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JAPAN’S EVOLVING DEFENSE 

ESTABLISHMENT 
ANDREW L. OROS AND YUKI TATSUMI 

 
 

ot too long ago the idea of composing a volume on Japan’s defense 
establishment, putting aside the question of “newness”, would have raised 

eyebrows.  It was not surprising to hear even from those knowledgeable about 
Japan, “but Japan doesn’t have a military.”  Even as recently as ten years ago, 
many Japanese—including those who are involved in security policymaking in 
Japan—shied away from openly discussing the subject of Japan's national 
defense.  Japanese universities, research institutions and charitable foundations 
also were reluctant to conduct analytical studies of Japan’s evolving defense 
needs, defense institutions, and defense strategy. 
 
Today the situation has changed greatly.  In the last several years, it has become 
quite common in Washington, in Tokyo, or elsewhere to see uniformed 
members of the Japan Self-Defense Forces (SDF) participating actively in 
discussions of Japan’s defense policy.  It has also become commonplace to hear 
Japanese civilian bureaucrats, businessmen, academics and researchers opine 
about the necessary moves Japan must take in its security policy. 
 
It is not just the visibility that has changed in recent years.  Institutions that work 
toward the defense of Japan have evolved substantially over time, particularly in 
recent years.  The goal of this volume is to provide in one slim volume a broad 
introduction to Japan’s defense establishment today, as it stands just after the 
historic creation of a Ministry of Defense, and to introduce a perspective 
through which one can understand the nature of the many changes that have 
taken place.  Thus, this chapter aims to define “Japan’s defense establishment,” 
to provide an overview of how it has evolved and what has been driving the 
changes, and to examine some of the most recent developments in Japan’s 
defense establishment.   
 
DEFINING “JAPAN’S DEFENSE ESTABLISHMENT” 
A country’s national security policy often extends beyond addressing traditional 
military security concerns in response to evolving threats.  Such an evolution in 
the definition of the term “national security” is often reflected by which agencies 
are included in the country’s national security community.  In the United States, 
for example, it goes well beyond a small group of agencies that deal with 

N 
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conventional security threats such as the National Security Council (NSC), the 
Department of State (DOS), the Intelligence Community (IC), the Department of 
Defense (DOD) and the military services.  In the post-9/11 era in which 
everything from food safety, transportation safety and border security are 
considered critical to the country’s national security, the national security 
community in the United States now includes the agencies that have primary 
responsibilities to address non-conventional security threats such as the 
Department of Energy (DOE), the Department of Commerce (DOC), the 
Department of Justice (DOJ), including the Federal Bureau of Investigation 
(FBI), the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), the Department of 
Transportation (DOT), and so on.   
 
Japan is no different from the United States on the shifting definition of the 
concept of national security.  What is unique about Japan is the process of its 
evolution.  In contrast to the United States, where the term “national security” or 
“security” was first narrowly defined in terms of military security and was 
broadened later, the constitutional restriction on Japan’s military might have 
propelled Japan to first explore a broader concept for the term “anzen hosho” 
(security).  Thoughout most of the Cold War period, Japan’s external policy was 
anchored by the notion “keizai anzen hosho” (economic security).  It was Prime 
Minister Masayoshi Ohira that first put forward the term “sogo-teki anzen 
hosho” (comprehensive security). 15  Furthermore, Japan put forward the notion 
of “ningen no anzen hosho" (human security) in the 1990s.  In fact, it was not 
until very recently that the term “security” began to be used in the context of 
conventional military security.  Furthermore, for most of the post-World War II 
years in Japan, the term security tended to be used in the context of public 
safety.  In that vein, the National Policy Agency (NPA)—an agency that 
essentially controls all of the local police departments as well as has the primary 
jurisdiction over other national security issues such as counter-terrorism—
played a significant role in Japanese security policy.   
 
However, the change in the security environment examined below made 
Japanese—elite and public alike—aware of the importance of Japan having a 
sound military security policy that not only defends Japan from direct threats but 
also indirectly protects Japan from destabilizing forces in the world by actively 
contributing to the global security environment.  The capabilities and evolution 
of the institutions that support Japan’s military security policy is the subject of 
this volume.   
 

                                                 
15 Hughes, Christopher W. Japan’s Security Agenda: Military, Economic, and Environmental 
Dimensions. (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2004), 125. 
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In this volume, therefore, “Japan’s defense establishment” is defined as the 
community of government institutions that are directly involved in shaping and 
executing Japanese military security policy.  Japan’s defense establishment has 
two components: civilian and military.  Civilian institutions consist of the 
Internal Bureau (IB) of the MOD, MOFA, and relevant Cabinet Offices, 
primarily the Office of Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary for National Security 
and Crisis Management and its previous reincarnations.  The SDF comprises the 
military component of Japan’s defense establishment.   
 
TOWARD A MORE “NORMAL” DEFENSE 
ESTABLISHMENT? 
In the security realm, Japan often has been seen from abroad as “abnormal” 
because it relies on another great power for its military security, it eschews 
offensive weapons it has the technological and economic capability to produce, 
and it refrains from using what military power it does have to compel states to 
follow its lead.  Japan has also been seen as abnormal because it has not 
adequately come to terms with its militarist past—in sharp contrast to the model 
reformed state, postwar Germany.  Japan’s “Self-Defense Forces,” its “peace 
constitution,” its lack of representation as a permanent member of the United 
Nations Security Council primarily due to the absence of fundamental 
reconciliation with its neighbors in East Asia all strike many as examples of 
“abnormal” Japan. 
 
Many Japanese also see their state as abnormal.  For half a century prominent 
Japanese politicians, industrial leaders, intellectuals, and average citizens have 
decried Japan’s status as a “junior partner”, “little brother”, or “semi-sovereign 
state”.  A political movement was sparked in the 1990s by the published work of 
a prominent Japanese politician, Ichiro Ozawa, calling literally for Japan to 
become a “normal nation” (futsu no kuni).16  The belief that Japan provided only 
“checkbook diplomacy” in response to the 1990–91 Gulf War haunts many 
Japanese, especially conservatives and policy elites, and motivated different 
actions in Japan’s response to the 2003 Iraq invasion. 
 
Some in Japan—and abroad—believe that the United States is an example of a 
“normal” nation17, and seek to elevate the military aspects of Japan’s security 
practices to approximate Japan’s position in other international realms such as 

                                                 
16 Ozawa, Ichiro. Nihon Kaizo Keikaku (Plan to Reconstruct Japan. (Kodansha, 1993).  Its English 
translation was published with the title Blueprint for a New Japan (translated by Louisa Rubinfien, 
Kodansha International, 1994).  
 
17 There is no unified definition of what makes a country “normal”.  Here, the notion “normal 
country” can be defined as a country that does not hesitate to resort to its military force to exert its 
influence externally.  
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economic and technological prowess, a theme developed in chapter four of this 
volume.  In the years immediately following Japan’s defeat in World War II, 
many others held a greatly different view—that a state that employed its military 
as a primary instrument for conducting foreign policy was not just abnormal, but 
dangerous.  The tremendous damage to Japan—physically and 
psychologically—of World War II drove home this lesson to many.  
Disagreement over the appropriate role for Japan’s military both at home and 
abroad instigated an exhaustive political debate in early postwar Japan, and the 
debates continue to this day. 18 
 
Military security policy in Japan in recent years has clearly undergone a degree 
of “normalization” at home, beyond what long had been considered the scope of 
acceptable practice.  In the twenty-first century, Japan’s new Ministry of 
Defense and its military forces (the SDF) are accepted as fully legitimate actors, 
often called on to play support roles at home and abroad; military strategy is the 
subject of scores of articles every month in Japan’s major opinion journals, news 
weeklies, and newspaper op-ed pages; and Japan’s broader security practices—
from its attitude toward its constitution and defense cooperation with the United 
States to industrial policy over defense production and outer space use—recently 
have moved beyond the stale dogma that posed significant restrictions on such 
activities in the half century after Japan’s defeat in World War II.   
 
Today, Japan has one of the largest military budgets in the world,19 and 
possesses military capability which, by many measures, ranks among the top 
few states in the world.20  Many observers of Japanese security practices have 
also noted a series of shifts in Japanese policy in the past decade, most 
dramatically the contrast between a hamstrung Diet (Japan’s parliament) unable 
to dispatch troops for the 1991 Iraq War to SDF participation in the coalition led 
by the United States in the 2003 Iraq War, albeit still in a non-combat and 
                                                 
18 In order to analyze the likely direction and ultimate nature of Japanese security policy today, it is 
not sufficient to look at changes only in the past decade.  Instead, one must consider how Japan has 
responded to previous changes in its international environment.  Contestation over the content, and 
later the contours, of Japan’s security policies has been an enduring facet of postwar Japan, 
experiencing ebbs and flows in line with substantial changes in Japan’s domestic and international 
environment.  Oros, Adnrew. Normalizing Japan: Politics, Identity and the Evolution of Security 
Practice (forthcoming, 2007) proposes a broader framework for understanding Japanese security 
conceptually.  
 
19 The domestic market for defense-related spending is second in the world only to the United States. 
In 2004 Japan spent US$42.4 billion on defense, ranking it as the fourth largest spender in the world.  
Japan’s defense spending roughly equals that of France (US$46.2b) and the United Kingdom 
(US$47.4b), though it spends a higher proportion of its budget on military equipment, making its 
domestic defense market second only to the United States.  See SIPRI, SIPRI Yearbook (Stockholm: 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute, Stockholm.  Various years).  
 
20 Lind, Jennifer. “Pacifism, or Passing the Buck?,”  International Security Vol. 29 No. 1 (Summer 
2004), 92-121. 
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largely humanitarian role.  The SDF now has been dispatched abroad to fourteen 
countries or areas since their first overseas deployment to Cambodia in 1992.21  
The SDF also has expanded its defense cooperation and training with the United 
States military in other areas, reflected in the revised 1997 US–Japan Guidelines 
for Defense Cooperation and other areas of increased cooperation in response to 
the emergence of the global war on terrorism.  At home, the extent of SDF 
activity in disaster relief and other domestic assistance is a striking contrast to 
the delay experienced in authorizing the SDF to assist in a devastating 
earthquake in the Kobe area in 1995.   
 
Beyond the issue of deployment, the image of the SDF also has risen in the past 
decade, particularly in the last five years in the context of a deepening defense 
cooperative relationship with its US counterpart. The Transformation and 
Realignment: the US–Japan Alliance in the 21st Century,  issued by US and the 
Japanese governments at the conclusion of the October 2005 US–Japan Security 
Consultative Committee (SCC) meeting, speaks to the increasingly important 
role that the SDF has as one of the pillars that support the US–Japan alliance.22 
 
Japan has also modified its security practices in a number of ways, large and 
small, to respond to the new global and regional security environment.  Table 
1.1 provides a partial list of some of the most significant changes to Japanese 
security practice since the Taepodong overflight stirred the Diet into action after 
August 1998—including passing so-called “emergency legislation” in the Diet, 
the formal study of constitutional revision in both houses of the Diet, the 
decisions to deploy the SDF abroad for combat support missions to the Indian 
Ocean and Iraq, and greater defense cooperation with the United States.    
 
 
 
 

 
                                                 
21 The count of fourteen, as of May 2005, consists of two “special measures deployments” (to the 
Indian Ocean and to Iraq), eight instances of International Peace Cooperation Activities (Cambodia, 
Mozambique, Rwanda, Golan Heights, twice to East Timor, Afghanistan, and Iraq), and six 
instances of International Disaster Relief Activities (Honduras, Turkey, India, Iran, Thailand, and 
Indonesia).  East Timor and Iraq are counted only once each, and the Indian Ocean as a single 
region, to reach a total of fourteen.  The JDA itself lists a higher count of SDF deployments due to 
multiple “missions” within many of the above-mentioned cases – for example, ASDF activities 
based in Kuwait, GSDF activities based in Samawah, and MSDF activities in the Persian Gulf are 
counted as three instances (and areas) of overseas deployment despite all being coordinated as 
assistance to the US-led coalition in Iraq.  Further information about these deployments is provided 
in Defense of Japan 2005 (Japan Defense Agency, 2005). 
 
22 US-Japan Alliance: Transformation and Realignment for the Future, Security Consultative 
Committee Document, 29 October 2005.  
http://www.mod.go.jp/j/news/youjin/2005/10/1029_2plus2/29_e.htm.   
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Table 1.1 Important Security Policy Decisions Made by Japan, 1998–2007 

Date 
Dec. 98 
 
Aug. 99 
Dec. 99 
Jan. 00 
Nov. 01 
 
Dec. 01 
 
Mar. 02 
 
Jul. 03 
Oct. 03 
 
Dec. 03 
Jun. 04 
 
 
Dec. 04 
 
Apr. 05 
May 05 
Apr. 06 
Jun. 06 
 
Jan. 07 

Event 
Cabinet announces decisions to develop surveillance satellites (IGS) and  
pursue joint research on missile defense with the United States 
New legislation on “situations in areas surrounding Japan” passes Diet 
Security Council approves investigation into mid-air refueling 
Constitutional research commissions set up in both Houses of the Diet 
The Anti-terror Special Measures Law passes Diet , and the MSDF vessels 
were dispatched to Indian Ocean 
International Peacekeeping Operations Law was revised to allow new 
activities 
Defense Agency Establishment and SDF laws revised to establish a “ready 
reserve” for SDF 
Iraq Reconstruction Special Measures Law passes the Diet 
Three measures on “armed attack situations” pass the Diet expanding the 
regional contingency area and cooperation with the U.S. beyond 1999 law 
Introduction of the Ballistic Missile Defense system announced by Cabinet 
Cabinet announces the Basic Plan to dispatch the GSDF troops to Iraq, and 
the ASDF troops to Kuwait and Qatar 
Seven pieces of “contingency response measures” pass the Diet 
Cabinet approves the National Defense Program Guideline and the FY05-
09 Mid-Term Defense Program 
Diet Constitutional Research Commissions issue final reports 
SDF officially takes part in multilateral Cobra Gold exercise in Thailand 
Joint operational structure was officially introduced to the SDF  
Government decides to withdraw GSDF troops from Iraq, and to expand 
the ASDF transport operations in the region.   
The Japan Defense Agency is elevated to the Ministry of Defense  

Source: Primarily excerpted from Defense of Japan 2005 (Japan Defense Agency, 2005) 588-605. 
 
This brief overview of important changes is offered to supplement more detailed 
discussion of specific issue areas which appear in the following chapters of this 
volume; for example, as discussed further in Chapter Three, the Diet has 
amended the Self Defense Force Law over fifty times since 1989, compared to 
only once from its adoption in 1954 through the end of the Cold War.23  The 
events that have triggered such changes to Japanese security policy in the past 
eight years similarly are much too numerous to include on one list, or even to 
examine fully in one book chapter, but an overview of important recent drivers 
of change in Japanese security policy is outlined in the following section. 
 
JAPAN’S NEW SECURITY ENVIRONMENT 
What has been driving changes in Japanese security and defense policy in the 
post-Cold War era?  There is no single answer to this question.24  Shocks to past 
                                                 
23 Based on data provided at: http://www.houko.com/00/FS_ON.HTM.  
 
24 In the past year alone, literally dozens of articles have offered different perspectives on this 
question, including by noted specialists Michael Green, Mike Mochizuki, Chris Preble, Kenneth 
Pyle, Richard Samuels.  Two monographs published by the Center for Strategic and International 
Studies (CSIS) also provide useful overviews.   
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Japanese security practices date to even before the end of the Cold War, and 
continue throughout the post-Cold War period.  Lingering instability in East 
Asia contributes greatly to movement in Japanese security policy.  A changing 
domestic legal and political environment certainly has played a significant 
formative role.  Pressure from the United States has also played a defining role.  
As a background, this section examines briefly the changed international 
environment Japan has faced in recent years that has triggered changes in 
Japan’s defense establishment for the last fifteen years. 
 
Security “shocks” are not new to Japan—in fact, the 1990s were littered with 
them.  The 1990–91 Gulf War, a sarin gas attack on a Tokyo subway in 1995, a 
Taepodong missile overflight from North Korea in 1998 and the incursion by 
“unidentified ships” from North Korea in 1999—all underscore the uncertain 
world Japan has faced since the end of the Cold War.  More importantly, the 
Japanese public has perceived that threats have been increasing.25  This new 
series of security shocks to Japan has also made Japan—elite and general 
populace alike—aware of the inadequacy of the government’s capacity to 
address these security challenges.  Such a sense of realization resulted in Japan’s 
renewed efforts to question the viability of Japan’s security policy, and its 
current military capabilities and posture.  The Japanese government’s decision 
to revise the National Defense Program Outline (NDPO) in 1995 was the first 
concrete outcome of such efforts. 
 
In the twenty-first century, Japan seems to face both a global and regional 
security environment that looks more uncertain than ever.  Table 1.2 shows the 
major security shocks that pushed Japan to further consider its security practices 
in the past decade.  Table 1.2 illustrates that Japan not only now faces an 
uncertain global security environment, but also faces serious security concerns 
in East Asia itself.  Following shortly after the 1998 Taepodong missile launch 
by North Korea, a suspected North Korean spy ship was detected off the Noto 
Peninsula in the Sea of Japan in March 1999.  The incident was followed in 
2001 by another suspicious ship incursion into Japanese waters in southern 
Japan.  Furthermore, a Chinese nuclear submarine was detected to have entered 
in Japanese waters as recently as November 2004.  Japan’s threat perception was 
also aggravated by the September 2002 North Korean revelation of its previous 
abductions of Japanese citizens from Japanese territory and Pyongyang’s 
behavior around its suspected nuclear programs.   Anti-Japanese demonstrations 
in China in August 2004 (after a Japan–China soccer match) and in April 2005 

                                                 
25 According to the SAGE survey conducted in Autumn 2004, over ninety percent of Japanese 
considered the world a more dangerous place in 2004, compared to twenty-five years ago.  Over half 
feared an attack on Japan from abroad.  An International Study of Attitudes and Global Engagement 
(SAGE): A Comparative Study of the American and Japanese Citizenry. Washington State 
University and International Christian University. 2005. http://subsite.icu.ac.jp/coe/sage/.    
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(in response to numerous emotional issues related to past history and territorial 
disputes) as well as trade tensions and continuing barbs over each nations’ 
treatment of past history add to the growing sense of threat.  Apart from such 
discrete events, China’s steady economic and military rise continues to concern 
Japanese security planners, and is now noted with rising concern in Japanese 
defense white papers. 
 

Table 1.2 
Important Security-Related International Developments, 1998–2007 

Date 
Aug. 98 
Mar. 99 
Sept. 01 
Dec. 01 
 
Sept. 02 
Jan. 03 
Mar. 03 
Aug. 03 
Oct. 03 
Nov. 03 
Mar. 04 
Apr. 04 
May 04 
Sept. 04 
Nov. 04 
Mar. 05 
Apr. 05 
May 05 
Jul. 06 
Oct. 06 

Event 
North Korea launches Taepodong missile over Japan 
Spy ship off the Noto Peninsula leads to Coast Guard intervention 
Terrorist attacks on the United States 
Suspicious boat intercepted by the Maritime Self-Defense Force off coast 
of Kyushu 
North Korea admits to past abductions of Japanese citizens 
North Korea withdraws from Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty 
US and UK forces initiate military operations in Iraq 
First round of “six-party talks” to solve North Korea nuclear issue 
North Korea completes reprocessing of nuclear fuel rods 
Two Japanese diplomats shot to death in Iraq 
Jakarta, Indonesia terrorist bombings 
Three Japanese taken hostage in Iraq, later released unharmed 
Two Japanese journalists killed in Iraq 
Fiftieth anniversary of the JDA/SDF 
Chinese nuclear submarine detected to have entered into Japanese waters 
Japanese ship attacked in Straits of Malacca, three crew abducted 
Large-scale anti-Japanese demonstrations in Beijing and Shanghai 
North Korea announces unloading of 8,000 spent nuclear fuel rods 
North Korea conducts missile tests 
North Korea conducts nuclear test 

Source: Primarily excerpted from Defense of Japan 2005 (Japan Defense Agency, 2005). 588–605. 
 
This leaves Japan in the position to have to address not only these security 
concerns in the region but also to contribute to the security efforts and initiatives 
of its primary ally, the United States—in particular, activities related to the 
global war against terrorism in the post-9/11 world.  Once Japan chose to 
participate in these latter operations, subsequent shocks included the fatal 
shooting of two Japanese diplomats in Iraq, the kidnapping of three Japanese aid 
workers, and, later, two Japanese journalists.  Fortunately and importantly, 
though, the SDF deployed to the Middle East has so far suffered no causalities. 
 
These post-1999 developments in the global and regional security environments 
prompted Japan to further revise its security and defense policy priorities.  The 
recent effort culminated first in the form of the report issued by the Council on 
Security and Defense Capabilities (better known as the Araki Commission) in 
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October 2004 and was followed by the Japanese government’s adoption of the 
2004 National Defense Program Guidelines (NDPG).26  
 
Developments in the global and regional security environments have also 
compelled Japan to take measures to enhance Tokyo’s alliance relationship with 
the United States.  Japanese officials realized that the only way for Japan to 
ensure its own security in the post-Cold War security environment is to maintain 
a solid alliance relationship with the United States, its only treaty ally and the 
only country that is committed to defend Japan when it comes under an armed 
attack.   
 
Responding to Changes: Institutional Evolution and 
Innovation 
How has Japan’s defense establishment been adjusting to the changes in its 
security environment, and adapting its practice of its military security policy so 
far?  Until five years ago, there was very little change in the dynamics within 
Japan’s defense establishment.  For most of the post-World War II years, it had 
been hoped that the civilian institutions of the defense establishment—MOFA, 
JDA, and the Cabinet Office in charge of national security and crisis 
management—would work together to form Japanese national security strategy, 
set priorities for its security and defense policies, manage Japan’s external 
security relations including the alliance with the United States, and appropriate 
necessary resources for the SDF.  The SDF had been expected to shape a 
defense strategy that supports the goals identified in the national security 
strategy and come up with a force build-up plan that is consistent with these 
policy goals.   
 
In reality, however, for most of Japan’s post-World War II history, Japan’s 
defense establishment worked quite differently from the above expectation.  The 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)—North American Affairs Bureau, in 
particular—played the primary role in shaping Japanese security policy, and was 
the primary counterpart to the United States in managing the US–Japan alliance.  
This was because the focus of Japanese postwar security policy was anchored in 
maintaining the alliance relationship with the United States.     
 
The Cabinet Office in charge of national security and crisis management, which 
would have been an ideal and logical office to take charge in shaping Japan’s 
national security priority, historically has played a mere coordinating role in the 

                                                 
26 Note that the terminology for this plan has changed from “Outline” to “Guideline”, though the 
basic function of the planning remains the same.  Moreover, this should not be confused with the 
US–Japan Defense Guidelines, first passed in 1978 and later revised in 1997 (as discussed in 
Chapter Three). 
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process of security policymaking in Japan.  Since its first establishment in 1986 
with the name of Cabinet National Security Affairs (naikaku anzen hosho shitsu) 
under the Nakasone cabinet, the office was filled with seconded officials from 
the National Police Agency (NPA), MOFA, and JDA, and intense inter-agency 
rivalry among them forced the Cabinet Office to play a mere coordinating role 
among these three powerful institutions.  Due to MOFA’s predominant role in 
security policy and NPA’s leading role in the issues related to Japan’s internal 
security, the role of the JDA was limited to (1) ensuring that the SDF was 
prepared to repel limited-scale invasion attempts by foreign countries, and (2) 
addressing the grievances expressed by the local communities that host the SDF 
and US forces, and (3) keeping a “lid” on the activities by the SDF under the 
name of “maintaining civilian control”.   
 
The SDF, as the military component of Japan’s defense establishment, would 
have been expected to give “teeth” to Japanese defense policy in support of 
Japan’s national security policy goals.  But its activities were long restricted to 
within Japanese borders under the principle of maintaining an exclusive self-
defense oriented defense posture derived from the prohibition of the use of force 
“as a means to settle international disputes” enshrined in Article Nine of the 
Japanese constitution.  Therefore, it built up its forces based on the notion that 
Japan would only have a basic defense capability that would demonstrate just 
enough deterrent capability so as not to make the area around Japan into a power 
vacuum—the concept that came to be known as the Basic Defense Capability 
Concept (Kiban-teki Bouei-ryoku Kousou).    
   
Since the end of the Cold War, Japan’s defense establishment has begun to 
undergo a great deal of change.  The pace of change seems to have accelerated 
in the aftermath of the 9/11 terrorist attacks on the United States in 2001.  
Drivers of change include shifting domestic political forces, new demands and 
challenges from important international actors such as the United States and 
China, and, more broadly, a changed international environment posing new 
threats—issues outlined briefly above and in greater detail in the following 
chapters of the volume.   
 
At the policy level, Japan has twice embarked on a comprehensive revision of its 
security and defense policy in the past fifteen years, as the Japanese 
government’s adoption of the 1995 National Defense Program Outline (NDPO) 
followed by the approval of the 2004 National Defense Program Guideline 
(NDPG) indicates.  In addition, the Japanese government has begun to actively 
consider revision of some of its long-held principles in Japanese security policy.  
Such principles under re-consideration include Article Nine of the postwar 
constitution (in particular Japan’s self-imposed ban on the exercise of the right 
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of collective self-defense), the Basic Principles of National Defense (kokubo no 
kihon honshin), the Basic Defense Capability Concept, the three principles on 
arms exports, non-nuclear policy, and the peaceful use of outer space policy.   
 
Moreover, institutional frameworks and practices within both civilian and 
military components of Japan’s defense establishment have been re-organized 
and re-oriented to reflect new missions and priorities.  On the civilian side, 
MOFA has undergone several reorganization efforts in the past decade to allow 
a more integrated policy-making process within the ministry, in particular as 
part of broader government-wide administrative reform implemented in 2001.  
As noted above, the North American Bureau historically has been the key player 
in shaping Japanese security policy by managing Japan’s alliance relationship 
with the United States.  A weak point of this practice, however, has been that the 
views on security policy issues presented by MOFA often are not part of a 
unified MOFA position.  For instance, while the North American Affairs Bureau 
tends to take relatively more forward-leaning positions on the issue in Japanese 
security policy, other bureaus within MOFA such as the Treaties Bureau and the 
Asian Affairs Bureau often take a more cautious position.  Disagreements 
among the major bureaus often delay the policy- and decision-making process 
within MOFA, which has placed the Japanese government in the mode of 
constantly reacting to external events rather than proactively putting Japan’s 
own agenda forward.27 
 
In order to improve the inter-bureau coordination and make the policymaking 
process more efficient, MOFA abolished the United Nations Bureau and 
replaced it with the Foreign Policy Bureau (Sogo Gaikou Seisaku Kyoku) in 
1993.  The Bureau’s Director-General (DG) was granted more seniority vís à vís 
other DG-level positions within MOFA so that he/she could muster greater 
bureaucratic prowess in the policy-making process.  Also, the Security Policy 
Division within the Foreign Policy Bureau was granted the primary 
responsibility to address all security issues that are not bilateral in nature. 
           
The JDA, now Ministry of Defense (MOD), also has begun to play a greater role 
in shaping Japanese security and defense policies, including the management of 
the US–Japan alliance.  The trend is evident when one compares the JDA’s role 
in the first round of efforts to redefine the US–Japan alliance in the mid-1990s 
with that during the Defense Policy Review Initiative (DPRI) which took place 
from December 2002 to May 2006.  While MOFA played a predominant role in 
the negotiation with the United States in the former, it was clear in the case of 
the DPRI that the JDA, particularly the IB, took the lead in the negotiation.   

                                                 
27 Green, Michael J. Japan’s Reluctant Realism: Foreign Policy Challenges in an Era of Uncertain 
Power. (Palgrave, New York, 2001), 35–75. 
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The elevation of the JDA’s profile in Japan’s defense establishment is intimately 
linked with Japan’s deepening alliance with the United States and the SDF’s 
increasing role both in ensuring Japan’s internal and external security.  In the 
context of the US–Japan alliance, the JDA’s voices began to be heard more 
loudly as the nature of the alliance consultation between Tokyo and Washington 
evolves into a discussion that focuses on how US forces and the SDF can 
operate together more effectively in the defense of Japan, regional 
contingencies, and multinational activities beyond “the Far East”.  In response to 
increasing pressure from the international community for Japan dispatching the 
SDF to participate in various multinational operations, the JDA, as a supervisory 
institution of the SDF, began to have greater input in the deliberation of whether 
Japan should dispatch the SDF for certain overseas missions.  A series of 
corruption charges in acquisition and procurement offices also prompted the 
JDA to implement an extensive reorganization in the summer of 2005.  Further 
reorganization was implemented when the JDA formally became a cabinet 
ministry and assumed the name of the Ministry of Defense in January 2007, 
which included the consolidation of acquisition and procurement offices.  JDA’s 
elevation to the MOD, thereby achieving a bureaucratic status that is on par with 
MOFA, its arch-rival in the bureaucratic security policymaking process, will no 
doubt affect inter-agency dynamics, possibly fueling further rivalry between the 
MOD and MOFA.   
 
Most importantly, the role to be played by the Cabinet in Japanese security 
policy is in the greatest flux at the time of this writing.  When Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe assumed office in September 2006, he put “enhancement of the 
function of the cabinet in national security affairs” as one of his policy 
priorities.28  He showed his eagerness to lessen his dependence on bureaucrats by 
creating five new positions of Special Assistant for the Prime Minister, one of 
which is the Special Assistant for the Prime Minister for National Security 
Affairs.  Abe also launched two advisory groups that would explore ways to 
strengthen the Cabinet’s leadership in the area of national security policy.  One 
advisory group will explore the utility of an office that would function similarly 
to the US National Security Council (NSC), reporting directly to the prime 
minister.  The other group will examine ways for the cabinet to enhance its 
capacity to gather and analyze intelligence that would help the Prime Minister 
make timely decisions in time of crisis.  Both advisory groups are expected to 
submit their recommendations to Prime Minister Abe in February 2007.  Should 
the recommendations of the advisory groups be implemented and a Japanese 
version of a US-style National Security Council and some form of an 

                                                 
28 Policy Speech by Shinzo Abe to the 165th Session of the Diet.  29 September 2006.  
http://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/abespeech/2006/09/29syosin.html.  
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intelligence organization that reports directly to the prime minister be created, 
they will bring additional institutional changes to Japan’s defense establishment. 
 
The SDF has also begun an earnest effort to transform itself to better adapt to 
the changes both in the security environment and the mission that they are now 
expected to fulfill.  The JDA’s decision to transition the SDF into a joint 
operational system was one of the highlights of these efforts.  With this decision, 
the Joint Staff Council—which had functioned merely as the coordinator among 
the Air, Ground and Maritime Staff Offices with no real authority—was 
replaced with the Joint Staff Office.  The chairman of the Joint Staff Council 
now holds authority to make decisions on all issues related to SDF operations.29        
 
CONCLUSION 
In the last fifteen years, Japan’s defense establishment has acquired a new face.  
Indeed, what we see today in Japan’s defense policy community is an 
accumulation of fifteen years of struggle to respond to shifting security inputs 
both domestically and from abroad.  While these developments remain 
intriguing, they are still within the realm of the incremental changes that have 
been happening in Japan.   
 
Still, the efforts in the last fifteen years have resulted in a substantive change in 
Japan’s existing defense establishment.   Thus, while it may not be 
fundamentally “new”, the Japanese defense establishment that we see today at 
minimum has a new face.  But does the new face mean new functions?  Does it 
result in changes in the way security matters are conceptualized, debated, and 
handled in the Japanese political system more broadly?  As examined above, a 
great deal of uncertainty exists in the current and future roles of the civilian 
institutions of Japan’s defense establishment in this regard.  But what about 
other elements in Japan’s defense establishment?  The following chapters in this 
volume will attempt to answer this very question in relation to four areas of 
dynamic change in Japan’s defense establishment: the capabilities of the SDF, 
the political debate over—and actual dispatch of—the SDF going abroad, 
Japan’s alliance relationship with the United States, and Japan’s role in a 
broader security architecture for East Asia. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
29 Japan Defense Agency. Defense of Japan 2005. 123–127. 




