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Where Do We Go from Here? Revising Japanese Defense Posture  
Yuki Tatsumi, Research Associate, International Security Program 
 
2003 was a significant year for many observers of Japanese defense policy. The Japanese government not only announced 
its decision to introduce a ballistic missile defense system but also decided to send ground troops overseas—for the first 
time since World War II—on a mission that is neither mandated by the United Nations nor considered humanitarian 
disaster relief.   
 
Looking ahead, 2004 is likely to be a pivotal year for Japanese defense policy. News reports point to the sweeping changes 
that are likely to be seen when the government completes its revision of the National Defense Program Outline (NDPO) 
this summer. Media reports and other sources suggest that the revised NDPO will reorient the nature of the Self-Defense 
Forces (SDF) considerably from its Cold-War era postures, which was exclusively focused on defending Japanese territory.  
 
Specifically, the new NDPO is likely to call for the SDF to become more responsive to new security threats to participate 
more effectively in international activities. For example, the Ground Self-Defense Force would be reorganized to become 
more agile and thus more capable of urban guerrilla-commando type warfare. There will also be a greater focus on long-
range transportation capability for the Air and Maritime Self-Defense Forces. Further consideration is also being given to 
creating a new unit that would specialize in counterterrorism and participation in peacekeeping operations.  
 
The NDPO sets priorities for Japanese defense policy, particularly the SDF missions as well as SDF posture. Originally 
written in 1976, this document identifies the defense of Japanese territory as the single most important goal for the SDF. 
Although the current NDPO (which was revised in 1995) acknowledges that the SDF needs to be prepared for emerging 
threats (i.e., terrorism), its projection of the SDF structure strongly suggests that the SDF is still organized around an 
overwhelming focus on repelling a hypothetical invasion from the North. Should the changes suggested by the media 
reports be incorporated into the NDPO, this year’s revisions could very well mark the biggest change in Japanese defense 
policy since 1954.  
    
Overall, this is a positive development. After all, in the twenty-first-century security environment conventional notions of 
national security and threats have almost become moot. However, as welcome as the proposed reorientation of the SDF is, 
there should be no illusion that such a reorientation can be achieved without Japan’s overcoming considerable legal, 
political, and institutional challenges.  
 
Legally, if the SDF is to be transformed into a force that more actively participates in maintaining global peace and 
security, the Japanese government cannot continue its approach of stretching and parsing conventional interpretations of the 
country’s right of collective self-defense. Whether the government reinterprets Article 9 of the Japanese constitution or 
revises the article itself as part of a comprehensive constitutional revision, the government cannot completely revise Japan’s 
right of collective self-defense without a nationwide debate, spanning the political spectrum, on whether or not Japan 
should explicitly recognize the SDF as an armed force—a position that the constitution currently prohibits. 
 
This would burden the Japanese government with enormous political risks and challenges both inside and outside Japan. 
Internally, it would face the challenge of forming a national consensus by overcoming staunch opposition from the Social 
Democrat and Communist parties, winning over the extremely cautious Komeito, and convincing many in the Liberal  

 



Page 2 

 
Office of the Japan Chair Office of the Japan Chair Office of the Japan Chair Office of the Japan Chair •••• Center for Strategic and International Studies Center for Strategic and International Studies Center for Strategic and International Studies Center for Strategic and International Studies    

1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW 1800 K Street, NW •••• Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006  Washington, DC 20006 •••• Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775 Tel: (202) 775----3111 3111 3111 3111 •••• Fax: (202) 835 Fax: (202) 835 Fax: (202) 835 Fax: (202) 835----3899 3899 3899 3899 •••• www.csis.org www.csis.org www.csis.org www.csis.org 

 
Democratic Party and the Democratic Party of Japan who would rather not touch Article 9 at all. At the same time, the 
Japanese government would also have to address China and Korea’s concerns about revising the status of the SDF.  
 
Such political and legal challenges cannot be overcome without strong backing from the public. This is where the greatest 
challenge lies. For more than half a century, the Japanese public has held a negative view of an active SDF role overseas. 
Although this view has been changing rapidly in recent years with the expansion of SDF peacekeeping missions, the 
majority of Japanese still prefer the SDF to stay within the parameters of relatively low-risk humanitarian relief missions 
and peacekeeping operations. The Japanese public today will not support the government’s efforts to reorient SDF roles if 
it sees the SDF getting involved in higher risk missions. Overcoming this psychological hurdle likely will be the most 
fundamental challenge confronting the Japanese government as it seeks to change the SDF’s role in overseas operations.  
 
The Koizumi government undoubtedly started the process of fundamentally changing the scope of SDF activities when it 
decided three years ago to send Maritime Self-Defense Force vessels to support Operation Enduring Freedom. The 
government took another bold step when it decided to send Ground Self-Defense Force troops to southern Iraq despite 
widespread public and political opposition. However, the government’s efforts will stall if it does not intensify efforts to 
gain greater public support for SDF missions that include higher-risks such as the one in Iraq. The Japanese government 
thus must be willing to tackle the legal, political, and psychological challenges that are sure to ensue if it is seriously 
committed to becoming a more active player in maintaining global security. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For any comments or inquiries on Japan Watch, please contact Eri Hirano at (202) 775-3144 or by e-mail at ehirano@csis.org. 
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