to militaries.10  

The concept of bio-politics11 is useful in thinking about identity and subjectivity; how 

people become who they are. Foucault distinguishes between the sovereign power and 

used in controlling colonized peoples and what he terms „bio-power,‟ the way in which 

natural life began to be incorporated in the mechanisms of state power. Although the 

concept remained undeveloped, Foucault was interested in how biological life or the „state of 

population‟ came to be a problem of sovereign power and of the art of government. This 

began with modernity, the point when the biological became incorporated into the political. In 

other words, this was when “the ancient right to take life or let live was replaced by a power 

to foster life or disallow it to the point of death,” allowing for both the protection of life and the 

mass destruction of holocaust (Foucault 1976:138). Wars, says Foucault, “are waged on 

behalf of the existence of everyone; entire populations are mobilized for the purpose of 

wholesale slaughter in the name of life necessity: massacres have become vital” (Foucault 

1967-137). Security becomes a matter of controlling risk. For Foucault, rather than states 

forcing populations to prepare for war, populations prepare themselves. “It is through 

population that the government of the living and of life will find its own limit in the 

endangering of the processes that produce the resources that support life” (Dean 1999:108).  

Patel and McMichael define colonialism and colonization as a form of bio-politicsin 

terms of the ways they exercise sovereignty over biological and political existence (Patel and 

McMichael 2004). They suggest bio-politics was at work in the ways people were forced to 

change their behavior, dress, knowledge, ways of communication, work and other ways of 

                                            
10 For example, a lawsuit was filed on 15 February 2011 against US Defense Secretary Robert Gates and his predecessor, Donald 

Rumsfeld, alleges that the military's repeated failures to take action in rape cases created a culture where violence against women was 

tolerated (Ellison 2010). 

 

11 Bio-politics can be defined as “a politics concerning the administration of life, particularly as it appears at the level of populations…It is 

concerned with matters of life and death, with birth and propagation, with health and illness ,both physical and mental, and with the 

processes that sustain or retard the optimization of the life of a population” (Dean 1999:99)  
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engaging with the world. Through „development,‟ an integral part of colonialism for both 

colonizer and colonized, the colonized were urged to strive for, and conform to, the rules and 

practices of capitalism and the „modern‟ world. States engage in bio-politics through 

“nationalization and extension of the racialized practices internal to the state aimed at 

pacification and normalization” (Nadesan 2008:185). We will see how in Guam, the 

matrilineal Chamoru society was subsumed into a patriarchal colonial system based on a 

gendered division of labor. People were urged to, and developed a taste for material goods 

which they came to believe would be available to them through „development.‟ At the same 

time, they began to hold new and different notions of identity, risk and safety.  

Within the context of the United States, the people of Guam are neither „us‟ nor „them;‟ 

their political status neither wholly sovereign nor wholly dependent. Although possessing US 

citizenship, people from Guam are not equal with American citizens on the mainland. To the 

outside world, Guam is presented wrapped in beautiful ocean and land and decorated with 

tourist resorts. Curiosity is discouraged, and 4000 years of Chamoru culture become an 

interesting cultural attraction featured in guide books and culture shows. Making Guam 

visible presents a challenge to conceptions of us/them and forces us to think about the 

meaning of racism, sovereignty, identity and colonialism.      

Normalization and invisibilization are dynamic processes. Normalization requires the 

creation of new identities and lifestyles, and in some instances the re-creation of the past. In 

Guam, an island occupied by the Japanese during World War II and „re-occupied‟ by the 

United States in 1944, the memories of the war are still vivid, so much so that Vicente M. 

Diaz write, “I have memories of a war that took place before I was born.” (Diaz 2009:155). 

These memories have played an important role in allowing for „Fortress Guam‟ to be 

invisibilized.    

The concept of „collective memory‟ has been criticized for re-creating binaries such as 

past/present or public/private because doing so authenticates the hegemonic view of 

us/them and valorizes particular narratives of national identity. At the same time, it can be 

also be useful for giving voice to alternative narratives. According to Fujitani, White and 

Yoneyama, for example, “the authenticating power of remembered tradition and history has 

a double edge, a cultural means for propagating hegemonic powers of the state and/or 

dominant groups on the one hand, and a strategic device for recuperating the voice of 
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marginalized groups on the other” (Fujitani, et. al, 2009:17-18). As we will see, remembering 

the war in Guam is both political and depoliticized, reflecting both of these edges.12 With 

regard to the importance of marginalized voices, outrage over sexual violence connected 

with military bases in Okinawa, for example, not only led to women speaking publicly about 

their experiences but also opened the door for discussion about the gendered aspects of 

militarization.13 

According to Diaz, memories of the Pacific War serve to “bolster American hegemony” 

(Diaz 2009:155) on the island, one visible aspect of which is the US military presence. On 

Guam, where local lives and the military are entwined, questioning the military means asking 

the meaning of „me,‟ „we,‟ and „they.‟  

Julian Aguon, a lawyer and human rights activist from Guam, describes it in the 

following way: 

“We‟d do well to start with the obvious: Import culture is eating us. Killing us 
with maladies deadlier than diabetes, lytico-bodig14, even cancer. It is the threat on 
our children‟s imaginations, so imprisoned by imported ideas, versions of history, 
definition s of the beautiful, that they cannot – for the life of them – even imagine 
another arrangements, a set up in which fighting and dying in the US armed forces 
is not an acceptable alternative. … Like the women … of Rongelap15, who go out in 
the middle of the night to bury their grape and stillborn babies, we too are out at 
night with shovels. Burying our boys, our blues, our dreams, our tears, our terror – 
that terror that comes when we are quiet, when we realize that we can‟t, just can‟t, 
negotiate with death. As descendants of some of the greatest story tellers, the gift 
should have been given to us by virtue of our birth to them. But witnessing what 
has befallen us now, we have let others trick us into believing that our stories are 
not worth telling, are not sacred, are not real, has clothed our bones with a cold 
melancholy” (Aguon 2008:135-6) 
 

Military Bases and their Meaning 

                                            
12 Shari Stone-Mediatore (2003) offers a critical discussion of the importance of story-telling. While I agree with the argument by some 

post-structuralists that stories tend to re-create categories rather than change them, I believe that stories are powerful tools for expression 

and am particularly interested in the power of alternative methods of expression to access stories which differ from the mainstream 

discourse and/or collective memory. For discussion of the meaning of, and potential for, alternative expression, the work of Augosto Boal is 

very interesting.  

13 See Reardon and Hans, eds. (2010), particularly. Akibayashi and Takazato in that volume which discusses how it has allowed for 

networking among women‟s groups for the first time. In Japan, this is one of the only groups questioning the relocation to Okinawa.  

14 Lytico-bodig is neurological disease that resembles Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) (more commonly known as Lou Gehrig's 

disease), and exists on the island of Guam.  

15 Rongelap is one of the islands of the Marshall Islands which was exposed to radiation during US nuclear tests in the Pacific, particularly 

the Bravo hydrogen bomb shot. US nuclear testing is an example of nuclear colonialism in the extreme, where the local people were 

unknowingly exposed and used in the study of radiation effects on human populations. Even today, some Marshallese women bear „grape‟ 

or „jellyfish‟ babies as a result of radiation exposure. For more information see for example Alexander (1994). For grape babies, see Aguon 

(2008)             
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    Today, the United States trains about 100,000 soldiers annually. They live and work at 

bases in 180 countries, as well as at a fluctuating number of temporary facilities maintained 

by the United States. According to the 2010 “Base Structure Report”, the US „owns‟ 62,748 

acres (254 square kilometers) of the 63,371 acres (256.45 square kilometers) housing 

military installations on Guam (US Department of Defense 2010: 52-53). Considering that 

the area of Guam is only 544 square kilometers (about 134,425 acres), it means that close 

to half of the island is under military control.16    

Lutz identifies three periods of US global expansion, 1898, 1945 and 2001, each of 

which can be associated with the establishment of new military bases (Lutz 2009:11). Guam 

was ceded to the US by Spain after the Spanish American War in 1898 and the 

establishment of US bases in Japan began in 1945 during World War II and has continued 

through the occupation to the present day. Needless to say, local people on Guam or 

Okinawa were not consulted about whether or not they needed or desired protection. The 

establishment of these bases and the taking of land and other resources that accompany 

them were legitimized by the authorities involved as the entitlement of the victor. For 

example, a 1963 US Army pamphlet provided US soldiers in Okinawa with the following 

reassuring analysis of the legitimacy of their presence: “every square mile now occupied by 

US servicemen in Okinawa cost more than 100 American lives” (Army Times quoted in Lutz 

2009:24).  

Military bases are more than groups of buildings and airfields surrounded by fences. 

Defined as “installations routinely used by military forces,” (Blaker in Lutz 2009:4), they are 

widely diverse in terms of size, location, function and the people who live and work in and 

around them. Lutz reminds us to include not only land-based facilities but also aircraft 

carriers, of which the US has eleven and which she informs us the US Navy refers to as “four 

and a half acres of sovereign US territory” (Lutz 2009:4).  

Bases contain military facilities, but also super markets, bowling alleys, schools, 

restaurants and other aspects of civilian life. They engage local communities not only as 

„hosts,‟ but in a variety of complex ways. Most bases, including foreign bases, are “politically 

invisible,” having “draped themselves with the camouflage of normalcy,” one which is 

dependent upon ideas of masculinity and femininity (Enloe 1989:66-67).  

                                            
16 Natividad (2010) and Lutz (2010) say that the US controls about 39% of the island, an indication of the size of the build-up.  
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Military bases have many purposes, but they are places from which attacks are 

launched and wars are fought. If there were no danger and wars were not necessary, military 

bases would not be necessary. We are encouraged by governments, popular culture and 

other technologies of government to believe that the world is a naturally dangerous place, 

and that it is the role of states to protect their populations from risks, giving them control over 

the weaponry thought necessary to do so. Belief in this naturalized danger lurking beyond 

borders is conjoined with a conviction that the solution lies in armed protection. It creates 

binaries, distinguishing „friends‟ from „enemies‟, and enables states to decide on which lives 

are to be saved and which sacrificed. Today, the War on Terror has increased public 

acceptance “for forms of sovereignty and discipline that might otherwise be viewed as 

impinging against liberal self-government and liberal notions of privacy. In effect, the ethos of 

government through „exceptions‟ whereupon populations are deemed incapable of 

self-government, warranting the withholding of life, forceful discipline and/or sovereign 

repression” (Nadesan 2008:183).  

Military bases house the equipment for projecting power to create and/or maintain the 

boundaries of zones of exception.17 Military strategy plays on, and promotes the belief that 

military strength can make the world a less dangerous, and perhaps even a safe, place. For 

example, Gusterson suggests that US behavior toward Iraq, or India and Pakistan rests on 

“a common perception in the West that nuclear weapons are most dangerous when in the 

hands of Third World leaders” (Gusterson 1999:111). In the face of global tensions and 

natural disasters, bases become literally and/or figuratively islands of security in an unsafe 

world.     

These „islands‟ of security become naturalized. They become invisible by becoming 

„part of the landscape.‟ Many bases began with war and the idea of entitlement (we fought 

there so we deserve to occupy that territory). This only one of the ways American military 

bases outside of the US mainland are normalized. Once established, bases are portrayed as 

both utilitarian and humanitarian „safety devices‟ which, through „power projection‟ and quick, 

flexible response to security challenges, will not only make the world less dangerous, but will 

also provide economic and other benefits to the local population. (Lutz 2009: 21-23)  

The military build-up on Guam is expected to involve a population increase of about 

                                            
17 See for example Agamben (1995) 
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55,000 people, including the US Marines and their families from Okinawa and a labor force 

of about 20,000 construction workers, many of who are said to be coming from the 

Philippines. The build-up will also include the addition of six nuclear submarines, making a 

total of nine, a new Ballistic Missile Defense station, a huge Global Strike Force, a strike and 

intelligence surveillance reconnaissance hub, and a sixth aircraft carrier for the region 

(Aguon 2008:125 and Kan 2010). It was described by US Defense Secretary Robert Gates 

in 2008 as “one of the largest movements of military assets in decades,” (Kan 2010:1) and is 

planned in conjunction with the 2006 US-Japan Realignment Roadmap and provides a good 

illustration of both the utilitarian and the humanitarian kinds of thinking. 

 In terms of making the world a safer place, both Guam and Japan are seen as being 

essential. In the Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR) of February 2010, US Defense 

Secretary Gates noted that implementing the US-Japan Roadmap will ensure the 

deployment of US forces in Japan and also make Guam into a regional security hub. The 

QDR introduces a new joint Air-Sea Battle Concept in which both Japan and Guam will have 

important roles. The purpose is “to integrate the air, sea, land, space and cyberspace forces 

of the Air Force and Navy to counter challenges to US freedom of action, defeat adversaries 

with sophisticated anti-access and area-denial capabilities, and improve power projection 

operations.” With regard to Guam in particular, Deputy Defense Secretary William Lynn III 

said during a visit in July 2010 that “from bases here, our forces can ensure the security of 

our allies, quickly respond to disaster and humanitarian needs, safeguard the sea lanes that 

are so vital to the world economy, and address any military provocation” (Kan 2010:1).  

If the promotion of safety, security and humanitarian assistance are not enough, bases 

are also portrayed as being a blessing to the local economy. For example, the 160,000 

residents of Guam have been told that “Each additional submarine would bring roughly 150 

sailors to Guam and $9 million in salaries for them and their support personnel”(Erikson in 

Lutz 2009:24). Of course, when these rosy pictures are painted, they do not illustrate such 

things as the amount of land and resources taken from the local population in order to 

support the military build-up, nor do they touch on the issue of self-determination and/or 

sovereignty. 

Gerson suggests that the real purpose of US foreign bases includes such functions as 

reinforcing the status quo, encircling enemies, servicing „interventionist‟ air craft carriers, 
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nuclear armed submarines and warships, providing areas for jungle war-fighting, live fire, 

low-altitude and other types of training, serving as jumping-off points for military 

interventions and as sites for C4I and intelligence functions, and allowing the US to control 

and/or influence the policy of the host nations (Gerson 2009:54-55).  

A Congressional Research Service report on the military build-up on Guam (Kan 2010) 

backs up Gerson‟s assessment. The Report lists three rationales for the proposed build-up. 

The first, in a blatant denial of self-determination and sovereignty, cites Guam‟s status as a 

US territory. “Thus, the United States is not required to negotiate with sovereign countries on 

force deployments or face the risks of losing bases or access” (Kan 2010:5). The second, 

relating to several of the functions mentioned above, is flexibility which allows US forces to 

“surge” to meet emergencies, military and disaster relief. The third rationale is location which 

allows the US to counter the “tyranny of distance” in responding to terrorist and/or other 

threats (Kan 2010: 5).     

Many years ago, when writing about nuclear-free politics and independence in the 

Pacific, I discussed security as a partnership between the „securer‟ and the „secured,‟ 

suggesting that free association subsumes endogenous local concerns for exogenous US 

military strategies.18 In Guam, where people have US citizenship but not the right to vote for 

the US president (who of course is also Commander in Chief of the bases), exogenous 

security comes in the form of military colonialism and involves both the hard side of military 

„projection‟ and the soft side which Americanizes and militarizes culture, values and 

behavior.   

On Guam, Okinawa and elsewhere, far from enhancing security, US bases bring 

insecurity. They are, first and foremost, infrastructure for war. As such, they not only make 

war possible, but bring the threat of attack to the communities in which they are located. 

Even without war, toxic chemicals, wastes and other substances threaten the environment 

and health of the surrounding communities and those living on the bases. The physical 

imprint of the bases remains on the bodies of those who have been victim to accidents, rape, 

gender violence, or other criminal acts, but the shadow of the military colonialism does not 

end there. It leaves an indelible mark on the hearts and minds of the local community.  

Even in times of peace, bases deny sovereignty and self-determination, ignore human rights, 

                                            
18 See for example Alexander (1994) 
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and threaten the culture, values and resources of the host communities.  

After more than 100 years of US rule, the US military occupies close to one half of 

Guam and about 35,000 military personnel and their dependents are stationed there. The 

people of Guam have no say in the Pentagon‟s strategic decisions, even those directly 

affecting them. Military bases and tourism are the main sources of employment, both of 

which serve to raise the cost of living. Already, the disparity in wages coupled with demand 

for land for development and military purposes has forced many Chamorus to relinquish 

their land in order to survive. When large naval ships come and the hotels are full, the water 

supply for local residents is turned off and there are major water shortages.19 Education and 

health care facilities for local residents are already over burdened, and job opportunities 

limited. Many young people, already prepared by JROTC,20 believe enlisting in the US 

military to be the only viable option for their future, and for many Chamorus, the only 

alternative seems to be moving to Hawaii or the US mainland. So many have left that they 

now number less than 40% of the total population21 and many of the remaining young 

people feel that the only source of work and a future lies in joining the US military (Aguon 

2008). This trend underlies the appeal of the Guahan Indigenous Collective to the UN 

Decolonization Committee to bring an end to the “great exodus” of “young Chamorus, 

doctors, teachers and future leaders leaving the island as US Marines, fighter aircraft 

bombers, unmanned aerial vehicles, fast-attack nuclear submarines and foreign 

construction workers take their place” (Aguon 2006).  

 

Memory in Guahan/Guam  

How did 4000 years of Chamoru love for their land, land they consider to be sacred, 

become transformed into migration and the military? The story of how the Chamoru people 

were separated from their land is generally told as a tale of military conquest, occupation 

                                            
19 From a speech by Victoria-Lola Leon Guerrero at the Peace Studies Association of Japan Spring Conference, 2010.5.14. Guerrero 

also spoke of plans for a new firing range at the location of ancient sacred sites and damage from toxic wastes from the bases. For 

environmental concerns and comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement about the build-up, see for example Natividad 2010 

and Lutz 2010.  

20 There are three JROTC programs in the public high schools and also an ROTC program at the University of Guam. See Natividad 

2010:5 and Aguon 2008 

21 The population is about 180,000 people of whom about 37% are Chamoru, 26% Filipino and and 11% other Pacific Islander. About 85% 

of the population is Roman Catholic. Spoken languages include English (38%), Chamoru (22%), Filipino languages (22%) and others. 

(July 2010 census in CIA World Factbook).  
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and colonization, starting with pre-contact and identifying four periods of foreign occupation 

and/or administration: Pre-contact/ancient Chamorro: 1500cc-1521ad, Spanish rule 22 

1521-1898; US Navy Administration 1898-1941 & 1944-1950; Japanese Occupation: 

1941-1944; Post World War II US Civil Administration: 1950-present. The same story could 

also be told in terms of the use and usurpation of resources, or in terms of the ways foreign 

rule changed the ways in which women and men identified and related to one another and 

themselves. 

Gerson (2009:53) tells a story of being shown two maps by members of the Guam 

Landowner‟s Association. The first indicated the best fishing grounds, agricultural land and 

best water resources. The second map, identical to the first, showed the US military bases 

and installations. A history focusing on resource use would note that particularly under the 

US Navy, the introduction of patriarchy and a cash economy which separated labor along 

gender lines changed the ways the physical and spiritual configuration of the way people 

lived. World War II, establishment of large military bases and the growth of the tourist 

industry further separated people from their land.  

Another perspective looks at the ways gender and memory have served to support 

patriarchal social relations and to normalize the US presence. Laura Souder (1992) 

challenges the male historical view of history which, in ignoring women, fails to show how 

foreign influence affected the matrilineal Chamoru society. Rather than focusing on military 

occupation, she looks at the ways Catholicism and American economic and administrative 

policy served to take power from women and undermine indigenous culture. She identifies 

three important phases of herstory. The active introduction of Catholicism and conquest by 

the Spanish which began in the 1670‟s; the US administration which changed subsistence 

farming to a patriarchal separation of work and home, including institutionalization of 

marriage23 and other social arrangements which divided life into „public‟ and „private‟ sphere, 

and the period beginning in the 1960‟s which saw the beginning of modernization through 

                                            
22 Spain‟s claim over the Mariana Islands was documented on 26 January 1565 by Captain-General Miguel Lopez de Legaspi, taking and 

apprehending them “as an actual property and as a Royal Possession.” (Political Status Education Coordinating Commission PSECC 

1993:2) 

23 Marriage was introduced under the Spanish Catholics, but it was not until the US administration that women were required to take the 

surname and nationality of their husbands, and children that of their fathers. (1919 Executive Order No.308). the Civil Code of 1953 further 

ensured that wives would take their husband‟s names, husbands would choose where to live and men were named the head of the 

household. (Souder 1992:45-53) 
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tourism and the creation of a more heterogeneous population through the relaxing of 

immigration laws24 (Souder 1992:7-8).  

    Ancient Chamoru society was hierarchal based on age, caste and clan. Descent was 

determined through the female line, and women were central in the conferring of power and 

prestige (Souder 2007:44). While the introduction of Catholicism meant that women were 

confined to the home, during the time of Spanish rule, many of the highest caste women 

married Spanish officials (the reverse was not allowed). This gave Chamoru women access 

to colonial power, while at the same time reinforcing the traditional power of women in the 

home (Souder 1992:68). Souder claims that since girls follow their mothers and boys tend to 

follow their fathers, girls were able to access traditional knowledge, including language, 

more easily than boys. As a result, today many of the women‟s skills remain but the men‟s 

skills such as canoe building have been lost (Souder 1992:58).  

Foucault tells us that power cannot be separated from resistance. The patriarchal 

control of sex and sexuality both took some power from women, but also enhanced their 

strength within the private spaces of the home. This helped them to keep their language and 

culture alive. At the same time, those same technologies, especially the institutionalization of 

patriarchy, served to normalize militarism and the presence of the bases. Souder follows the 

careers of women activists on Guam. While she does not take a bio-political approach, the 

gendered nuances of colonial government are important in thinking about the ways gender 

influences activism, including anti-base activisim in Guam today.  

Another site of resistance was within the Catholic Church itself. While beyond the 

scope of this paper, it is important to note that while the Catholic Church brought 

fundamental changes to life and identity, it was not completely one-way. Diaz reminds us 

that, “…the Spanish process of reducing Natives to Catholicism was simultaneously the 

Chamorro process of reproducing indigenous spirituality and values. In the barrios that 

became parishes, in the new Catholic calendar of rituals and practices, Chamorros found 

refuge within the Catholic Church” (Diaz 2010:28). In other words, Diaz suggests that the 

Catholic Church also became a site of resistance to Americanization and modernization. 

                                            
24 In 1963, the requirement that those entering Guam have a Naval Security Clearance was lifted, allowing for migrant workers to enter. 

These workers supported the development of a non-military, non-government population seeking economic growth through development 

of the tourism industry. Devastation by typhoons in 1962 and 1976 brought major redevelopment funds, further supporting the growing 

tourism industry. At the same time, the rebuilding disrupted traditional neighborhood patterns and ways of life. (Souder 1992:35-36)   
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    The US administration began with Naval governors appointed to carry out president 

William McKinley‟s order of “benevolent assimilation,” although they did it in an authoritarian 

and far from benevolent way (Hattori 2004:22 in Viernes 2009:104).  The Navy sought to 

“not only better the material circumstances … but to achieve a transformation in the bodies 

and minds of the people (and) transform the Chamorro populace into an „American‟ society, 

a new people who would be productive, disciplined, educated and sanitary” (Hattori 1995:1 

in Viernes 2009:104). The Navy viewed themselves as „parents‟ to the child-like, dependent 

and feminine Chamorus, thereby justifying the creation of a paternalistic and masculine 

system of government which would promote their moral and material development. In the 

face of this, some Chamorus complied and others engaged in various kinds of resistance 

aimed at interrupting the smooth operation of American rule. Indirect resistance became 

increasingly visible, as demonstrated by a petition to the US Congress asking for civilian 

government in 1901 and a series of similar petitions asking for US citizenship and 

self-determination between 1933 and 1950. This resistance belies the assertion that the 

Chamorus have always been happy to be under American rule. Viernes and others suggest 

that the “deep sense of ambiguity among Chamorros about the United States …  is largely 

born out of the US liberation of the island in 1944” (Viernes 2009:105).  

    On 8 December 1941, the Japanese occupied Guam. Memories of that time describe 

brutality, fear and longing for the return of the US.25 In July 1944, The US returned in what 

Rogers describes as “the most intense crescendo of conventional firepower ever inflicted on 

any locality in the Pacific War” (Rogers 1995:181). The fight for Guam was bloody and 

fierce,26 but the prayers of the Chamorus for liberation were answered. The US victory was 

a “‟glorious event‟ whose price in lives lost had purchased freedom and later American 

claims of exclusive rights to the region” (Diaz 2009:159). Diaz, citing a speech by Souder, 

describes the American return as Messianic, and encouraged in the Chamoru people a need 

to reciprocate. “Obligations being a sacred duty, Chamorros have since been caught in a 

never ending cycle of „paying back‟” (Souder in Diaz 2009:160).     

The re-capture of Guam gave US forces a secure place in the Pacific from which to 

                                            
25 For good examples, see the Guam War Survivors website: http://www.guamwarsurvivorstory.com/ 

26 US military records show 18,377 Japanese dead on Guam, of whom about 200 were civilians. American casualties numbered 1,747 

dead (1,520 US Marines) and 6,053 wounded. About 600 Chamorus are reported to have been killed during the Japanese occupation 

(Rogers 1995:194).  
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launch attacks on the Japanese mainland. Local residents, already displaced by the 

Japanese and 13 consecutive days of bombardment, were put into refugee camps. They 

returned later to find that air and naval facilities and been built on their ancestral clan lands, 

and were forced to move to different locations (Natividad and Kirk 2010:4). Even without the 

current military build-up, the people of Guam have already lost the better part of their land 

and resources to the military.  

Today Guam is still filled with visible memories of the war: aside from the bases there 

are war memorials, commemorative celebrations and parades. At the same time, the bodies 

and minds of many Chamorus bear the scars of the war. Those scars serve not only as 

reminders of traumatic experience, but as an incentive for remembering and telling the story 

of the experience (Diaz 2009:158 & Guam War Survivors website). This is reflected in a 

popular song of resistance sung during the Japanese occupation and still used, if in a 

different context, in the celebrations of „Liberation Day‟ today. The song is called „Uncle Sam, 

Won‟t You Please Come Back to Guam‟ and tells the story of Japanese occupation, with a 

refrain which goes like this: “Oh Uncle Sam, Sam, My Dear Uncle Sam, Won‟t you please 

come back to Guam” (Diaz 2009:156). It links memory, history and identity, expressing 

Chamoru misery under the Japanese and longing for a shared future with the United States. 

Upon learning the meaning of the words, the Japanese threatened anyone singing it with 

death, but the Chamorus sang anyway (Diaz 2009:157).  

While the dominant narratives of the war are those of „liberation,‟ Diaz write of other 

stories which circulate privately as gossip or what is locally called chismis. The content 

includes such topics as collaboration with the Japanese, occupation romances and 

Chamoru “comfort women,” although no women have publicly acknowledged sexual 

enslavement by the Japanese (Diaz 2009:159).27     

Some other soft voices are those of people who may be grateful but resist to the idea of 

being forever indebted to the United States for liberation see a different side, claiming that 

the US took advantage of the Chamorus in taking their land and treating them as 

second-class citizens (Diaz 2009:161). Others see the US return in terms of the continuation 

                                            
27 The official record of the July 21, 1945, military tribunal created by the U.S. Navy under Military Commission Order 11 to try suspected 

war criminals includes testimony from women who suffered sexual enslavement by the Japanese. S.T. Shinohara, a local Japanese resident 

of Guam was convicted of recruiting girls for prostitution on behalf of the Japanese governor and sentenced to 15 years in prison. 

(Yamaguchi 2007:9-10 and Gerona-Adkins 2007). 
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of the US imperialist project that began in 1893 with the overthrow of the Hawai‟ian 

monarchy and continued to spread in the Pacific, or as being much more about military 

strategy than „liberation‟ (Rogers 1995: 195).            

Today, the US military is the largest employer on Guam, and most families have 

someone affiliated with the military. Many people remain fiercely patriotic and loyal to the 

United States, but the current situation has brought a change. The Draft Environmental 

Impact Statement for the bases drew strong opposition from many fronts, and for the first 

time, local residents, politicians, Chamoru groups and others are beginning to question what 

is happening and to organize. A weekly radio program, “Beyond the Fence” hosted by Guam 

University and students on public radio (KPRG-fm) has been begun to discuss the military 

build-up, and groups are beginning to network with people in Okinawa and other 

trans-border locations. People on Guam are beginning to express their anger.   

          

Voices from Guam28     

    Recently, I had the opportunity to spend some time talking with a variety of people, 

activists and others, on Guam. The setting was relaxed and the conversations not interviews 

but a sharing of stories and ideas among people of different ages and persuasions. As an 

activist scholar, I wanted not only to discuss Guam and the bases but also to get ideas about 

how to convince the Japanese anti-base movement the just moving Marines from Okinawa 

to Guam would not solve the problem. Having spent much of the morning driving around the 

island, I was full of the contrasts between Guam and Okinawa and questions about the 

meaning of those differences. For example, while on the main island of Okinawa one cannot 

avoid noticing the bases, on Guam they are much less visible unless you know where to look 

and what to look for, including long stretches of fence around seemingly undeveloped land. 

In Okinawa, many people are employed by the military and there is discussion of the 

meaning of using Okinawa for fighting America‟s wars, but few Okinawans are actually 

soldiers. In Guam, where enlistment is very high, the situation is very different. I could feel it 

in the frequent signs and posters encouraging and/or mourning „our boys overseas,‟ local 

                                            
28 Originally, this paper was to be based on fieldwork on Guam focusing on the bases issue. In early May 2010 I spent an amazing few 

days there, getting to meet people as a first step to further field research. Unfortunately due to illness I have not yet been able to go back. 

Thanks to LisaLinda Natividad, the visit included a few hours at a birthday party where I had a chance to meet and speak with many of the 

people active in the bases and/or other movements, and many others as well. This part of the paper is based on conversations during 

those few days.   
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residents who have enlisted in the US military and been sent to Iraq and Afghanistan. What I 

soon learned was that the military is part of everybody‟s life on Guam. Lisa told me about 

how, for example, children write letters to US soldiers in school, and how “the language of 

peace has been co-opted by the military” (Natividad 2010.5.8). Julian talked about ROTC 

programs have been set up in local schools and how local youth see the military as their only 

chance for a future. They understand that they may wind up dead, but it still seems like a 

good deal to young men and women alike (Aguon 2010.5.8). Our discussion went many 

places but always returned to the question of what it means to be Chamoru. Hope teaches a 

course called “History of Guam” at the University of Guam. I asked whose history she taught 

– American? Chamoru? Something else? Her reply was a surprising glimpse into the 

technologies of citizenship. Most of the students, she said, were Filipino, hoping to use 

Guam as a stepping stone to attaining US citizenship and going to the mainland US. Most of 

what she taught, she told me, was the American history necessary for the citizenship exam. 

The Chamoru students do not seem to care about their heritage, and „ancient Chamorro‟ is 

not something that seems to be directly related to their lives (Cristobal: 2010.5.8).  

    My questions about Chamoru identity led to an introduction to Rosario, a poised and 

interesting young woman who had prepared a video project for History Week featuring 

interviews with three Guahan women. She was outraged that two of the three judges had 

given her very bad scores. Her anger was not so much disappointment and embarrassment 

for herself and her school at the result so much as her frustration that people refuse to take 

Chamoru culture seriously.  I could give no satisfactory answer to her question, “Why don‟t 

they care?!?” and she had none reply for me when I asked why she thought the two young 

male Chamoru judges who failed her found her presentation so threatening.  

    I also had a chance to talk further about identity, the military and the bases with Vivian 

Dames of the University of Guam, Cathy Flores of the Guam Humanities Council, and Sara 

M. Thomas-Nededog, executive-director of Sanctuary Incorporated. Vivian spoke with 

passion about the difficulty of living with Guam‟s ambiguous political status of being, in her 

words, “neither fish nor fowl,” and the frustration of having no political framework for 

changing things. “The tragedy,” she said, “is that so many Guam people are so normalized 

that they don‟t think anything is wrong.” The US has managed to convince them that they 

have the best deal, and that dignity, identity and culture don‟t really matter. The US 
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obligations to Guam were laid out over a hundred years ago, and people are still struggling 

to make the US meet them. The military build-up is a denial of those obligations (Dames 

2010.5.8). Toward the end of the conversation, Sara spoke about land and the arrogance of 

the United States. “Land, culture, family, and language are not commodities to Guam people, 

they are life. The military does not think about the value for us. If, because of the bases, 

Guam were to be nuked, they would just think of it as collateral damage” (Thomas-Nededpg 

2010.5.8). Arrogance and disrespect are two words that were used frequently to describe 

the attitude of the military and US authorities.                 

 

Conclusion 

    This aim of this paper has been to ask why opposition to the bases on Guam is so 

difficult. The answer is both simple and extremely complex: opposition to the bases requires 

asking difficult questions about culture, citizenship and identity. Guam is both part of, and 

separate from, the United States, and the military bases there contain forms of discipline and 

destruction capable of triggering the destruction of the world as we know it. Guam might be 

“Where America‟s Day Begins” but it is also where America‟s NIMBY (not in my backyard) 

ends. The mainland US (and even Hawai‟i) have at least the formal structures for 

demanding that the actual tools for “forceful discipline and sovereign repression” get located 

someplace else, but Guam has no choice and no formal mechanism for refusal. Moreover, 

bio-politics in the form of Americanization and modernization has worked to change 

Chamoru identity, making „being Chamoru‟ into a cultural act rather than a way of life (Linda 

2010.5). 

    People on Guam are beginning to question both the „utilitarian‟ and „humanitarian‟ 

aspects of the bases. For an increasing number of people, that means confronting their 

subordinate position within the US. This in turn requires questioning of identity: what it 

means to be American, Guamanian, Chamoru, or „other.‟  

Another purpose of this paper was to think about why Guam is virtually invisible and to 

question the meaning of US bases there. The above discussion has demonstrated that 

military bases are naturalized, becoming part of landscapes that are often colonial or 

post-colonial spaces. The communities in which those bases are located are involved in a 

variety of ways, not just the „military‟ functions but also supporting life inside the base and 
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the base community living inside and outside. Those relations are gendered, and reflect in 

different ways the legacies of military colonialism. The bases have many meanings: „islands 

of security,‟ killing technology, employment, harassment, promotion of life and promotion of 

death, just to name a few. Because the bases are so entwined in the everyday life on Guam, 

opposition to the bases causes people to question their identity: who they are and what their 

life choices have meant.  

It may be possible to oppose various aspects of the bases without opposing the US 

military presence in total, or to insist that certain functions take place in other locations. Such 

struggles might bring temporary relief for certain populations, but the problem of 

militarization and empire will not disappear. Just as in Japan opposition to the bases 

ultimately comes to questioning the US-Japan Security Treaty, so in Guam ultimately 

opposing the military presence requires re-defining what it means to be a military colony of 

the United States.  

It is not surprising that many people are reluctant to embark on such a journey, 

particularly if it is without support from outside. Perhaps if the rest of the world got curious, it 

might become a lot easier.     
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