Japan: Harmony by Accident?
TAKU ISHIKAW A

Introduction: Taking the Asian Lead in MD

Japan has been, at least seemingly, the most enthusiastic supporter of the
American ballistic missile defence (BMD) programme, with the probable
exception only of Israel.! Tokyo started joint technical research for the
Navy Theater Wide, presently known as the Sea-based Midcourse Defense
or as the Aegis missile defence programme, with the US in 1999. In December
2003 Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi’s cabinet decided to introduce the
Patriot Advanced Capability (PAC-3) and the Sea-based Midcourse. In July
2005, the Diet passed a bill to provide a legal framework for operating a
missile defence (MD) system.2 While several other states, such as Australia
and India,’ recently have come to show some interest in MD cooperation
with the United States, no states except for Japan, Germany and Italy have
decided to introduce anti-missile systems yet.*

Nevertheless, few public debates on MD have occurred in Japan. Of
course, because of the basic decision to introduce anti-missile systems,
there have been quite a few articles on this issue, discussing both the pros
and cons, many of which have indicated the necessity of an ‘open discussion’
or a ‘national debate’ on MD.> However, the Japanese government was able
to make a deployment decision without facing serious opposition. Moreover,
the decision itself did not bring about intense discussion, even though it has
been widely pointed out that the introduction of anti-missile systems in
Japan would have important implications for the future of the country’s
security.

Why has there been no substantial discussion on such an important issue?
What enabled the Koizumi cabinet to make a deployment decision without
generating any strong opposition or fierce controversy? Does the absence of
intense discussion mean that the Japanese public did not play any important
role in the decision-making process? This paper examines these questions,
assuming that answering them will most likely lead to solving another
puzzle, that is: why has Japan been among the allies taking the lead in MD
cooperation with the United States?
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The first section of this paper briefly describes the development of
Japanese—American cooperation on BMD, in which we can find one of the
answers to the questions above. The second section focuses on the strategic
environment in which Japan is located, describing the evolution of real and
potential threats to Japan in the post-Cold War era, and the following
section examines how the broad range of non-proliferation measures, whose
importance has increased in the new strategic environment, tend to be
valued vis-a-vis MD in Japan. In the last section, the topic of how Japan’s
identity has been transformed in the changing environment and the impli-
cation of such changes on missile defence are analysed. By so doing, we
can explore some other answers to the questions above as well, including
the aspect of how Japan’s MD has been constructed.

Stimuli to Development

Collaboration on MD, in a broad sense, between the two countries dates from
the mid-1980s, when Washington asked its allies to cooperate on its Strategic
Defense Initiative (SDI) programme.® After deliberation, and with much
hesitation, the Japanese government decided to initiate limited cooperation
primarily at a private level. Thus, the Western Pacific Missile Defence
Architecture Study (WESTPAC) started in 1989, with private corporations,
such as Mitsubishi Heavy Industries, as Japanese participants.

The WESTPAC continued until 1993 when cooperation between Tokyo
and Washington became more official. In May 1993, Secretary of Defense
Les Aspin announced the decision to reorganize the ballistic missile
defence programme, and came up with the Theatre Missile Defence (TMD)
initiative. It aimed not only at the protection of American allies and friends,
but also to protect American forces abroad from short- or medium-range
missiles as a major pillar of the new BMD programme.7 Then, in September,
Aspin visited Japan and requested Tokyo to participate in this project.
However, since Japan was not ready to take any drastic step towards develop-
ment and possible deployment at this point,® the Japan Defence Agency
agreed only to set up a bilateral working group. The Japanese—American
TMD Working Group was established in December, in order to study how
to cooperate in this area. Its bilateral study was established in September
1994, in order to conduct more intensive research on technological aspects.

Subsequently, according to Gordon R. Mitchell, ‘U.S. corporations and
defense officials lobbied heavily for Japan to endorse the TMD concept and
pursue collaborative missile defense projects’. Whether or not ‘such back
room lobbying’ served as a constraint on public discussion on BMD in
Japan as Mitchell suggests,” the Defence Agency was able to conduct feasi-
bility studies without attracting much attention from the public, although it
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was undeniably motivated by Washington’s pressure. In mid-1996, the
Defence Agency initiated fairly large-scale simulation research, and con-
cluded presumably by early 1997 that a combination of the Navy Theater
Wide and the PAC-3 would be the best option for the country. This was equi-
valent to one of the four deployment options which the US had presented
to Japan in June 1994,'" and the simulation research largely depended on
the data and information provided by the United States."

Thus, the Defence Agency’s inclination towards the Navy Theater Wide
and PAC-3 option was largely urged by Washington. However, at the same
time, for the Agency, it was a path that could serve as a delaying tactic.
The Navy Theater Wide was the newest and most sophisticated among the
four major TMD programmes, including the PAC-3, the Theater High Altitude
Area Defense, and the Navy Area Defense. Hence the Navy Theater Wide and
PAC-3 option was supposed to enable Japan to gain several more years for
deliberation about development or deployment. It is also noteworthy that
the Navy Theater Wide programme left greater room for technological
cooperation than the other systems.

Nonetheless, the Defence Agency had to remain cautious throughout 1997,
primarily due to strong concerns within the government about the financial
burden.'> The Defence Agency successfully deferred making any further
commitment even without resorting to the ‘delaying tactic’ officially. While
it kept talking with the US, the agency tried to make a consensus within its
own bureaucracy and then the government as a whole. By late spring
of 1998, the Defence Agency got ready, and began to consider when
and how to announce its decision to intensify BMD cooperation with the
United States. An important question was whether to announce it before or
after Chinese President Jiang Zemin’s visit to Japan scheduled in autumn."?

The Democratic Peoples Republic of Korea’s (DPRK) launch of a
Taepodong missile over Japanese territory on 31 August 1998 paved the way.
Within less than a month, Japan agreed with the US to initiate joint technical
research on the Navy Theater Wide. The Japanese government also decided to
launch an early warning satellite, despite initial US opposition. At this point, a
curious incident happened: almost no attention was paid to the PAC-3. Suddenly,
the term TMD, used especially in the Japanese media, became almost equivalent
to Navy Theater Wide. Thus, the onset of bilateral joint research on the Navy
Theater Wide in the following year contributed to covering up the fact that
Tokyo would have to make a decision to introduce the PAC-3 sooner or later,
probably before the joint research entered the development phase.

As aresult, no serious discussion took place on the necessity and adequacy
of deploying the PAC-3, which had been originally developed primarily as an
anti-Scud system, until the Defence Agency decided to introduce the Patriot as
well as the Aegis systems in 2003. Almost no one questioned either the
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efficacy of the PAC-3 against North Korea’s Nodong missile with a longer
range than Scud missiles, or the concept of layered defence, whose importance
had been emphasized not only by the US side but also by the Defence Agency.
This was despite the fact that the PAC-3, in charge of lower-tier intercepts,
could cover a far smaller area than could the Navy Theater Wide.

Besides, once the joint technical research had begun, the media coverage
of TMD per se decreased further, probably because most stories about the joint
research were too technical, many considered that the Navy Theater Wide pro-
gramme was still in its infancy and hence no further step would be taken in the
near future, and public attention was clearly attracted to the legislation to
support the new Japanese — American Defense Guidelines agreed in September
1997,14 and then, albeit to a lesser degree, to the US National Missile Defense
(NMD) programmes instead.

With regard to the guidelines legislation, the notorious concept of ‘areas
surrounding Japan’ in particular caused a nationwide debate in Japan. Until
then, Tokyo had been able to send its Self-defence Forces abroad only to
participate in UN peacekeeping and humanitarian relief operations, under
the 1992 International Peace Co-operation Law, but the passage of the
Defense Guidelines bills in May 1999 enabled Japan to play certain military
roles, though strictly limited to non-combatant ones, in support of US forces
responding to contingencies in the surrounding areas. And this is why the
new guidelines and the guidelines bills stirred up fierce controversy.

Keeping up with the Bush Administration

In contrast, the absence of intense debate on BMD continued, as if nothing had
been going on between Japan and the US concerning this issue, until the
George W. Bush administration began to push hard for the development
and deployment of a robust anti-missile system. Some Japanese sceptics
and critics of MD then began to express renewed concerns over Washington’s
utmost determination to implement its plans. President Bush’s speech to the
National Defense University on May 2001 raised more anxieties. Many
sceptics and critics considered that the removal of the distinction between
‘theatre’ and ‘national’ would increase the possibility for Japan’s BMD to
be more integrated into the US system, thereby increasing the danger of
‘entrapment’. They also renewed a concern that Japan’s participation in the
American MD programme might conflict with the Constitution, which
banned the exercise of the right to collective self-defence according to the
present official interpretation, or lead to the violation of the three principles
on arms export, which virtually prohibit any arms delivery."’

Even the Japanese government seemed dismayed by the new MD plan
outlined by President Bush, and then further accelerated by the events of
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September 11 despite the barely existing connection between MD and
terrorism. The growing perplexity in Japan was clearly reflected in Defence
Agency Director General Gen Nakatani’s emphasis on Japan’s ‘own initiat-
ive’ in operating such a system.'® However, the changes in the American pro-
gramme did not affect Tokyo’s interest in cooperation after all. As an
American analyst put it, while trying to ‘avoid addressing the collective
defense issue arising out of the changed US missile defense strategy’,
Japanese officials ‘concentrated on protecting Japan’s option to acquire a
BMD capability’.!” Here as well, the form of ‘joint technical research’,
which was separated from acquisition or deployment, according to the
Defence Agency,'® served the Japanese government’s purpose of maintaining
the missile defence cooperation with the United States.

The Bush administration’s withdrawal from the Anti-Ballistic Missile
(ABM) Treaty, announced in December 2001 and coming into effect in June
2002, meant that the US deployment decision was imminent, and hence that
Tokyo would soon have to decide to go beyond the research phase. The Japanese
government might have faced stronger domestic opposition if North Korea had
not admitted the abduction of some Japanese citizens during Koizumi’s visit to
Pyongyang in September 2002, and if it had not admitted running a secret
nuclear programme the following month. Defence Agency Director General
Shigeru Ishiba soon started to mention the possibility of moving on to the devel-
opment phase, while the US was reportedly pressing Japan to do so.'® And then,
in December 2002, on the same day as the Bush administration decided to begin
deployment of a set of MD capabilities in 2004, Japan and the US agreed to
acknowledge ‘the need to continue current U.S.-Japan cooperative research on
ballistic missile defense technologies and to infensify consultation and
cooperation on missile defense’.*

By that time, Washington had begun deployment of the PAC-3, and in the
Gulf War of 2003, this weapon was used for the first time. Almost as a matter
of course, American pressure on Japan to introduce this system increased.
Ishiba soon began to suggest fielding the PAC-3,%' which had been almost
forgotten in the MD discourse in Japan as described above. Before long, a
consensus emerged within the Defence Agency, urged on by the US, that
Japan should introduce not only the PAC-3 but also the Sea-based Midcourse,
regardless of the course of the joint technical research on the Navy Theater
Wide, which had been proven to be a more advanced type of the Sea-based
Midcourse.?” Thus, by the summer of 2003, the Defence Agency set out an
intention to include a budget for the Patriot and the Aegis systems in its
estimated budget request for 2004, which was scheduled to be issued in
late August.

Although the budget was reduced to some extent in the subsequent nego-
tiations with the Ministry of Finance,** which was very critical of any increase
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in defence spending, the Koizumi cabinet authorized the introduction of the
two systems, as well as the continuation of the joint technical research in
December.”* The Cabinet Secretary Yasuo Fukuda issued a statement that
read:

The Government of Japan, recognizing that rapid progress on the rel-
evant technologies of BMD has recently been made and that technologi-
cal feasibility of BMD system is high, and noting that BMD system is
suitable for our exclusively defensive national defense policy, decided
to introduce the multi-layered defense system based on the Aegis
BMD system and Patriot PAC-3. . %

Fukuda also said that since it would ‘be operated based on Japan’s inde-
pendent judgment’, and would not be used for defending third countries, the
MD system would ‘not raise any problems with regard to the issue of the
right of collective self-defense’, but he suggested that there would still
remain some legal issues to tackle in terms of operating the system. While
the examination of the legal aspects continued within the government through-
out 2004, the intermittent consultations with the US after the deployment
decision conceivably focused more on the development aspects. In December
2004, the Koizumi cabinet approved the new National Defence Programme
Outline, which not only emphasized the importance of MD as well as
the alliance with the US, but also ‘took the unprecedented step of mentioning
China as a potential threat’.?® At the same time the government announced
that the three arms export principles would not be applied to possible joint
development and production of MD systems with the United States.>’

A few days later, Tokyo and Washington exchanged diplomatic notes, and
then signed a Memorandum of Understanding, calling for a framework of
comprehensive cooperation on BMD. According to Defence Agency Director
General Yoshinori Ohno, this agreement makes the further exchange of diplo-
matic notes unnecessary when Japan decides to promote the joint technical
study to the development phase® — the move Washington has long
wanted.?’ Then in August 2005, without waiting for cabinet approval, the
Defence Agency reflected its intention to proceed with this move in its
budget request for the next fiscal year.’® In the meantime, Ohno announced
that Japan and the United States had agreed to license production of PAC-3
by Mitsubishi Heavy Industries.”’

With regard to the legal issues, the Koizumi cabinet approved a bill to
revise laws concerning the operation of a BMD system in February 2005.
The bill passed by the Diet aims at simplifying the procedures of intercepting
incoming missiles. Though not related to MD directly, the government
enacted contingency legislation consecutively in 2003 and 2004, which signi-
fied that ‘Japanese security policy has entered a new phase’, according to a
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newspaper editorial critical of the legislation.** It is definite that Japan has
been advancing steadily towards its own ‘new strategic framework’, closely
interwoven with the American version of course, in which MD would
occupy an important position, as described in the new National Defence
Programme Outline.

A Transformed Strategic Environment

As seen in the previous section, the Japanese government has been gradually
expanding MD cooperation with the US — sometimes reluctantly and grud-
gingly, sometimes rather positively. Although this trend has been considerably
promoted by American pressure, it is undeniable that certain changes in
Japan’s strategic environment as well have pushed Tokyo towards the pro-
MD stance.

First of all, North Korea has kept providing Japan with incentives, and
excuses as well. The start of the Japanese—American TMD Working Group
was largely prompted, and justified at the same time, by the North Korean
launch of the Nodong missile in May 1993. This launch was carried out as
part of the brinkmanship which North Korea engaged in during the first
nuclear crisis. Though its nuclear development was frozen, at least ostensibly,
by the US-DPRK Agreed Framework of 1994, Pyongyang’s missile develop-
ment apparently continued. This crisis, together with the Nodong launch,
enhanced the value of MD within Japanese defence policy as a whole.>

Likewise, North Korea launched the Taepodong missile in 1998 while it
was holding high-level talks with Washington, which was followed by the
Japanese—American agreement of September 1998 to begin joint research
on the Navy Theater Wide. Although, as previously mentioned, it did not
cause the government’s decision in itself, the Taepodong launch served to
minimize public opposition and facilitate the Defence Agency in emphasizing
the North Korean missile threat,>* and hence promoted the decision.

Kim Jong II’s admission of the abductions and the way the North Koreans
dealt with this issue created strong resentment among the Japanese public,®
probably contrary to North Korea’s expectations.® The second nuclear
crisis, which broke out shortly after Koizumi and Kim signed the Pyongyang
Declaration of September 2002, fuelled anti-North Korean feelings in Japan.
Young politicians of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party soon took an initi-
ative to equip Tokyo with leverage against Pyongyang, preparing bills
enabling the government to impose economic sanctions on North Korea.
For many of those who supported such a hard-line stance, MD could be a
useful ‘leverage’. Of course, for many Japanese, missile defence was more
than just that. Now that the abductions by the North Koreans proved to be
true after a quarter century of denial and neglect, the North Korean threat
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was now widely believed to be real, and one which Japan should address
immediately. For many, BMD seemed to be an effective answer.

Missile defence critics in Japan, many of whom had been rather ‘soft’ on
North Korea, lost their persuasiveness considerably, due to their ‘criminal
record’ of underestimating the North Korean threat, or of denying the exist-
ence of the abduction issue, which they had consistently called ‘fabrication’.
This contributed considerably to the absence of intense public debate.

Thus, the decision to deploy the Patriot and the Aegis systems would have
been more difficult without a somewhat bizarre and rapidly unfolding chain of
events since Koizumi’s visit to Pyongyang. It is important to note that the
PAC-3 was already available in the US, however ineffective it might be
against the Nodong.?” Even though the Defence Agency’s decision to intro-
duce the PAC-3 was urged by strong American pressure,’® the fact that this
technology existed already in the United States supposedly helped justify
the decision to introduce the Patriot in Japan, considering the very real exist-
ence of the North Korean threat.*

The second factor behind Japan’s involvement in MD is China. The end of
the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union enabled Beijing to look
southward, which made its theatre missiles more threatening to Japan.
Together with the increase in its military capabilities sustained by its rapid
economic growth, the Chinese nuclear tests, conducted every year since
1992, invoked caution and resentment in Japan.

The Taiwan Strait Crisis of 1995-96, in which China conducted missile
launch exercises, further fuelled Japan’s wariness of the ‘rising China’ and
its nuclear and missile threat. It is undeniable that the crisis, which reached
its peak in March 1996, had a considerable effect on the revision of the
Japanese—American Defense Guidelines, although Masahiro Akiyama, who
served as Director General of the Bureau of Defence Policy and then as
Administrative Vice Minister of the Defence Agency from 1995 to 1997,
tried to play down its impact.*® It was agreed to revise the guidelines in
April 1996, when Prime Minister Ryutaro Hashimoto and President
Bill Clinton signed the Japan—US Joint Declaration on Security. The declara-
tion also stated that the two countries would ‘continue to cooperate in
the ongoing study on ballistic missile defense’.*' Although Tokyo does not
intend to use its MD capabilities to defend Taiwan, the crisis further fuelled
Japan’s wariness over China, and hence reinforced the recognition within
the government of the necessity to proceed with BMD cooperation with the
United States.

Jiang Zemin’s visit to Japan in November 1998 had different but
considerably significant impacts on the country’s MD policy, as well as on
public attitudes towards it. His emphasis on the history question clearly
provoked anti-Chinese feelings among the Japanese public.*? By that time,
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many Japanese had already been satiated with demands from Asian nations for
an apology for wartime atrocities. More recently, however, a slight majority of
the public seems to be satiated in turn with Prime Minister Koizumi’s persist-
ence in visiting Yasukuni Shrine, which has strained relations with China and
South Korea.** As Kiichi Fujiwara of the University of Tokyo contends, such
demands have stimulated the recent rise of ‘narrative of a nation’ in Japan,
which tends to justify Japan’s wartime policies, and the growth of nationalism
among the Japanese public.** In the same vein, Jiang’s adherence to the
history question fuelled Japanese nationalism, and thereby facilitated the
initiation of joint technical research on missile defence in the following year.

A Japanese analyst argued that the Chinese leadership learned a lesson
from this experience, and subsequently toned down its rhetoric on the
history question. And, she contends, the shift in China’s Japan policy, together
with some other factors, led Beijing to tone down its anti-MD rhetoric as
well.*> The Chinese opposition to missile defence reached its peak probably
by the summer of 2000, when Clinton was scheduled to make a decision on
National Missile Defense (NMD) deployment. Yet, by the time Bush
announced the withdrawal from the ABM Treaty, it subsided significantly.
Bush’s deployment decision did not invite strong opposition from China or
from others. Somewhat ironically, the absence of a worldwide anti-MD
coalition, which could be found when Clinton postponed NMD deployment,*
reduced the persuasiveness of critics, who had emphasized the dangers of
China’s reaction and a regional arms race, and thereby facilitated the Japanese
government’s deployment decision to some extent.

Jiang’s visit supposedly had another effect. His firm stance on the
history question was, at least to some extent, based on his confidence
derived from improved relations with the US, and the credit China had
earned for maintaining the value of the yuan in the aftermath of the Asian
financial crisis. On the contrary, the fact that Clinton made no stopover in
Japan during his visit to China in July 1998, together with the fact that he
joined Jiang in criticizing Tokyo’s economic policies, made many Japanese
more concerned about ‘Japan-passing’ by the US. Jiang’s somewhat high-
handed attitude presumably fuelled this concern, which in turn urged Japan
to try to be a ‘dependable ally’ of the US. Although the Bush administration’s
pro-Japan stance mitigated the concern more or less, many Japanese have
come to be more conscious about a potential rivalry with China over courting
the US, as well as having influence in East Asia.*’ This growing mentality
seems to have contributed to a more recent discrepancy called ‘Japan-
surpassing”.*®

In sum, the changes in Japan’s strategic environment, briefly described
above, have promoted the country’s involvement in MD in one way or
another, and what is called ‘the redefinition of the Japanese-American alliance’
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in a broad sense. Above all, growing recognition of the North Korean threat and
anti-North Korean feelings among the public and hence the politicians —
together with the bureaucrats, albeit to a lesser degree presumably — seem to
have helped advance Japan’s BMD policy. For the bureaucrats, especially
civilians in the Defence Agency and certain segments of the Foreign Ministry,
who gradually became more interested in advancing MD cooperation with the
US, the public’s growing recognition of the North Korean threat must have
been a gift. And they seem to have succeeded in making full use of it. It is
true that the bureaucrats, who had been thought to dominate Japanese politics
for a long time, have seen a decline in their power and status in many ways,*’
but, in the case of BMD policy, the public, urged by the North Korean
threat, seems to have somewhat coincidentally or unintentionally helped the
bureaucrats to play a leading role. Persisting nationalism among conservative
politicians has also benefited the bureaucracy.

Besides, it should be noted that redefining the Japanese—American alli-
ance and proceeding with BMD have not been independent of each other.
Both have been reflecting a shift to a deterrence posture that stresses denial
rather than punishment,’® and this shift was necessitated by the emergence
of the post-Cold War strategic environment, in which ‘rogue states’ came to
be considered the primary threat.>' The shift, actively led by the US, has
not merely involved Japan, but rather taken place as part of the transformation
of American global strategy. The New Strategic Concept adopted by NATO
can be seen as one of the instances, too. Nonetheless, the European allies
are fortunately fairly distant from the ‘rogues’, while Japan is so proximate
to one of them, namely North Korea. Presumably this phenomenon has
been reflected in a difference between Europe and East Asia in the degree
to which the shift, including MD cooperation with the US, has advanced.”?
Japan’s new National Defence Programme Outline and ‘the common strategic
objectives’ agreed upon between Japan and the US in February 2005, which
expressed strong concern over emerging China, not to mention the North
Korean thre:at,53 seem to indicate further acceleration of the shift.>*

Promoting Regional Restraint?

The growing recognition of the threat of ‘rogue states’, one of whose charac-
teristics is often said to be seeking weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and
missiles,>> together with the collapse of the Soviet Union as a nuclear super-
power, has made non-proliferation of those weapons one of the most important
items on the agenda for the international community in the post-Cold War era.
Declaring disarmament and non-proliferation as ‘one of the important pillars
of its foreign policy’,”® Japan has made various efforts to strengthen the
non-proliferation regime. For instance, it has submitted draft resolutions on
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nuclear disarmament to the UN General Assembly every year since 1994, and
thereby provided a basis for the unanimously adopted Final Document of the
2000 Non-Proliferation Treaty Review Conference, in which ‘an “unequivo-
cal undertaking” by the nuclear weapon states to accomplish the total elimin-
ation of their nuclear weapons’ was agreed on.”’ Japan has also tried to
achieve the early entry into force of the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty,
and the conclusion of a Fissile Materials Cutoff Treaty.

With regard to ballistic missiles, Japan has striven to strengthen the
Missile Technology Control Regime (MTCR), especially in terms of the
inclusion of non-member states,”® and made ‘a very positive contribution’
to the adoption of the Hague Code of Conduct against Ballistic Missile
Proliferation.’® Although a Foreign Ministry official suggested that the
North Korean Taepodong launch prompted the negotiation of the Hague
Code,” the Japanese government does not seem to consider such non-
proliferation measures a possible alternative to MD. As missile defence
proponents in Japan often emphasize,®’ it is not proliferation by North
Korea or China that directly threatens Japan, but their actual arsenal of
missiles and WMD. In this sense, it seems that non-proliferation measures
are hardly believed to be a substitute for MD.

This is not to say, however, that Japan has made no diplomatic efforts to
curtail or restrict the missile capabilities of North Korea or China. One of the
goals of Koizumi’s first visit to Pyongyang was to attain North Korea’s com-
mitment to continuing the freeze on missile tests, for example. Tokyo has also
kept asking Beijing to promote the transparency of its armaments both
bilaterally and multilaterally.

However, rather than letting diplomatic measures proceed, the Japanese
government seems to expect missile defence to promote arms control, as
Director General for Arms Control and Scientific Affairs of the Foreign Min-
istry Yukiya Amano says, MD ‘would theoretically reduce the effectiveness of
nuclear missiles, and hence has a potential to promote nuclear disarmament
and contribute to non-proliferation’. It should be noted that a high-ranking
official involved in Japan’s arms control and non-proliferation policy
clearly rejects a prevalent criticism that MD will bring about an arms
race.® Considering that formerly it was the officials in the Defence Agency
and in the Foreign Ministry in charge of security relations with the
United States, as well as pro-MD politicians and analysts, who tended to
refute such a criticism, it seems that they have succeeded in gaining a consen-
sus within the government to a considerable degree.®?

Besides, such a consensus is shared to some extent by the Democratic
Party of Japan, the largest opposition party in the Diet, which also supports
MD.** For example, Akihisa Nagashima of the Democratic Party, a member
of the House of Representatives, suggests that MD could be used as political
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and diplomatic leverage to change China’s pattern of behaviour to a less threa-
tening one.®® The fact that both the ruling coalition and the Democratic Party
support missile defence, as well as the fact that the government tends to prefer
MD to diplomacy, clearly reflects Japan’s changing identity, which will be
discussed in the next section.

A Defensive Identity

Michael J. Green, one of the leading American experts on Japan, precisely
points out recent changes in Tokyo’s foreign policy, which ‘do represent a
pronounced departure from the past’,°® as well as some strong continuities.
The continuities, according to Green, are as follows: the centrality of the
US; the primacy of economic tools; constraints on the use of force; and no
alternate strategic vision. ‘Within these areas of continuity’, Green argues
that since the end of the Cold War the following changes have been taking
place, which represent Japan’s changing identity: a greater focus on balance
of power; growing realism, frayed idealism; a higher sensitivity to security;
a more determined push for ‘independent’ foreign policy; a focus on Asia;
as well as a more fluid foreign policy-making process.

Japan’s increasing involvement with MD seems to reflect most of these
continuities and changes. At least in part, it intends to strengthen the alliance
with the US. Although BMD does not represent the primacy of economic
tools — as far as it is considered ‘purely defensive’, as the government has
reiterated — it can be justified rather easily even under the strong constraints
on the use of force. With regard to ‘no alternate strategic vision’, Green
explains, no political leader has articulated a ‘clear alternative to the current
doctrine of Japanese foreign policy’, and adds that ‘there has been no political
mandate for bolder reformulation of Japan’s world role’.%” Japan’s commit-
ment to missile defence is no exception to this tendency, in that it has been
largely a reaction to Washington’s initiative, and Tokyo has presented no
vision of a new world order or renovated foreign policy with MD. Some pro-
ponents in Japan, however, seem to tacitly expect missile defence to be a
political tool for overcoming some constitutional and other legal and political
constraints on Japan’s foreign and security policy.®®

Another continuity, one might add, is persistent anti-nuclearism among the
public. While many analysts, mostly non-Japanese, have written on Japan’s
nuclear option lately, the government’s contention that missile defence
is ‘purely defensive’ seems to have appealed to the Japanese public; this
implies that MD is ‘unlike a nuclear deterrent’.®” Nevertheless, a few Japanese
analysts have taken the view that the country should not give up a future
nuclear option for still unproven or ineffective MD, while it is facing increas-
ing missile and nuclear threats.”® This position is held by a small minority
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only. But the case for some sort of offensive deterrent, such as ballistic and
cruise missiles, has been made more often even in the Diet.”" Public
support for such an argument seems to have grown to a certain degree.
However, ‘purely defensive’ MD may be more acceptable — or ‘less worse’
perhaps — to many Japanese than a conventional offensive deterrent,
let alone a nuclear one.

On the other hand, Japan’s policy seems to reflect the changes more
remarkably. Missile defence can be taken as a means to balance North
Korea, and potentially China, even though it is intended to outbalance them
in their eyes. To balance a threat is, needless to say, a typical realist prescrip-
tion. It is debatable whether missile defence will enhance Japan’s ‘indepen-
dence’, or ‘subordination’ to the United States as some MD proponents
seem concerned.’” Nor can it be said whether or not it reflects ‘a more fluid
foreign policy-making process’. What is clear is that Japan’s involvement in
this programme clearly reflects its higher sensitivity to security and relative
power relations especially in Asia.

Thus, these changes, which can be rephrased as ‘a major shift in the atti-
tudes of the Japanese about their country and its defense’,”* have promoted
Tokyo’s increasing commitment to MD to a considerable extent. And since
they represent Japan’s changing identity as mentioned above, those changes
have inevitably reflected, and been reflected by, changes in the public attitudes
towards foreign and security policy issues, though the importance of the roles
played by the executives is difficult to deny.

To be sure, however, when the early indications of changes in Japan’s
identity began to emerge little by little in the 1980s, they were by no means
widely supported by the public. For example, in 1985, when Yasuhiro
Nakasone’s cabinet was campaigning for an increase in defence spending
above the established ceiling of one per cent of the gross national product,
58 per cent were opposed to it according to a poll, and 56 per cent felt
concerned about Nakasone’s defence policy.”* Then in 1987, as much as
61 per cent disapproved of the removal of the one per cent ceiling carried
out by the Nakasone administration.””

However, after the end of the Cold War, and the 1991 Gulf War in particu-
lar, in which Japan was accused of its ‘checkbook diplomacy’, such divisions
between the government and the public, and feelings of strong anti-militarism
among the public, began to be mitigated. Japan started to step towards the
status of what politician Ichiro Ozawa called a ‘normal country’, which it
has been steadily approaching since the mid-1990s according to Shin’ichi
Kitaoka of the University of Tokyo.”® Although this change has not led to a
revision of the Constitution, which strongly restricts the overseas activities
of the Self-defence Forces, the public has become increasingly inclined to
think that Japan should take on greater international responsibility.”’
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The rise of the North Korean threat, together with the rise of China, seems
to have significantly lessened the discrepancy between the government and the
public. As a result, as a poll taken in May 2004 indicates, a 67.4 per cent
majority has a good or a relatively good impression of the Self-defence
Forces, and as many as 75.3 per cent think that the public’s impression of
the Self-defence Forces has been improved in the past 50 years. And it
should be noted that 29.4 per cent answered that it ‘has contributed to national
defence’. This is a remarkable change, considering the fact that only 36 per
cent had a good impression of the Self-defence Forces in 1984, or that
those having a bad impression decreased by 15 per cent in these 20 years.”®
More and more Japanese, albeit gradually and somewhat cautiously, have
become attracted to the idea of a ‘normal country’, as indicated by the fact
that a majority recently came to support the dispatch of the Self-defence
Forces to Iraq, which marks the first time Japan has sent its troops to an
actual combat area since the Second World War.”

A diminished discrepancy between the government and the public can
be also identified in terms of MD. As Figure 1 shows, a large majority of
the Japanese public now seems considerably supportive of missile defence,
or at least accepts its necessity. This is also a remarkable change, considering
that, according to a poll taken in 1985, only 11 per cent of those polled sup-
ported the Strategic Defense Initiative, while 23 per cent opposed it and 66
per cent did not know a great deal, if anything, about the programme.®°

Although it is highly questionable if those supporting MD are aware of its
costs and risks, the fairly strong support among the public is presumably sus-
tained by spreading concerns about the North Korean threat. According to a
poll taken in March 2003, a 60.7 per cent majority strongly felt insecure
about Pyongyang’s missile launch and nuclear development, and 31.1 per
cent felt insecure to some extent.®' In another poll taken in December 1999,
86.7 per cent expressed the same concern. Besides, 78.6 per cent of all the
respondents thought that a threat to Japan would likely emerge from the
Korean Peninsula, and 25.1 per cent thought that it would come from
China/Taiwan as well.®? Thus, the polls clearly indicate that the fear of the
North Korean threat among the Japanese public, which was increased by
the Taepodong launch, has been further fuelled by the DPRK’s admission
of the abductions, and the covert nuclear programme.™

To be sure, as indicated by the fact that the role the Japanese public most
strongly expects the Self-defence Forces to play is ‘relief activities in a large-
scale disaster’, the continuities stated above can be identified persistently in
the Japanese public’s attitudes. However, it is also undeniable that they
have been changing, albeit gradually, in accordance with the altering
strategic environment.®® And these changes have most likely promoted
and sustained the government’s BMD policy. Together with the largely
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FIGURE 1
PUBLIC SUPPORT FOR BMD

QL: Do you lake it for granted that the Self-defence Forces pul emphasis on missile defence

in accordance with changes in Japan’s security environment?

Agree Relatively Agree Relatively Disagree Disagree No Answer
44.6% 24.4% 11.0% 14.7% 5.2%

Q2: To which activitics in the following do you think the Sclf-defence Forees should attach

importance? (You may choose more than one.)

Reliel activities in a large-seale disaster al home and abroad

1.0%
International peace co-operalion activities, such as United Nations peacekeeping operations

3.8%
Deterring invasion by other states

5.1%
Responding Lo terrorism andd guerrilla activitics

3.1%
Responding to unidentified and spy vessel

5.7%
Relief and transport of the Japanese from a foreign country in conflict

3.9%
Responding to a missile attack

7.9%

Source: “Jicitai Rikai Chakujitu ni Shinka’. Yomitrd Shimban. 3 June 2004,

non-partisan support for BMD in the Diet, this explains, at least to some
extent, why almost no serious debate on this matter has occurred.
As Green argues, the changes in Japan’s identity ‘are occurring not because
of a great national debate, but instead because of a growing consensus
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among a new generation that Japan must assert its own identity in international

society’.®

Conclusions

The preceding discussions suggest that it is not that the government or, more
precisely, the bureaucracy has been leading Japan’s BMD policy despite
public opposition, but rather with relatively silent support from the public.
The public has been by no means inattentive, but rather played an important
role as what James N. Rosenau calls increasingly ‘skilful citizens’.*® Yet
they have done so almost without a profound understanding of BMD as a
means of responding to their strongly perceived threats.

To be sure, increasingly ‘skilful citizens’ do not necessarily promote the
rise of the ‘multi-centric world’, in Rosenau’s words, vis-a-vis the traditional
‘state-centric world’. As the title of Alexander E. Wendt’s famous article
suggests, ‘skilful citizens’ of a state, realizing that their state is faced with
an increasing military threat, can press their government to lean towards
‘balancing’, which may lead in turn to a more ‘state-centric’ international
structure characterized by ‘power politics’.*” As Green argues:

While the nation-state has declined in importance with the rise of
regionalism in Europe, in Japan (and in most of Asia, for that matter)
the nation-state is finally arriving — just as economic malaise and
Chinese hubris raise questions about Japan’s weight and security in
the international system.®®

It can be said that a large majority of the Japanese public has ‘skilfully’
comprehended the changes in Japan’s strategic environment, and has come
to consider missile defence one of the useful or necessary means to address
the challenges and the risks Japan is to face in the changing environment.
This is why the public has increasingly warmed up to this issue. To be sure,
Japan’s policy started to a large extent as a rather passive response to Amer-
ican pressure. Yet, the criticism concerning Japanese subordination to the US,
voiced for instance with respect to Iraq, can hardly be applied to its MD
politics. Besides, such an argument that missile defence is ‘purely defensive’
and hence compatible with the Constitution seems to have convinced the
public to a considerable degree, somewhat surprisingly perhaps. Even for
those who are negative about offensive deterrents, missile defence could
appear to be a suitable tool for counterbalancing. Such recognition and under-
standing shared by the public has facilitated the government’s increasing
involvement.

What made the government’s eventual deployment decision possible,
without bringing about intense discussion or fierce controversy, is after all
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the North Korean threat, as former Defence Director Ishiba, in his recent book,
suggests that a growing sense of crisis among the Japanese public has owed
considerably to ‘Mr. Kim Jong I1".%° The abduction issue seems particularly
important. As a Japanese analyst observes, it ‘has become highly politicized,
so much so that compromise is regarded as political suicide for both poli-
ticians and journalists. The Japanese public has come to support a hard-line
approach toward North Korea similar to that of the Bush administration’.”®
And such an atmosphere was clearly behind the fairly large public support
for the Koizumi cabinet’s decision to send the Self-defence Forces to Iraq,
which would have been literally out of question even a decade ago,
let alone before 1992 when Japan, after one of the fiercest nationwide
debates, made it possible for the first time in its postwar history to send its
forces abroad for non-combatant functions only. Whether to call it ‘skilful’
or not, the Japanese public, indignant at North Korea, gave one last push,
although this is not to deny that the Japanese government, especially the
bureaucrats, took advantage of the public’s resentment.

Thus, although in general the bureaucrats’ power and prestige have recently
decreased, and decentralization has been one of the goals of ongoing political
reform, as far as its MD policy is concerned, Japan has been functioning
largely as a highly centralized democracy led by the bureaucracy, the rather
traditional Japanese style of democracy, thanks to the virtual absence of sub-
stantial debate in the Diet. Opposition to MD was in effect nullified by the
initiative of the executive branch, the strong support of a large majority in
Parliament, and above all the increasing public support for counterbalancing.

In this sense, it is important that the decision-making process on BMD has
been taking place in parallel with the transformation of Japan’s identity. In this
transition the country has been moving away from being a traditional civilian
power, characterized by the exclusive dependence on economic tools and the
centrality of the UN as a forum for peaceful negotiation and multilateral
cooperation. Many Japanese have meanwhile recognized how important it is
to strengthen the alliance with the US in their security environment, and for
that purpose Japan must take its share, including expanded military roles. Econ-
omic tools alone are not considered to be enough any longer and should be
backed by military forces as a credible deterrent. These principles have
guided Japanese security policy for a long time, but the government found it dif-
ficult to admit this openly. Besides, the security environment allowed Japan to
remain a minor player in the military area even after its ‘economic miracle’.

Now that the situation has changed considerably, the government can
more easily persuade the public that it is in Japan’s national interest to do
what Washington expects. The role of alliance — or the pressure of the US
as Japan’s only ally, to be more precise — undeniably affected Tokyo’s
missile defence policy, as mentioned above. Yet the executive branch has
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effectively taken advantage of the changed atmosphere. Within the bureauc-
racy, the Defence Agency has played a significant role. One of the agency’s
expectations has been that MD could serve as a motor for the Japanese
arms industry that has been in a difficult situation. The military companies
have indeed lobbied for MD. In this sense, the so-called Military-Industrial
Complex is by no means negligible.

Nonetheless, the industry and certain politicians, as well as bureaucrats,
would have faced more difficulties in expanding Japan’s commitment to
missile defence if it had not been for the silent support of the public, signifying
the transformation of Japan’s identity. And public support, especially in 2003
when the government decided to introduce BMD, seems to have been largely
stimulated by the abduction problem, rather than the North Korean missile or
nuclear threat. This again illustrates how determined present decisions are by
past events.
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