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In 2015, Japan passed landmark reforms of its na-
tional security laws, including a reinterpretation 
of its constitutional prohibition against collec-
tive security activities. Now Japan can legally 
cooperate with the United States in defensive 

military operations. In response, observers have declared 
that Japan is abandoning the pacifist principles that have 
underpinned its national security policy since World War 
II. Such pronouncements are misguided; these reforms 
are only the most recent recalibration of Japan’s postwar 
grand strategy. Since World War II, Japan has relied upon 
the U.S.-Japan alliance for its national security. It prefers to 
“buck-pass” to the United States, but—at times of growing 

threat and uncertainty about the U.S. commitment—Tokyo 
has built greater military capabilities and accepted more 
roles within the alliance. The most recent national security 
reforms conform to this familiar pattern: Japan continues 
to buck-pass, but—as its threat environment grows increas-
ingly dangerous because of a more powerful and more as-
sertive China—Japan has accepted a larger role within the 
alliance. The recent security reforms represent continuity, 
rather than change, in a pattern in which Japan relies upon 
the United States for its security but contributes more to 
the alliance when its security environment worsens. From 
Washington’s standpoint, Japan’s greater activism and 
burden-sharing within the alliance is welcome news.
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“In 2015,  
legislation  
enabled  
Japanese  
personnel 
from its  
Self-Defense  
Forces to  
engage in 
combat to 
support the 
United States 
when it is  
defending 
Japan, or to 
support other 
security  
partners  
under  
attack.”

INTRODUCTION
Taro Yamamoto swayed forward. He and 

his colleagues in the Japanese opposition had 
exhausted every tactic to kill or delay the 
vote on the 2015 national security legislation. 
Finally forced to vote, Yamamoto exercised 
one last gesture of protest, known in Japan’s 
parliament as the “ox walk.” Although the box 
into which Yamamoto would cast his vote was 
not far away in the wood-paneled chamber, he 
moved across the burgundy carpet a millime-
ter at a time. During Yamamoto’s walk, some 
of his colleagues scolded him in exasperation, 
but outside the chamber, where thousands 
of demonstrators had gathered, protesters 
cheered him on: Taro, Ganbare!—You can do 
it! But ultimately the vote occurred, and after 
one of the most contested debates in Japan in 
decades, the legislation passed.1

Japan’s constitution prohibits the country 
from having or using a military, but over the 
past several decades governments have passed 
laws to reinterpret constitutional restraints. 
The 2015 legislation, the most recent in this 
longtime evolution, enables Japan to partici-
pate in “collective security operations.” For 
the first time, Japanese personnel from its 
Self-Defense Forces (SDF) can engage in com-
bat to support the United States when it is 
defending Japan, or to support other security 
partners under attack. In such instances, the 
legislation stipulates that the situation must 
threaten Japan’s survival, that no other appro-
priate means of defense exist, and that the use 
of force will be restrained to what is minimally 
required. For example, according to Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe and other proponents of 
security reforms, Japanese forces could defend 
an American ship that is attacked while evacu-
ating Japanese citizens from a conflict.

As news of the legislation spread around 
the world, headlines announced the end of 
Japanese pacifism. Before the vote, CNN de-
clared, “Assertive Japan poised to abandon 
70 years of pacifism.” The Japan Times said 
that the new legislation marked “a significant 
departure from Japan’s postwar pacifism.”2 
Newsweek heralded it as “the most significant 

shift in Tokyo’s defense policy since World 
War II.”3 As Andrew Oros notes, “there is a 
palpable fear among many that Japan is on the 
verge of a major break from the past sixty years 
of peaceful security practice.”4

Such pronouncements, however, exagger-
ate both the extent of Japan’s previous paci-
fism and the magnitude of the changes. The 
legislation permitting engagement in collec-
tive security activities is indeed a significant 
moment in Japan’s 70-year evolution in na-
tional security. But it does not mark Year Zero 
of a new era in which Japan is becoming in-
creasingly militarist. Japan’s reforms represent 
continuity, rather than change, in a pattern in 
which Japan relies upon the United States for 
its security, but contributes more to the alli-
ance when its security environment worsens. 
From Washington’s standpoint, Japan’s greater 
activism and burden-sharing within the alli-
ance is welcome news.

JAPAN’S SECURITY DEBATES  
AFTER THE WAR

After World War II, starting with the U.S. 
occupation of Japan, Washington pursued a 
policy aimed at preventing Japan from ever 
again menacing the Asia-Pacific.5 A variety of 
political reforms sought to decentralize the 
government and make Japanese society more 
free. The Americans physically and (in the 
form of Article 9 of the Japanese constitution) 
legally dismantled Japan’s military. Article 9 
states that the Japanese people “forever re-
nounce war as a sovereign right of the nation 
and the threat or use of force as means of set-
tling international disputes.” Toward this end, 
“land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war 
potential, will never be maintained.”6

In the wake of the devastating war, many 
Japanese embraced legal restraints on national 
security. As scholar Koichi Nakano comments, 
“For a nation so tired and exhausted after the 
war—the A-bombs in Hiroshima and Nagasa-
ki—this notion that we were going to be eter-
nally in peace appealed to many. A large majority 
of the Japanese became attached to pacifism.”7
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“In the early 
Cold War, 
Japan granted 
the use of 
military bases 
to the U.S. 
military and 
created the 
Self-Defense 
Forces, but—
to concentrate 
on economic 
reconstruc-
tion and  
guard against 
entanglement 
—Japan 
would do as 
little in the  
security realm 
as possible, 
and would 
pass the buck 
to Washing-
ton.”

Pacifism was also appealing given Japan’s 
fear of entanglement in dangerous Cold War 
crises.8 The American bases in Japan were 
centerpieces in the U.S. containment of com-
munism in Asia. As the Cold War developed, 
they served as vital staging points for U.S. wars 
in Korea and Vietnam. Many Japanese wor-
ried that those bases would draw them into a 
nuclear war with the Soviet Union and China.9 
As Christopher Hughes writes, “The major 
concern” for Japanese leaders “at the time of 
the signing of the [1960] security treaty and 
ever since, was the possibility of entrapment 
in U.S. regional and global military strategy.”10

A pacifist foreign policy also checked the 
power of the military and its supporters, who 
remained distrusted by Japanese liberals as 
well as many moderates. Many people sought 
to curtail the military’s influence in politics 
because they blamed it for the disaster of the 
war. The left also distrusted industrialists and 
political conservatives in the ruling Liberal 
Democratic Party (LDP) for their previous 
support of imperialism. Most notoriously, 
liberals distrusted Prime Minister Nobosuke 
Kishi, who had been a member of Japan’s war-
time cabinet and was now advocating a more 
robust military and a close relationship with 
the United States. (As it happens, Kishi is also 
the grandfather of Shinzo Abe, Japan’s current 
prime minister, who is spearheading contem-
porary reforms.) After the war, Japanese lib-
erals blamed the disaster of imperialism on 
conservatives, the Japanese military, and Kishi 
specifically. The liberals argued that a pacifist 
security policy was essential to protect Japan’s 
nascent democracy.11

American occupation authorities had ini-
tially advocated Japanese pacifism as well, and 
had drafted Article 9 so that Japan could never 
again menace its neighbors. But as the Cold 
War dawned, the Americans reversed course 
and sought to make Japan into a strong anti-
communist ally.12 The Americans encouraged 
Japanese contributions to the war in Korea in 
1950, and—when Japan’s government refused—
urged it to create the National Police Reserve, 
to fill the void left by American troops that had 

departed for Korea. But as Japan’s leaders cre-
ated the police reserve (which would become 
the SDF), they confronted the constraint of 
Article 9. Pushed by Prime Minister Shigeru 
Yoshida, the cabinet made the decision to 
“reinterpret” the constitution, declaring that 
such forces were legal because Japan, like all 
nations, had a right to self-defense according 
to the United Nations Charter.13

In sum, pacifism had its champions in 
postwar Japan; and in addition to its moral 
grounds, it had a powerful political logic, both 
international and domestic. But Japan rejected 
pacifism. Starting under Yoshida, conservative 
leaders crafted a grand strategy based on lim-
ited rearmament and the U.S.-Japan alliance 
as the foundation of Japan’s national security 
policy. Japan granted the use of military bases 
to the U.S. military and created the SDF, but—
to concentrate on economic reconstruction 
and guard against entanglement—Japan would 
do as little in the security realm as possible, 
and would pass the buck to Washington.14

JAPAN’S BUCK-PASSING  
STRATEGY DURING  
THE COLD WAR

According to buck-passing logic, a country 
seeks to maintain a favorable balance of power 
but shifts most of the burden of balancing to 
its ally.15 If the balance of power becomes un-
favorable, the buck-passer initially prefers to 
have allies pay the costs of restoring the bal-
ance. A buck-passer will increase its defense 
commitment if, given an unfavorable balance 
of power, the ally fails to respond adequately.

Japanese buck-passing is evident in the pat-
tern of its rearmament—or lack thereof—since 
World War II. From 1950 until the mid-1970s, 
the United States and Japan enjoyed a favor-
able balance of power relative to their adver-
saries.16 During this era, the Soviet Union 
devoted the bulk of its military power to the 
European, rather than the East Asian, theater. 
China and North Korea were hostile to Japan, 
but their military power was predominantly 
ground-focused. During this period, Japan 
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“The left  
protested the  
addition of 
capabilities 
that they 
claimed were 
illegal, and 
argued that 
the constitu-
tion forbade 
joint military 
exercises.”

built up little in the way of military power and 
dodged Washington’s requests to contribute 
forces to American military operations in Ko-
rea and Vietnam.

But Japan’s security environment wors-
ened in the late 1970s. The Soviet Union be-
gan building up its Pacific Fleet, increasing 
the number of ballistic missile submarines 
and surface ships until it was the largest of the 
four Soviet fleets. American military analysts 
perceived Kiev-class heavy aviation cruisers, 
introduced after 1978, as “a first step in chal-
lenging Western carrier and air-power domi-
nance on the high seas.”17 The Soviets built up 
their air force in Eastern Siberia and expand-
ed their regional presence by taking over U.S. 
naval and air bases in Vietnam after the U.S. 
withdrawal.

Particularly worrisome to Japan were in-
creased Soviet amphibious capabilities in the 
Kurile Islands, a fingernail away from Japan’s 
northernmost island of Hokkaido.18 A U.S. 
defense official commented in 1983, “The dra-
matic increase of Soviet offensive power in 
Asia and in the Pacific and Indian Oceans is 
the most far-reaching military development in 
recent years.” And Japan, as one analyst noted, 
was the “target” of this military buildup.19

In this increasingly unsettling security en-
vironment, explained a 1983 RAND Corpora-
tion study, the “remarkably rapid buildup of 
Soviet military capabilities over the course of 
the 1970s was accompanied by a concomitant 
diminishing of those of the United States.”20 
The United States had pulled its forces out 
of Vietnam, was planning to remove all U.S. 
troops from the Korean peninsula (under the 
Carter administration), and was reducing the 
size of its forces deployed in the region. As 
Soviet Pacific Fleet naval tonnage grew to dis-
place 1.6 million tons by 1982, the U.S. Seventh 
Fleet had fallen to 600,000 tons.21 After the 
Shah’s overthrow in Iran and the Soviet in-
vasion of Afghanistan in 1979, Washington’s 
gaze—as well as American military force—was 
increasingly directed toward the Persian Gulf.

Japan responded to its worsening threat 
environment by building up its military ca-

pabilities and taking on new roles in the U.S.-
Japan alliance. Tokyo acquired a world-class air 
force; starting in 1978 it purchased top-of-the-
line F-15 fighter jets and E-2C naval command-
and-control aircraft. Japan also embarked on 
a substantial naval buildup, purchasing 100 
state-of-the-art P-3C naval patrol aircraft, qui-
et Yushio-class diesel-electric submarines, and 
four guided missile destroyers equipped with 
sophisticated Aegis radar.22

During these years, in addition to bolster-
ing its capabilities, Tokyo assumed a more ac-
tive role in the alliance. In 1978, the United 
States and Japan signed the Guidelines for 
Defense Cooperation, in which Japan agreed 
to expand its military participation from op-
erations confined to the home islands to op-
erations for the provision of “peace and stabil-
ity” throughout East Asia. The two militaries 
began a series of joint planning and—within 
all branches of the Japanese Self-Defense 
Forces—joint training for sea-lane defense, 
joint operations, and interoperability.23 After 
1981, under Prime Minister Zenko Suzuki, 
Japan took on the responsibility of patrolling 
sea lanes up to 1,000 nautical miles from Japa-
nese coasts.

During the 1970s, expansions in Japanese 
capabilities and missions prompted a domes-
tic outcry. The left protested the addition of 
capabilities that they claimed were illegal, and 
argued that the constitution forbade joint 
military exercises. However, the ruling LDP 
declared that the new capabilities were defen-
sively oriented and argued that military exer-
cises only enhanced tactical training and did 
not commit Japan to collective defense.

In sum, evidence from the Cold War re-
flects Japanese buck-passing. In its decision to 
align with the United States, Tokyo eschewed 
the pacifism advocated by the left, but pursued 
a highly restrained national security policy of 
limited rearmament and avoidance of military 
activism. In general, Tokyo increased its mili-
tary capabilities and roles only when it had to: 
when the security environment worsened, and 
when the United States looked unlikely to rec-
tify the imbalance.
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“The  
expansions 
in Japan’s 
military roles 
enabled  
under the new 
security  
legislation  
uphold the 
pattern in 
which Japan 
increases its 
military  
contribution  
at times of 
elevated 
threat.”

NEW THREATS, NEW ROLES
Throughout the Cold War, fearing entan-

glement in American military adventures, Ja-
pan resisted participating in “collective securi-
ty.” Its leaders kept Japan out of wars in Korea, 
Vietnam, and the Persian Gulf. However, after 
the first Iraq war, stung by global criticism of 
“free riding,” Japan for the first time passed a 
peacekeeping (or “PKO”) law, which allowed 
unarmed Japanese peacekeepers to participate 
in UN peacekeeping operations under highly 
restrictive conditions.24 Over the next several 
years Japan moved further toward collective 
security: after the September 11 attacks on the 
United States, Japan sent naval ships to the In-
dian Ocean to support the U.S. military in Af-
ghanistan, and in 2004 dispatched peacekeep-
ers to Iraq to support the U.S. occupation.

Prime Minister Abe has led Japan even 
further: in 2014 his cabinet passed a highly 
controversial official reinterpretation of the 
constitution that declared “collective secu-
rity” operations constitutional.25 The follow-
ing year, amid the pomp of Abe’s state visit to 
Washington, the two governments signed an-
other revision of the Guidelines for Defense 
Cooperation. The 2015 guidelines deepen Ja-
pan’s defense cooperation and interoperability 
within the U.S.-Japan alliance. They “outline 
the nature of cooperation between the United 
States and Japan in peacetime and wartime,” 
explains Ankit Panda in The Diplomat, “detail-
ing avenues of cooperation on intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), air and 
missile defense, maritime security, asset pro-
tection, training and exercises, logistic sup-
port, and use of facilities. Similar to the older 
guidelines, the new document details how the 
United States and Japan would respond be-
fore, after, and during an attack against Japa-
nese territory.”26

The 2015 guidelines also discuss a broader 
role for the alliance, seeking to promote secu-
rity cooperation both with regional partners 
and around the world. Additionally, for the first 
time the guidelines indicate space and cyber 
as two areas for expanding U.S.-Japan coop-
eration; they also discuss armaments coopera-

tion (only made possible in the wake of Japan’s 
overturning of its Arms Export Ban in 2004).27 

The guidelines announce a “whole of govern-
ment” approach, which, as Kyle Mizokami 
writes, “will knit the two countries together 
at the civil and military levels.” A new feature, 
the “Alliance Coordination Mechanism” com-
prised of top officials from each country, seeks 
to streamline communication and coordina-
tion between the SDF and the U.S. military.28

Before the signed guidelines could be legal-
ly implemented, the Diet—Japan’s legislative 
body—had to pass legislation to permit collec-
tive security activities. This cart-before-horse 
approach was one of the many aspects of the 
security legislation that angered Abe’s domes-
tic critics. Critics also objected that the legis-
lation was unconstitutional, and some feared 
that it would encourage Japan to be entangled 
in American wars.29 In spite of this opposi-
tion, the legislation—pushed forward by Abe 
and his ample conservative majority in the 
Diet—eventually passed.

These expansions in Japan’s military roles 
uphold the pattern in which Japan increases 
its military contribution at times of elevated 
threat. Consider, for example, Japanese fears 
about a volatile North Korea. “Since the end 
of the Cold War,” explains Japan scholar Sheila 
A. Smith, “North Korea’s efforts to develop 
nuclear weapons and the missile capability 
to deliver them further and further from its 
shores have alarmed the Japanese public. In-
cidents with North Korean ships off the Japa-
nese coast have also drawn serious concern.”30

As Smith and others have noted, even 
more concerning is the growing threat from 
China. The new legislation comes in reaction 
to a trend in which China has been steadily 
modernizing its maritime forces and acting in-
creasingly assertive in its territorial disputes. 
Although China and Japan enjoy thriving eco-
nomic relations, their relationship has evolved 
into one of “hot economics, cold politics,” 
in which mutual antipathy is high and ten-
sions over a territorial dispute concerning the 
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands are rising. In Japan 
in 2007, 29 percent of respondents said they 
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“Advocates  
of the 2015 
legislation  
argued that  
growing  
uncertainty 
about the 
United 
States—
specifically, 
whether it 
would defend 
the disputed 
islands— 
requires Japan 
to play a  
larger role  
in the  
alliance.”

viewed China favorably; by 2014 this dropped 
to only 5 percent. Fully 82 percent of respon-
dents said that territorial disputes were a se-
rious concern, and 96 percent said that they 
viewed China’s growing military power nega-
tively.31

As Japanese politician Keisuke Suzuki ob-
served, “The Chinese mainland is now behav-
ing in a really aggressive way both in the South 
China Sea and East China Sea and they clearly 
have the intention to attack Japanese inter-
ests. This is a critical moment for Japan’s na-
tional security.”32 During the Diet debate over 
revising the guidelines, Prime Minister Abe 
argued that “These laws are absolutely neces-
sary because the security situation surround-
ing Japan is growing more severe.”33

Japan’s increased military participation also 
conforms to a pattern in which uncertainty 
about its U.S. ally encourages greater Japanese 
activism. Advocates of the 2015 legislation 
argued that growing uncertainty about the 
United States—specifically, whether it would 
defend the disputed islands—requires Japan 
to play a larger role in the alliance. American 
officials, including President Obama, have re-
peatedly declared that, although Washington 
takes no position on the sovereignty of the is-
lands, they are clearly “administered” by Japan 
and thus protected by the U.S.-Japan alliance. 
But despite such assurances, many in Japan 
question whether the United States would risk 
an unwanted and potentially devastating war 
with China—a nuclear-armed vital political 
and economic partner—over an issue in which 
the United States has no direct interest.

As one member of a Japanese national 
security advisory panel commented, “The 
United States does not want to fight for such 
islets.” He noted, “Unless Japan shows that it 
is prepared to fight together with the United 
States when the time comes, the United States 
will say to Japan about defense of its outlying 
islands, ‘OK, sayonara.’”34 The LDP’s Keisuke 
Suzuki argued that the only way “we can sur-
vive in this region is to strengthen ties with the 
United States and the international communi-
ty and we need this bill to do that.”35

Indeed, Washington welcomed Japan’s 
2015 security legislation. Alliance managers 
had previously argued that Japan’s prohibition 
on collective security activities was a problem 
to be rectified. In a 2012 report about the al-
liance, Richard Armitage and Joseph Nye 
noted that the unified U.S.-Japan response to 
the March 11, 2011, tsunami and nuclear disas-
ter showed how effectively the two countries 
could work together under a permissive legal 
framework. “Prohibition of collective self-de-
fense is an impediment to the alliance,” they 
wrote. “3-11 demonstrated how our two forces 
can maximize our capabilities when necessary. 
It would be a responsible authorization to al-
low our forces to respond in full cooperation 
throughout the security spectrum of peace-
time, tension, crisis, and war.”36

When Washington and Tokyo announced 
the 2015 security guidelines, U.S. Secretary of 
State John Kerry said, “Today, we mark the 
establishment of Japan’s capacity to defend 
not just its own territory but also the [Unit-
ed States] and other partners as needed. The 
guidelines . . .will enhance Japan’s security, de-
ter threats, and contribute to regional peace 
and stability.”37 In a Rose Garden press con-
ference during Shinzo Abe’s 2015 Washington 
visit, President Obama also praised the evolu-
tion in Japan’s security policy. “Together,” the 
president said, “our forces will be more flexible 
and better prepared to cooperate on a range of 
challenges, from maritime security to disaster 
response. Our forces will plan, train, and oper-
ate even more closely.”38

CONCLUSION
In East Asia’s worsening threat environ-

ment, greater Japanese military activism is not 
surprising, nor is it a break from Japan’s post-
war policy. Rather than a major departure, the 
new security legislation is just the most recent 
recalibration of a familiar strategy. Japan does 
less when it can; more when it must.39

Cries of “Japan is abandoning pacifism” are 
not only misleading because they come 70 years 
too late; they also distort the magnitude of re-
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cent changes. Any discussion of increased Jap-
anese military activism must acknowledge that 
Japan remains the most dovish of the world’s 
great powers. Japan spends 1 percent of its 
GDP on defense, which is less than half of the 
global average of 2.3 percent.40 Its people are 
unlikely to support higher defense spending; 
they are preoccupied with internal problems 
such as stimulating the economy and address-
ing debilitating demographic trends. And—as 
shown by the ox-walking Taro Yamamoto, his 
many opposition colleagues, and the tens of 
thousands protesting outside the Diet—the 
Japanese people remain deeply apprehensive 
about even the most minimal levels of military 
activism. As Adam Liff argues, “Japan’s security 
policy remains far more self-restrained than 
any other major economic power.”41 

Japan’s movement into “collective self-
defense” is indeed historic—but not as a dra-
matic abandonment of a previous strategy. It 
is the most recent step in a long evolution for 
a peaceful country that today faces a growing 
threat. And as such, it represents more conti-
nuity than change in Japan’s national security 
policy.
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