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apan’s security policy continues to represent an anomaly for 
students of international relations. During the Cold War the puzzle
was Japan’s extreme dependence on the United States for its
national security and its decision to forgo the acquisition of 

military capabilities appropriate to its status as a growing great power.
Embracing a constitution that was drafted under the direction of the Allied
Occupation, conservative policymakers constructed a “grand strategy” suit-
ed to both the constraints posed by Article Nine – in which Japan forever
renounced war and the maintenance of any kind of armed force – and the
unstable international situation in which Japan found itself. The Yoshida
Doctrine, as it came to be called, recommended that Japan concentrate on
securing overseas markets and resources for economic development, avoid
overt involvement in international politics, and eschew the development 
of an autonomous military capability. Instead, Japan was to rely almost 
completely on the provision of security provided them by the 1951 
U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. 

This strategy bred a strong aversion to the use of force that came to 
exercise an unusually powerful constraint on the development of Japan’s
national security policy. Short of providing bases for American troops 
stationed in Japan, Japanese policymakers spent most of the Cold War 
studiously avoiding any and all military contributions to the alliance.
While they did decide in 1954 that Japan could have a Self Defense Force
(SDF), they used the same legislation to ban the possibility of overseas
dispatch, participation in collective security operations, and its acquisition
of offensive and power-projection capabilities. They developed a military
doctrine called “exclusively defensive self defense” (senshu boei), which
prohibited the SDF from taking action to prevent the materialization of
threats and authorized it to act only in the event of an unprovoked act of
aggression against Japan. Successive conservative administrations added
to these restrictions: in 1967 the Sato Cabinet banned all arms exports
and the transfer of technology that could be used for military purposes,
and adopted the three non-nuclear principles, which rejected Japan’s right
to maintain, introduce, or develop nuclear weapons. A decade later, the
Miki Cabinet declared that Japan would never spend more than one 
percent of its GDP on defense. 

Given the situation in which Japanese decision makers found themselves
at the end of the Second World War, the choice of this strategy may not
sound particularly puzzling. It may sound rather reasonable. By giving up
some degree of autonomy vis-à-vis its alliance partner, Japan was able to
reap many benefits, the biggest of which were decades of extraordinarily
high levels of economic growth and a (largely) successful reintegration
into the international community. In spite of these benefits, however, the
fact that Japan was still clinging to these restrictions in the 1980s, when

it was confronted by a growing Soviet threat, perceptions of a weakening
U.S. commitment, and its own rapid economic development is puzzling. 

Eventually, Japanese policymakers did decide that their strategy was due 
for an overhaul. In the post-Cold War period, faced with a new and unpre-
dictable threat environment, Japanese policymakers have begun to relax
and renegotiate some of these constraints. They have allowed the SDF to
be sent overseas as part of peacekeeping operations, to provide logistic
support for the U.S. in its war against terror, and to administer humanitarian
reconstruction assistance in Iraq. They have renewed their commitment to
the U.S.-Japan alliance, publicly conceding that it is, in fact, an alliance.
They have decided to cooperate with the U.S. in developing ballistic missile
defense technology and have signaled their intention to amend their paci-
fist Constitution. But in other areas – namely, defense spending – Japan’s
defense policy has remained unchanged. The new puzzle is not only why
Japanese policymakers have taken so long to make these changes, but also
why change in some areas but not others?

My current research focuses on trying to understand how rising nationalism
in post-Cold War Japan could be causing some of these changes. I postu-
late that both the content and level of “nationalism” – and I have not yet
chosen an appropriate Japanese word for this – have undergone major
changes in recent years. During the Cold War, the Japanese government
concentrated on economic growth and downplayed issues of nationhood.
Politicians were extremely wary of using the words “nation” or “national
interest” in public debates. While the nihonjinron literature of the 1980s
showed that a form of cultural nationalism was alive and well, it was
decidedly de-linked to politics and stemmed from a genuine eagerness to
relate to the world and establish an understanding of Japan in it. 

Nowadays, however, nationalism in Japan is different. It has become less
positive and confident, and more xenophobic. Society has seen the rise 
of right-wing intellectual associations such as the “Liberal View of History
Study Group,” which seek to advance a “correct” view of history that
exonerates Japan from war responsibility. The popularity of manga pub-
lished by these organizations (like Kobayashi Yoshinori’s “On War”) has
been astounding. This has started to be reflected at the official level. The
late 1990s and early 2000s have seen the ruling Liberal Democratic Party
pass legislation to reinstate the Kimigayo and Hinomaru as Japan’s offi-
cial national anthem and flag, respectively; authorize textbooks that
whitewash Japan’s wartime behavior; engage in high-profile visits to
Yasukuni Shrine, which enshrines twelve class-A war criminals; construct
the Showa Hall, a museum that Japan’s neighbors believe glorifies
Japan’s role in World War Two; revise the Fundamental Law on Education
to require that “patriotism” be a goal of education in Japan, and, most
importantly, initiate steps to revise Japan’s pacifist Constitution.

While it might be intuitive that nationalism of this kind would influence
the formation of government policies, the role of “nationalism” in 
international relations has been vastly under-theorized. “Nationalism” as 
a political force in contemporary Japan has similarly been under-studied.
I contend that it matters, and is part of the solution to my puzzle. r

“Explaining Recent Changes in Japan’s Security
Posture: A Role for Nationalism?”
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