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Japan’s Security Identity

Since the end of the Cold War, there has been a significant change in
Japanese security policy, as Japan’s security identity has shifted from a
peace state to an international state. In this book, Bhubhindar Singh argues
that from the 1990s onwards, the Japanese security policymaking elite
recognized that its earlier approach to security policy which was influenced
by the peace-state security identity was no longer appropriate. Rather, as a
member of the international community, Japan had to carve out a respon-
sible role in regional and international security affairs, which required
greater emphasis on the role of the military in Japan’s security policy.

To explore the change in Japan’s security identity and its associated
security behaviour, this book contrasts the three areas that define and shape
Japanese security policy: Japan’s conception (or definition) of national
security; the country’s contribution, in military terms, to regional and inter-
national affairs; and the changes to the security policymaking regime
responsible for the security policy formulation. Further, it seeks to challenge
the dominant realist interpretation of Japanese security policy by adopting
an identity-based approach and showing how while realist accounts cor-
rectly capture the trajectory of Japanese post-Cold War security policy, they
fail to explain the underlying causes of the change in Japanese security
behaviour in the post-Cold War period.

This book is an important addition to the current literature on Japanese
security policy, and will be of great use to students and scholars interested in
Japanese and Asian politics, as well as security studies and international
relations more broadly.

Bhubhindar Singh is Assistant Professor and Deputy Head of the Centre of
Multilateralism Studies at the S. Rajaratnam School of International Stu-
dies, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.
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Preface

This book was conceived after I cleared my dissertation at the University of
Sheffield in 2006. My dissertation, entitled ‘Japanese post-Cold War security
policy: crises and security identity transformation’, examined the relation-
ship between external military crises and Japanese security policy develop-
ment in the post-Cold War period. The dissertation essentially had two
parts. The first sought to show that there was a change in Japanese security
policy between the Cold War and the post-Cold War periods. This was an
important premise of the argument examined there. This change was
expressed through a shift in Japanese security identity from a peace state to
an international state. The second part examined what caused this shift in
the post-Cold War period. The answer to this question was external military
crises. After the completion of the dissertation, I thought both parts of the
dissertation’s argument deserved deeper and more focused analyses. Hence,
this book focuses on the first part of the argument that examines the shift in
Japanese security identity from a peace state to an international state. This
narrative is built on three papers I have published since: ‘Japan’s security
policy: from a peace state to an international state’, The Pacific Review, 21
(3), September 2008: 303-25; ‘Peacekeeping in Japanese security policy:
international-domestic contexts interaction’, European Journal of Inter-
national Relations, 17 (3), September 2011: 429-52; and ‘Japan’s reconcep-
tualization of national security: the impact of globalization’, International
Relations of the Asia-Pacific, 11 (3), September 2011: 491-530 (with Philip
Shetler-Jones).
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1 Introduction

This book is about the change in Japanese security policy between the Cold
War and post-Cold War periods. This change is examined in the context
of the new security roles (understood as military roles) that Japan’s Self-
Defence Force (SDF) has adopted in the post-Cold War period. Three areas
especially stand out and have been well documented in the literature. First,
Japan’s SDF has incorporated humanitarian and disaster relief duties,
including peacekeeping, into its mandate. The foundation was laid with the
passing of the ‘Law Concerning Cooperation for United Nations Peace-
keeping Operations and Other Operations’ (also known as the International
Peace Cooperation Law (IPCL)) in 1992, which authorized the deploy-
ment of the SDF to United Nations-mandated peacekeeping operations
(UNPKOs). Second, Japan deepened and widened the responsibilities of the
SDF in the context of US-Japan defence cooperation. This was mainly in
the form of rear-area logistical support to the United States (US) military
during periods of peace and crisis in the Asia-Pacific region following the
revisions of the defence guidelines that were passed by the Japanese
National Diet in 1999. The bilateral defence relationship saw further
strengthening in the first decade of the 2000s through Japan’s proactive
participation in the US-led ‘war on terror’. The SDF was deployed to the
Indian Ocean for Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) to support the US
and other militaries following the passage of the Anti-Terrorism Special
Measures Law (ATSML) in 2001, and was again deployed to Iraq for
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) to provide non-combat logistical and
reconstruction support following the passing of the Iraqi Reconstruction
Law in 2003. Finally, Japan joined other concerned states in combating
the rise of piracy incidents in the Gulf of Aden. It deployed Maritime SDF
(MSDF) destroyers off the coast of Somalia to guard vessels from Japan and
other countries under maritime police action provision in the SDF Law. To
support the MSDF’s long-term commitment to this mission, the Japanese
government has set up a base in Djibouti — its first full-scale overseas base.

Compared to its Cold War security policy, these roles indicate a sig-
nificant shift in Japanese post-Cold War security policy — a shift that points
towards a more active security posture for the SDF in regional and
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international affairs. This point is widely accepted in the available literature
on Japanese post-Cold War security policy. However, what is interesting
about this shift is that these new security roles adopted by the SDF in
the post-Cold War period, while significant, came with restrictions. These
roles have largely occurred in non-combat and support areas, and the SDF’s
participation has been targeted at international activities that address global
security challenges. This research aims to analyse what these changes mean
for Japanese security policy and what kind of role(s) Japan would assume in
the regional and international security affairs in the post-Cold War period.
This research is confined to the period starting from the onset of the post-
war period to the end of Liberal Democratic Party (LDP)’s political rule in
August 2009 when it suffered an electoral defeat at the hands of the Demo-
cratic Party of Japan (DPJ) in the national general election. The reason for
selecting this period is that the foundation for an activist security policy
for Japan was laid during the LDP’s dominant tenure of the political system.
Nevertheless, the DPJ’s security policy practice will be discussed in detail
in the concluding chapter — a discussion that will show that the DPJ is also
committed to pursuing an activist or internationalist security policy.

Argument

The underlying premise of the argument proposed here is that the Japanese
post-Cold War security policy has undergone a high (significant) level of
change compared to its Cold War policy. As will be discussed in detail in the
following chapter, this aspect of significant change in Japanese post-Cold
War security policy has been captured in the extant literature by works
that fall under the realism category published from the 1990s onwards, and
especially in the first decade of the 2000s following Japan’s active participa-
tion in the US-led military campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. Relying on
reasons such as the shift in the East Asian balance of power unfavourable to
Japanese interests (characterized by China’s political, economic and military
rise as well as North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile programmes),
Japan’s own economic stagnation and the shift within the Japanese political
system towards the right of the political spectrum, the realists have
argued for, and rightly so, the significant change between Japan’s Cold
War and post-Cold War security policies, namely in terms of an expanded
security policy in the military-strategic dimension of the regional and inter-
national affairs.

However, as argued here, these analyses fall short. Japan has not fulfilled
the realist expectations of pursuing a solely power-based security policy.
This point becomes reasonably clear and even striking in light of Japan’s
response to the shift in the East Asian balance of power that is argued
to be unfavourable to its national interests. Japan has not increased its
defence expenditure; in fact, its defence budget has decreased since the early
2000s. Japan has not pursued the nuclear option even after North Korea’s
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declaration of its nuclear capability following the tests in 2006 and 2009.
Instead, Japan has carved out a security role that contributes to the huma-
nitarian and disaster relief efforts that address global security challenges,
such as through peacekeeping activities. To be sure, Japan did strengthen
the US-Japan security relationship through greater institutionalization of
bilateral defence cooperation and interoperability of the two militaries.
However, these new defence roles within the alliance have mainly occurred
in support or non-combat military roles, such as the provision of rear-
area logistical support for the US military, as mentioned earlier. In short,
Japanese security roles have expanded but not in line with the expectations
that conform to the power-based analyses of realism.

The argument presented here attributes the change in Japan’s security
roles to the shift in the role conceptions or identity that determine Japan’s
role in regional and international security affairs. Applying an identity-based
perspective, this change is explained by a transformation (which is ongoing)
in Japan’s security identity from a peace-state security identity (based on the
Yoshida Doctrine) in the Cold War period to an international-state security
identity in the post-Cold War world. What this means is that the Japanese
security policymaking elite recognized that its Cold War approach to secur-
ity policy influenced by the peace-state security identity was inappropriate
in the post-Cold War period. Japan could no longer avoid incorporating a
military dimension into its external security policy. Being a member of the
international community, Japan had to carve out a responsible role in
regional and international security affairs. In particular, this change in per-
spective within the Japanese leadership resulted in the introduction of
a greater military role in Japan’s post-Cold War security policy. These new
roles do not fulfil the realists’ expectations of Japan becoming a great
power, but they do fulfil Japan’s objectives of contributing to international
peace and security as a responsible actor. As argued here, the new security
roles are influenced by a new security identity, that is, the international-state
security identity.

The change in Japan’s security identity from a peace state to an inter-
national state is elucidated by examining the normative context within
which Japanese security policy is produced and reproduced. It is contended
here that there is a shift in the normative context, which engendered the
transformation of Japan’s security identity and its resultant security policy.
Three core aspects of the normative context are examined. The first
is Japan’s territorial conception or definition of national security in military-
strategic terms, namely whether the security policymaking elite applied a
narrow (self-defence) or wide (self-defence plus regional and/or international
security) conception in formulating its security policy. The second aspect of
the normative context is the extent to which Japan’s SDF was active in
regional and international affairs in military terms. This refers to whether
the SDF avoided involvement in security affairs or became involved
in maintaining peace and stability and/or the resolution of military crises in



