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Japanese “Civilian Control” in the Cold War Era

Takeo MIYAMOTO

In European and American democratic countries, the pre-
dominance of politics over military, i.e. “civilian control,” has
been assumed as an axiom. The concept of civilian control in
Japan, however, was not established until the defeat in World
War II. It was after 1950, when the Police Reserve Forces
(later the Self-Defense Forces) were founded, that the legiti-
macy of military forces became a new question. The Japanese
government gained a better opportunity to think of civilian
control from a national security viewpoint. Yet it faced many
problems, such as the lack of a tradition of civilian control,
national antimilitary feeling, and a dependence for national
defense on U.S. military power. The most crucial problem
was Article 9 of the Constitution. It stipulates not only a
renunciation of war but also the controversial text about military
forces. The crucial part of the article is as follows: “land, sea, and
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air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be main-
tained.” Despite this, the Supreme Court finally legitimized the
military forces for the purpose of self-defense in 1959.

This paper examines the concept of Japanese civilian control
during the Cold War through parliamentary debates in three dif-
ferent periods: (1) the first half of the 1950s, (2) from 1955 to the
end of the 1960s, and (3) from 1970 to the end of the Cold
War. In the first period, the Japanese government founded the
Police Reserve Forces during the Korean War and transformed
them into the Self-Defense Forces in 1954. Parliamentary
debates tended to take a fundamental approach to the legitimacy
of the military forces. During the second period, under the
1955 political system domestically and intensification of the
Cold War during the Cuban missile crisis and the Vietnam War
internationally, arguments were more strongly dominated by a
fundamental approach to the legitimacy of the Self-Defense
Forces. In the third period, a more realistic approach became
apparent. I conclude that the major arguments of Japanese
civilian control in the Cold War era were based on a funda-
mental approach and that Japanese politics suffered from a
cleavage between the pacifist Constitution and the reality of
military forces. The arguments concerning civilian control,
therefore, failed to free themselves from a “negative control”
theory, which focused on how the government should restrict the
activity of the Self-Defense Forces. From a national security
point of view, parliamentary debates should be based on a
“positive control” theory focused on how the government
might utilize it. How and when might the Japanese govern-
ment change its position from a negative control to a positive con-
trol theory? This question remains as a challenge for Japan
after the Cold War.
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