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Having refuted the Low Perceived Threat (LPT) proposition in the previous 
chapter, this chapter outlines an alternative explanation for why Japanese threat 
perceptions as conduct, speech, and thought evolved the way they did during the 
early Cold War, highlighting the role of five psychological factors including the 
need of state leaders to balance between varied security threats and vulnerabili-
ties, strategic preferences/motivated biases, personal experience with the threat, 
estimated exposure to future threats, an acute sense of organizational vulnerabil-
ity, the spatial distribution of danger, and the element of novelty. In line with the 
book’s methodological stance of critical philosophical realism (see Chapter 2), 
I use abductive inference to generate plausible explanations from available data.1

In putting forward this psychological explanation for Japanese threat per-
ception I  also address questions raised in the previous chapter. To recall, the 
summary of key findings above raises three sets of follow-up questions. First, 
in relation to threat perception-as-conduct, why was it that in the early and late 
1950s both the threats of Soviet invasion and communist subversion were coun-
tered as existential and why was the threat of nuclear war countered as existential 
in the late 1960s? Second, in relation to threat perception-as-speech, why did 
Japan’s national conversation about security threats eschew references to state-
based threats, and when, why, and how did certain actors break the taboo on 
several occasions during this period? Third, in relation to threat perception as 
thought, why did SDF personnel judge the Soviet threat to be more serious than 
their civilian counterparts at the JDA did? Why did several of Japan’s elected lead-
ers view Communism as an existential political threat while perceiving only a low 
military threat from the Soviet Union, and relatedly, why did PM Satō come to 
perceive a high intensity of Soviet military danger in the early 1970s? And finally, 
why did defense officials and elected leaders perceive China as an existential mili-
tary threat in the second half of the 1960s?

Balancing a wide range of security threats  
and vulnerabilities

To explain why the threats of Soviet invasion, communist subversion, and nuclear 
war were countered as existential in the early and late 1950s, and late 1960s, it is 
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important to delve into the mindset of elected leaders and to trace how external 
and internal developments amplified their pre-existing sense of vulnerability (i.e., 
perceived internal weakness) to a wide range of interrelated security threats – 
wider than those discussed so far. It is only when we consider these developments 
through psychological lens that Japan’s measures to counter security threats can 
be grasped in their proper context.

It is worth addressing an objection to this claim before proceeding. Some 
might object to my interpretation of the Japanese state countering direct aggres-
sion and indirect aggression as existential threats in the early 1950s due to intense 
threat perception held by Japanese decision-makers. Critics might point out, first, 
to the vital role the United States played in pressuring Japan into adopting these 
extraordinary measures since the former reversed its policy toward Japan in 1947 
and, relatedly, to the centrist leadership’s resistance to large-scale rearmament.2 
Thus, critics might speculate, had the United States not insisted that the SDF 
be a substantial military force, the SDF would have been reduced in both size 
and weaponry. Likewise, critics might add, if the security threats Japanese lead-
ers sought to counter were “truly” existential, then why didn’t Japanese leaders 
choose to fully rearm, in a manner and scale like their West German counterparts? 
Indeed, prominent centrist figures like Yoshida and Ikeda went to great lengths 
to resist American (and right-wing) pressure to fully rearm. Following this logic, 
to what extent were Japan’s extraordinary measures in the early 1950s a result of 
intense threat perceptions as held in Tokyo rather than in Washington?

To rebut these objections, I suggest we acknowledge that Japan’s centrist lead-
ers had a wider range of interrelated security threats and vulnerabilities in mind 
than those discussed so far. As we have seen, two primary threats occupied the 
agenda of political and defense elites in Tokyo (as well as the political discourse): 
direct and indirect aggression. But crucially, three additional threats weighed 
heavily on political elites at various points during this period: the threat of mili-
tarism, the threat of war, and the threat of abandonment by the United States. 
Often, leaders’ preferred measures to secure Japan were a result of the need to 
balance between these varied threats.3

Let me begin with the first two threats of direct and indirect aggression. As 
Chapter 3 detailed, in the early 1950s, these two primary threats occupied the 
agenda of political and defense elites in Tokyo (as well as the political discourse). 
While these threats gained wide attention after the outbreak of the Korean War, 
which “completely transformed the scene in the Far East,”4 and which saw a series 
of violent incidents taken by the Japanese Communist Party (JCP), the strong 
impact these developments had on Japanese leaders was because of their pre-
existing perceptions of diverse security threats and vulnerabilities.

Recall, for example, that the National Police Reserve (NPR) was conceived two 
weeks after North Korean forces invaded the South in June 1950 but that the 
Yoshida-led cabinet was already concerned about the lack of an adequate, central-
ized policy force, which the “Supreme Command for the Allied Powers” (SCAP) 
had formed in the early phase of the occupation period.5 This sense of vulnerabil-
ity about threats to domestic security led to the urgent approval and enforcement 
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of the NPR law by the Cabinet. Similarly, consider how, already displeased with 
SCAP’s policies of legalizing the Japanese Communist Party and of enacting laws 
that encouraged labor organization and protected the right to strike, the Japanese 
government and business elites acted to dismiss more than 20,000 communists 
and communist sympathizers from public and private sector jobs after the Korean 
War broke out, as part of the “Red Purge.”6 Developments in the “real-world,” 
then, were filtered through pre-existing perceptions and vulnerabilities to inform 
measures designed to secure Japan from varied threats.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, the threat of indirect aggression was given 
the highest priority among Japanese political elites because of the perception that 
the Japanese democracy was fragile and that fanatic elements could undermine 
it. It is in this context that the relative success of the JCP in the 1949 elections 
(won about 10 percent of the popular vote) and the violence instigated by com-
munists in Japan during the Korean War became a cause for concern. Both PM 
Yoshida and PM Hatoyama, for example, showed a tendency to over-emphasize 
the threat of indirect aggression and de-emphasize the threat of external inva-
sion.7 Crucially, however, Yoshida and Hatoyama saw the activities of domestic 
and foreign communist elements as closely interlinked. As Yoshida attests in his 
memoirs, the violent escalation in the JCP’s activities seemed to have been dic-
tated from the outside, that is, from Moscow.8 And as Hatoyama asserted in Diet, 
“indirect aggression” meant “all aspects of communism,” including activities of 
communist countries and activities of domestic agents like the JCP.9 Underlying 
this heightened sense of danger posed by communist agents at home and abroad 
was the perceived vulnerability of the Japanese democracy: immature, unstable, 
and incapable of protecting itself due to “enfeebled police force.” It was this 
vulnerability that also amplified Prime Minister Yoshida’s sense of the communist 
threat as he formed his first cabinet.10

Let me now incorporate the third and fourth threats (fanatic militarism and 
war) and demonstrate how these four threats were present in the mindset of cen-
trist leaders – whether consciously or not – and how they informed the choice of 
extraordinary measures to secure the country. To address the objections outlined 
earlier, I explore the case of Yoshida Shigeru as he was the most influential fig-
ure in the centrist camp, with many of his “followers” or “disciples” leading the 
country in the 1960s and 1970s.

Yoshida’s perception of the dual threats of fanaticism and entrapment in war 
during the 1950s and early 1960s, while also being attentive to the communist 
external and domestic threats, can be gleaned from his memoirs. Underlying 
Yoshida’s perception of diverse threats was his interpretation of Japan’s recent 
experience with war, its causes as well as devastation. In the very first chapter of 
his memoirs, titled “The Unfolding Tragedy,” Yoshida recounts Japan’s road to 
war.11 At the heart of this personal account is a “fateful warning” Yoshida had 
received sometime in 1932–1933 from an American diplomat named Edward 
Mandell House. House, who served as President Woodrow Wilson’s adviser on 
international affairs during the First World War, had tried to convince Kaiser 
Wilhelm prior to the war “of the dangers inherent in the belligerent policy” that 
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Germany was pursuing at the time. The warning was not heeded, and as House 
had anticipated, a large-scale war stripped Germany of its achievements. In their 
meeting in the early 1930s, House extended the same advice to Yoshida with 
respect to Japan, cautioning him to pursue peaceful policies and not war. On his 
return home, Yoshida conveyed the warning to “as many people as possible,” to 
no avail. Japan, “for no adequate reason,” launched a major war and brought 
about the complete destruction of its previous achievements.12

Understanding the way influential figures like Yoshida interpreted Japan’s 
recent war and with whom they attributed blame for its disastrous results is crucial 
to understanding the threat of fanaticism. The blame, centrist figures asserted, 
lay squarely with extremist military personnel. Thus, it was the “militarists” –  
uniformed politicians in the Japanese Army – that must be held responsible for 
the defeat.13 Due to this interpretation of Japan’s recent history, centrist leaders 
saw the need to curb the influence of former military personnel and to ensure 
civilian control of the newly established SDF so that never again would fanatic 
militarists control Japan. The future of democracy was at stake.

It is important to note that for Yoshida and the centrist leaders, the threat of 
fanaticism was not limited to militant elements of a right-wing orientation but 
incorporated militarist elements of left-wing inclination. Indeed, Yoshida’s post-
script of his memoirs ends with a strong call to resist the threat of “fanaticism, 
both of the Left and Right.”14 Thus, Yoshida links his interpretation of Japan’s 
previous war, fanaticism, and communism in a chain of associative threat percep-
tions. And there is yet a final link in this chain: the threat of entrapment in future 
war. Yoshida’s desire to mitigate the danger posed by entrapment can be detected, 
alongside other threats we have surveyed so far, in Yoshida’s warm recollections 
of his meetings with “Herr Adenauer,” as well as with other West German leaders, 
during his tour abroad in autumn 1954. As Yoshida recalls,

I found myself in complete agreement with West Germany’s leaders as to the 
proper attitude to be adopted towards the Communist bloc. Since the US 
and the Soviet Union, the two major powers, are in opposition to each other, 
one supported by a group of free countries, the other by satellite Communist 
nations, the only logical policy for both West Germany and Japan to adopt 
in foreign affairs is cooperation with the US as members of the group of free 
nations.

So far, so good. Yoshida’s preferred foreign policy stance, like West Germany’s, 
is to align with the Free World. But here Yoshida points out a major difference 
between his views and those of his West German counterparts:

There was one point on which I could not see quite eye to eye with them. 
This was on the issue of rearmament. They expressed interest in Japan’s atti-
tude towards this question. I told them that, for the present, rearmament for 
Japan would have the opposite effect to that desired – that it was obviously 
necessary and desirable to possess a certain amount of armed strength, but 
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to go beyond that point, on a scale that warranted the name of rearmament, 
would place too great a burden upon our people, would provoke national 
unrest, and only serve to aid Communist propaganda and infiltration.15

Let me now address the objection raised earlier in this section. Why did Yoshida 
believe large-scale rearmament for Japan would be counter-productive at the 
time? Centrist figures did not object to large-scale rearmament during the first 
half of the 1950s only because of economic reasons.16 To centrist leaders, of 
whom Yoshida was the representative figure, the creation of a strong military so 
soon after the end of the occupation was perceived to be a dangerous move as 
it might endanger the fledgling Japanese democracy and increase the threat of 
entrapment in war.17 Thus, for example, Yoshida expressed his desire to avoid 
Japan’s troops becoming American surrogates charged with policing Asia.18 And 
so, rather than indicating moderate threat perception among Japan’s centrist 
leaders, the resistance of centrist politicians to large-scale rearmament – and their 
opting for limited rearmament – should be viewed in the need of centrist figures 
to balance four threats: direct aggression/Soviet invasion, indirect aggression/
communist subversion, the threat of fanatic militarist elements, and the threat 
entrapment in a war (whether conventional or nuclear). Part of the rationale 
behind the limited scope of Japan’s rearmament and of Japan’s minimal military 
contribution to the security of the Far East, I argue, comes from the need to bal-
ance between these four threats.

Yoshida seemed to have believed that increased armament will increase not 
only the danger of militarism but also the danger posed by entrapment in war. 
Evidence in support of Yoshida’s awareness of Japan’s vulnerable position in the 
Cold War and this threat is found in his memoirs, where Yoshida points out that:

Both West Germany and Japan stand on the frontiers of the [free world’s] 
group; for these two countries to maintain their freedom requires the 
defense of the freedom of the whole group, while their proximity to the 
Communist countries brings them constantly into contact with these Red-
dominated countries, with increased opportunity for negotiations of all kinds 
with them.19

In other words, Yoshida is aware that both his country and West Germany are 
vulnerable due to their position at the “frontiers” of the group. While he makes 
a claim for the indivisibility of the security of the US-led camp, he also suggests 
that the proximity to the Communist camp provides both Japan and West Ger-
many an opportunity for engagement, rather than confrontation. That is, Yoshida 
implicitly expresses his desire to steer Japan away from a future war with the com-
munist bloc.

Yoshida had good reasons to want to avoid war. Coupled with the Eisenhower 
administration’s approval of a new basic national security statement (NSC 162/2, 
or “New Look”) in October 1953 argued for increasing the reliance on nuclear 
weapons, the USSR’s successful hydrogen bomb test in the summer of the 
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previous year (August 1953) heightened the threat posed by the Soviet Union 
and the related threat of entrapment among US allies. As a result, voices calling 
for alleviating US-Soviet tensions around the world were heard with increasing 
frequency.20 It is in this context that we should understand the Japanese position 
in the negotiations between Finance Minister Hayato Ikeda and Assistant Secre-
tary of State Walter Robertson in November 1953 as well, where the Japanese 
party argued that the maximum size of Japan’s ground force would be 180,000 
troops, citing economic fragility as the rationale. Indeed, as Michael Schaller 
argued, if military pact with the United States had to be concluded so that Japan 
could regain its sovereignty, centrist leaders like Yoshida preferred it to be a lim-
ited pact, based on the UN charter, with no military presence in Japan but with a 
US commitment to defend Japan.21 Such a preference maximizes defense against 
all four threats: sovereignty (indirect aggression and fanaticism), a US commit-
ment to defend Japan (direct aggression), a limited pact based on the UN charter 
but with no military presence (entrapment).

Interestingly, when Yoshida’s successor, Hatoyama Ichirō, became the prime 
minister in December 1954, he criticized Yoshida for what he considered to be 
an excessive pro-US foreign policy line. Arguing that such a foreign-policy stance 
increased the threat of entrapment, Hatoyama asserted that Japan should pursue 
an “independent” (jishu dokuritu) foreign policy and better relations with com-
munist countries. Beginning in June 1955, the Hatoyama government launched 
diplomatic normalization talks with the Soviet Union, where the momentum to 
improve relations with Japan has been gathering since Stalin’s death in 1953.22 
My take on Yoshida’s views is somewhat different: although he placed Japan firmly 
within the “free world” camp, supporting limited rearmament to mitigate the dan-
gers posed by direct and indirect aggression, he was also cautious to resist large-
scale rearmament, to guard against the threats of fanaticism and entrapment in war.

Moving to the late 1950s, the threats of Soviet invasion and communist sub-
version were countered as existential, as the extraordinary measure of a revised 
Japan-US security alliance was considered and adopted by the Kishi government.23 
But here, too, the threat of entrapment in war and the threat of fanaticism, and 
the need to balance between these, is key to understanding the context in which 
this measure was considered and how it evolved along with other measures.24

Let me focus on the mindset of Kishi Nobusuke to demonstrate how the 
threats of direct aggression, indirect aggression, and entrapment in war informed 
his support for measures to secure Japan.25 A leading member of what Thomas 
Berger termed “The Right-Idealists” and Richard Samuels called “Revisionists,”26 
Prime Minister Kishi had sought to fashion Japan’s national security apparatus in 
a way that combines substantial military buildup and a conventional alliance, in 
which a reciprocal security commitment with the United States was defining char-
acteristic. Other measures in Kishi’s ideal world included the revision of Article 
9 of the constitution and the removal of the bans on the acquisition of nuclear 
weapons, on weapons exports, and on participating in collective defense, none of 
which was adopted at the time for reasons we will tackle later. Importantly, the 
motivation behind many of these proposed measures including the revision of 



102  Explaining Japan’s threat perception

the security treaty, as several scholars pointed out, was grounded in Kishi’s desire 
to enhance Japan’s autonomy vis-à-vis the United States and form a more equal 
relationship with it.27

Yet Kishi’s quest for autonomy and treaty revision was also informed by the 
need to balance between direct and indirect aggression and the looming threat 
of entrapment in war between the two superpowers. In other words, while Kishi 
despised communism and placed Japan in alignment with the free world, he also 
believed he needed to chart a more neutral course for Japan between the free world 
and the communist camps. Kishi was not alone in realizing the need to maintain 
a measure of neutrality: by 1958, a poll of Diet members found that 68 percent 
of members, including a majority 52 percent of LDP members, agreed that Japan 
should follow a neutral course between the United States and the USSR.28 By 
dropping many of the measures he had entertained in the past, and by asserting in 
February 1960 that although Japan possessed the right for collective self-defense, 
Article 9 did not allow the government to exercise it, Kishi sought to distance 
Japan from the possibility of entrapment in war with communist countries, that 
is, the Soviet Union and China, while – crucially – still guarding against the pos-
sibility of communist aggression.29 To understand this shift in Kishi’s security 
measures, it is important to consider how real-world developments were filtered 
through perceptions of diverse security threats and vulnerabilities.

The 1950s saw a series of military and near-military clashes in Japan’s secu-
rity neighborhood involving the United States and communist nations, includ-
ing the Korean War and the Taiwan crises of 1954 and 1958. At the same time, 
the “Far-East” clause in the new treaty stipulated that the United States could 
use its military in Japan to operate in the region after “prior consultations” 
with the Government of Japan, in what could make Japan a target of com-
munist retaliation. Asked to clarify the geographical scope of the Far East in 
Diet, Japanese officials and Kishi himself contended that the Far East included 
parts of China, Siberia, as well as the islands of Quemoy and Matsu, where the 
United States and China had almost clashed twice in the previous decade.30 To 
make matters worse, in May 1960, the Soviet Union downed a US U-2 aircraft 
while on a photographic aerial reconnaissance mission above Soviet territory. 
In the aftermath of the incident, Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev warned US 
allies not to allow U-2 missions from their territories. As members of the oppo-
sition pointed out, Japan too was hosting U-2 aircraft in the Atsugi airbase 
near Tokyo, in what intensified the threat of entrapment among politicians 
and the public.31 Thus, in the late 1950s, US military presence in Japan meant 
that the threat of entrapment in war with communist countries – especially 
nuclear war in the Far East – seemed increasingly grave to an increasing num-
ber of people. As Yamamoto points out, those supporting a neutralist stance in 
Japan succeeded in propagating the idea that the US military presence would 
increase the threat of entrapment in a nuclear war.32

Yet Kishi, as we have seen, was a staunch anti-communist and supported the 
“free world” in the struggle against communism; his desire to chart a more 
neutral course for his country was therefore not a result of sympathy toward 
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communism. In designing Japan’s security measures, Kishi had to pursue a deli-
cate balancing act between the threats of direct and indirect aggression, on the 
one hand, and the threat of entrapment in war, on the other. To begin with, the 
threats of direct and indirect aggression were still high on the agenda of politi-
cal elites in the late 1950s. Coupled with the USSR’s success in the hydrogen 
bomb test (August 1953) earlier in the decade, the Soviet development of ICBM 
missiles and Sputnik I launch in October 1957 – the so-called “Sputnik shock” –  
highlighted the threat posed by an increasingly confident and technologically 
capable Soviet Union. Domestically, too, Kishi was concerned about commu-
nist subversion – his unsuccessful attempt to introduce a bill to revise the Police 
Duties Law in October 1958 is a case in point. Designed to enhance police pow-
ers of warrantless search and seizure ahead of the anticipated struggle surround-
ing the treaty revision, by introducing the bill Kishi sought to mitigate the danger 
posed by the threat of communist disruption.33 One way to meet these threats 
was, as before, to maintain public order at home and cooperation with the United 
States abroad. But now, Kishi had to ensure that Japan was not thrown into a 
war it did not want to fight: it is in this context we should see his declaration in 
parliament that Article 9 did not allow Japan to exercise collective defense, and 
his attempt to guarantee that the US military would be used for well-defined 
purposes and in line with the UN charter.34

It is important to note that I  do not argue that Kishi’s measures to secure 
Japan – and how these evolved with time – were the sole outcome of his conscious 
threat perception. In designing these various moves, Kishi, like Yoshida before 
him, had to accommodate US negotiating points as well as various demands from 
rival factions within his own party. For example, Konō, a faction leader, wanted 
Kishi to clarify the right of veto Japan would have during consultations with the 
United States prior to the use of its military in Japan in a clear reference to the 
threat of entrapment. Yoshida too was not enthusiastic about treaty revision at 
first. As Kitaoka points out, Yoshida thought that in an interdependent world, 
no country can provide for its security by itself, and hence terms such as “equal” 
relationship and “autonomous” status for Japan were unhelpful.35 Ultimately, 
however, after Yoshida had removed his initial objection to treaty revision, three 
factions headed by Kishi, Satō, and Ikeda came together in support of the revised 
treaty, in what became an “important moment in postwar politics.”36 That is, the 
final agreement about treaty revision was, to some extent, a result of negotiations 
with both external and domestic actors. But underlying the various negotiating 
positions of those involved, I suggest, were actors’ diverse threat perceptions and 
vulnerabilities.

Fast forward to the late 1960s, the threat of nuclear war was countered as exis-
tential because of a heightened sense of vulnerability related to Japan’s worsening 
position in an increasingly nuclear world, where the new powers of France and 
China joined the nuclear club of the United States, USSR, and the United King-
dom, and where nuclear testing continued throughout the 1960s after a short 
hiatus in 1959–1960.37 Here, a fifth threat of abandonment by the United States 
plays an increasingly important role in the minds of key Japanese leaders. Two 
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developments related to the Soviet Union and China were particularly impor-
tant at the time. First, during the 1960s, the Soviet Union had caught up with 
the United States in terms of its number of nuclear warheads and established 
a nuclear triad of bombers, long-range missiles, and submarine-based missiles, 
thus bringing an end to the United States’ clear superiority in nuclear weap-
ons.38 Whereas the newly established nuclear duopoly and the Mutual Assured 
Destruction (MAD)39 prompted some to believe that the likelihood of a nuclear 
war between the two great powers was now lower, nuclear war was still conceiv-
able. Recall Tamaki Seiji testifying that even as the prospects of a third world war 
between East and West weakened in the early 1970s, the possibility of a nuclear 
confrontation between the Soviet Union and the United States was still an active 
consideration.40 Tamaki’s account also indicates that during the 1960s, the pros-
pects of nuclear war were nothing but serious in the eyes of defense planners in 
Tokyo.

The second development was China’s progress on its nuclear weapons pro-
gram in the second half of the 1960s, and its prospects of developing a substan-
tial deliverable nuclear capability by the early 1970s. Thus, for example, high 
officials within the JDA were aware of China’s efforts toward loading ballistic 
missiles with nuclear warheads and potential plans to develop a small number 
of submarines capable of launching missiles loaded with nuclear warheads in the 
next several years.41 Viewed through the lens of Japan’s atomic experience, and 
of Japan’s lack of independent nuclear capability or defense capability against 
nuclear weapons, these developments amplified the threat of nuclear war and a 
(possible) nuclear attack on Japan. To some, this development also heightened 
the threat of abandonment by the United States. As a right-wing member of the 
LDP Genda Minoru put it in a party panel dealing with Japan’s position on the 
Non-Proliferation-Treaty held on November 7, 1969,

It would be too late to consider the nuclear issue if the US were to scrap the 
bilateral security treaty and Japan were to withdraw from the NPT. I cannot 
be confident that the US would strike back at China’s nuclear weapons.

A former JASDF Chief of Staff (1959–1962) and a member of the Satō fac-
tion, Genda was supportive of maintaining Japan’s options in the nuclear domain 
open, including developing an independent capability in the future. And while his 
was a minority opinion, other members of the faction – including PM Satō him-
self as we have seen in the previous chapter – were entertaining similar thoughts.

In the second half of the 1960s, then, Japan’s elected leaders had to balance 
another set of security threats: the threat of nuclear war – with a potential future 
attack against Japan by China, and the threat of abandonment by the United 
States in case such an attack were to materialize. The two aforementioned develop-
ments meant that elected leaders needed to respond in a way that would secure 
the country from nuclear attacks. Having obtained private reassurances from the 
United States about protection against nuclear attacks, in late 1967 Prime Minister 
Satō announced his decision to introduce the three Non-Nuclear Principles – no 
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possession, no production, and no introduction of nuclear weapons – while secretly 
authorizing the CIRO to study Japan’s nuclear option,42 and while further allowing 
the United States to introduce nuclear weapons into Okinawa even after its rever-
sion to Japan. Having eventually concluded against the nuclear option, the Japanese 
government then adopted the following additional measures: extension of the bilat-
eral security treaty, joining the NPT, and unofficially, enhancing its nuclear techno-
logical capacity which would enable the production of nuclear weapons in a brief 
time (about a year) if the need arose. Taken together, this set of extraordinary meas-
ures, which became Japan’s nuclear policy, operated to mitigate the dangers posed 
by both entrapment in war (three non-nuclear principles) and abandonment by the 
United States (extension of the treaty and enhancement of nuclear-technological  
capacity). That is, Japan’s security measures were once against informed by various 
security threats and vulnerabilities.

The weight of each of the various security threats surveyed earlier did not 
remain constant throughout the Cold War period, with different elected leaders 
attaching different importance to different threats at various times. Generally, the 
threats of direct aggression and indirect aggression were countered most vigor-
ously during the 1950s, the threat of entrapment in superpower war during the 
1950s and first half of the 1960s, the threat of abandonment in the second half of 
the 1960s, and the threat of fanaticism countered most clearly early in the Cold 
War. By the late 1960s, as Japanese democracy seemed more stable, the threat of 
fanaticism played a decreasing role in the overall balancing of security threats.43 
Crucially, Japanese leaders likely perceived these threats not as isolated in time 
and space but in an associative manner.

Strategic preferences

The threat of entrapment in war and the desire to avoid it, as we have seen, led 
Japanese leaders to take a cautious stance in designing extraordinary measures to 
secure Japan. But it also informed how they spoke security. Moving to the ques-
tions I posed about threat perception-as-speech, while numerous studies pointed 
out the taboos on security issues in postwar Japan, less attention has been paid to 
the reasons why the taboo on designating foreign countries as threats emerged 
and why it was kept “alive,” as well as to the important exceptions to this rule. 
Why did Japanese politicians and defense personnel regard “state-based threat” 
as unspeakable? Which actors in Cold War Japan breached the taboo on utter-
ing security threats, how they chose to do so, when, and why? Addressing these 
questions helps us shed light on Japan’s threat perception as it evolved during the 
Cold War.

As discussed in Chapter  1, taboo speech is part of a broader phenomenon 
known as “word magic”: the intuitive belief in the power of language to shape 
the world and affect reality. Taboos are one way that people try not to shape 
the world. With this understanding of taboo as word magic, I  suggested that 
by refraining from designating specific foreign countries as threats and enemies, 
leaders and defense personnel in Cold War Japan found one way of not affecting 
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three referents in the world: domestic constituents, political opponents, and for-
eign countries.

Recall we have seen in the previous chapter how Prime Ministers Hatoyama 
and Kishi framed communism in Diet deliberations. Hatoyama, who viewed 
Communism as a political threat, was also cautious not to frame the Soviet Union 
or China as an enemy in public.44 And Kishi, who came to view the threat of com-
munism as existential during his tenure, was still cautious not to frame the Soviet 
Union nor China as “concrete hypothetical enemies,” further emphasizing the 
need to distinguish between how to deal with a particular (communist) country 
in a particular instance and the threat posed by international communism.45 By 
insisting that neither the Soviet Union nor China was “hypothetical enemies,” 
Japan’s leaders tried to avoid irritating all three referents: domestic constituents, 
political opponents, as well as the leadership in Moscow and Beijing.

It is worth reflecting on the motivation behind the choice of elected leaders in 
Cold War Japan not to affect foreign countries by designating them as threats. 
I suggest the desire not to affect a foreign country by labeling it a threat could 
result from at least two reasons: first, when leaders of state A wish to improve 
relations with state B, and second, when leaders of state A wish to minimize the 
chance of conflict with state B. Here I suggest that providing the analyst can mus-
ter evidence from behind the scenes to support such an interpretation, as indeed 
I have done in the previous chapter, in certain instances the taboo on state-based 
threats can point to the opposite direction of the Low-Perceived Threat proposi-
tion: it is because leaders perceive an intense danger from an entity that they treat 
it as a taboo.

The strategic preference of avoiding war informed how Japanese leaders inter-
acted with leaders of friendly nations behind the scenes as well. In Chapter 1, 
I argued that some political leaders some of time exhibited strategic preference/
motivated bias of distancing Japan from war between the great powers, which 
led these leaders to downplay state-based threats and particularly, the Soviet and 
Chinese threats. At times, Japanese elites were particularly concerned with the 
threat of entrapment in a conflict involving the United States in East Asia because 
of the presence of US armed forces on Japanese soil, which exposed Japan to 
Soviet nuclear aggression, and because they occasionally perceived the United 
States as unnecessarily aggressive. This factor reinforced the wrong impression 
among scholars and practitioners that Japanese threat perceptions were moderate 
or non-existent, while, in fact, it may suggest the opposite: it was because of the 
intensity of the perceived danger of war, and in particular – a nuclear war, that 
Japanese actors downplayed state-based threats to avoid it.

Few scholars have emphasized the role played by the preference of avoiding 
entrapment in guiding the thinking of members of Japan’s political left, officials in 
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the public on matters related to Japan’s secu-
rity behavior. Tsuchiyama Jitsuo asserted that the risk of entrapment influenced 
Japan’s behavior during the first half of the Cold War.46 Izumikawa Yasuhiro 
suggested that the risk of entrapment is one of three elements that constituted 
Japan’s so-called antimilitarism in postwar Japan. It is this “realist” element 
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which, due to the support it received among the political left and the public, 
played a role in constraining Japan from taking more active security measures, 
including refraining from taking on security commitments to the United States.47 
Combined with other security threats and vulnerabilities, I argue, the threat of 
entrapment informed not only how Japanese leaders including Yoshida and Kishi 
sought to secure Japan but also how leaders spoke security, and which threats 
were left publicly unuttered.

Probing the limits of taboo in Cold War Japan

And yet on a few occasions during the Cold War Japanese defense officials and 
politicians broke the taboo on state-based military threats even when evidence 
from behind the scenes indicates that they were genuinely concerned about 
them. These cases seem to defy the logic outlined earlier as rather than silence, 
intense perceived threats in private were followed by public warnings. Thus, as 
we have seen, during the second half of the 1960s, JDA Director-Generals cau-
tioned about nuclear China in the Diet, with one of them confessing that “both 
the physical and the psychological threat [posed by a nuclear China] do not leave 
my mind.”48 Prime Minister Satō, too, admitted – when asked – in the Diet in 
November 1965 that he felt a threat by a nuclear China.49 These empirical find-
ings raise another set of questions: Which actors in Cold War Japan breached the 
taboo on uttering state-based threats, how they chose to do so, when, and why?

The taboo on state-based threats was only challenged by JDA General Direc-
tors, in relation to China, and in the second half of the 1960s. At no other 
point in the early Cold War period, to the best of my knowledge, did Japanese 
elected leaders or JDA high officials publicly frame the Soviet Union or China in 
the Diet as a “great military threat.” I return to the uniqueness of the Chinese 
nuclear threat in the “Novelty” section later. For now, let me focus on why actors 
would challenge the taboo on military-security issues in general. To do so, it is 
worth recapping my argument so far. In the previous chapter, I argued that a 
careful evaluation of threat perception as conduct, speech, and thought reveals 
that Japan’s defense establishment and political leadership perceived the Soviet 
Union and the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as threatening and that these 
perceptions fluctuated in intensity and content over time, and among actors, and 
that segments of Japan’s defense and political elites perceived the threat of a 
nuclear war as a serious threat. I then argued that rather than indicating a low 
perceived threat in early Cold War Japan, these widespread perceived threats were 
partly responsible for the emergence – and the endurance – of the taboo on nam-
ing foreign countries as military threats in public. I would like to add the final 
piece in the puzzle, suggesting that paradoxically, this taboo as well as a series of 
restrictions on the defense apparatus, served to amplify threat perception among 
individuals across Japan’s uniformed personnel, JDA civilian officials, and elected 
leaders, who sometimes and under certain conditions, felt incapable of properly 
defending Japan vis-à-vis security threats, including the threats of nuclear war 
and war on the Korean Peninsula.50 One way of addressing this vulnerability was 
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through issuing a public “fear arousal” message, that is, direct challenge on the 
taboo on designating foreign countries as military threats.51

Motivated biases

Whereas the strategic preference of avoiding the threat of entrapment was high-
lighted in the literature, the role of motivated biases in downplaying threats has 
not been explored by scholars in the context of Japan to the best of my knowl-
edge. A motivated bias refers to the inference leaders draw for reasons other than 
reality appraisal, including the subconscious need to see the world in certain ways. 
As Robert Jervis suggested, the needs of leaders and their states can strongly influ-
ence whether others are seen as threats, the kind of threats they are seen as pre-
senting, and the best way of dealing with the threats.52 Thus, for example, when 
leaders embark on a given policy, they will feel strong psychological pressures 
to perceive that the threats they face can be mitigated. When motivated biases 
are predominant, many of the beliefs that provide the reasons for the choice of 
policy are rationalizations. It is therefore not surprising that in Cold War Japan, 
left-leaning progressive intellectuals rendered the danger of nuclear war between 
the two superpowers to be graver than did the policy-makers, “who were rela-
tively sanguine about the Japanese state’s involvement in a showdown between 
the US and USSR.”53 Committed to the policy of allying with the United States, 
conservative leaders perceived the threats to this policy, including the danger of 
nuclear war and the risk of entrapment, as surmountable.

That is not to say that defense and political elites were oblivious to the threat 
of nuclear or conventional war. Centrist leaders wanted to avoid the entrapment 
in a war by distancing Japan from the possibility of such a contingency, while 
maintaining their pro-US alignment as means to defend Japan against domestic 
subversion and international communism. This middle-way balancing position 
between alignment with the United States and the threat of entrapment required 
skillful maneuvering, including the occasional downplaying of threats. At times, 
such underrepresentation of security threats incurred frustrated or dismissive 
responses from US policy-makers and diplomats.

Evidence from various sources indicates that the threat of nuclear war pervaded 
many aspects of Cold War Japan, including, since 1957, the political discourse as 
well.54 The varied artistic expressions and popular culture representations of the 
nuclear threat during the Cold War period demonstrate the extent to which the 
threat of nuclear war permeated Japanese society. As Ann Sherif demonstrated 
in her book “Japan’s Cold War – Media, Literature, and the Law,” nuclear issues 
were a central theme in numerous films, novels, and public events, including the 
influential Hara Tamiki’s novel “Summer Flowers” (Natsu no hana, 1947), the 
film “Godzilla” (Gojira, 1954), and the various A-bomb Panels held in Japan and 
abroad (1947–1964). And as I showed elsewhere, the term “nuclear war” was 
the most frequently mentioned security issue in the Diet during the entire Cold 
War period.55 As such, it would be a mistake to dismiss the impact of the nuclear 
threat on leaders’ strategic preferences or motivated biases, including on their 
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(un-)conscious determination to avoid entrapping Japan in a conflict that might 
lead to such a contingency, thereby bringing them to play down certain security 
threats in certain situations.

In sum, any comprehensive analysis of threat perception ought to be attuned 
to the strategic preferences or motivated biases of defense and political elites, 
including attempts to downplay security threats to avoid nuclear war and entrap-
ment in other forms of violent conflict. To address this point, the analyst must 
ask whether a gap between public articulations of threats and private judgments 
of threats existed, and if so, what set of strategic preferences or motivated biases 
might have influenced the public articulations of threats. This question is espe-
cially pertinent in the context of allied relationships, as scholars of international 
relations have identified the working of the “alliance politics dilemma” in which 
both parties to alliance try to balance the threat of abandonment by the other 
with the threat of entrapment in a conflict to which the other is a party.56

The views among leading civilian officials at the Defense Agency (JDA) during 
the early Cold War are a case in point. In explaining the reasoning underlying the 
1957 Basic Policy on National Defense, Kaihara Osamu, a key figure among the 
bureaucrats of the powerful internal bureau, opined that “Basically, no country 
in the world will attack a Japan in which U.S. forces are stationed.” And even if 
indeed some country ventured to do so, Kaihara continued, “Then we have no 
other option than to rely on the Americans to take care of it. We are not capable 
of it, nor will we be in the foreseeable future.”57 Kaihara’s judgment concerning 
the low likelihood of foreign invasion, I speculate, might have been motivated by 
his staunch support for defending Japan by relying on the security arrangements 
with the United States rather than by developing independent military capabili-
ties. This motivated bias, and not objective levels of deployment of American 
troops in Japan, which declined rapidly between 1952 and 1965, might have 
played a role in his moderate assessment of the military threat of foreign inva-
sion.58 The fact that Kaihara both denies the possibility of an attack against Japan 
and considers it in the same breath, suggests to me that a motivated bias was in 
place. In any case, there was a schism between military and leading civilian offi-
cials as to the intensity of the Soviet threat.

Personal experience with the threat, estimated exposure 
to future threat, and an acute sense of organizational 
vulnerability

To explain why SDF personnel often judged the Soviet threat to be more serious 
than their civilian counterparts, we need to consider three psychological factors: 
personal experience with the threat, estimated exposure to future threat, and an 
acute sense of organizational vulnerability. Viewed together, these three factors 
help explain the perceptional gap between SDF personnel and civilian officials. As 
Tamaki Seiji has pointed out in his oral history testimony, field personnel – “the 
people at the radar sites” – were more intimidated by the Soviet intrusions into 
Japan’s airspace than were the civilian officials sitting in their offices in Tokyo, 
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hundreds of kilometers away. Since SDF personnel experienced threatening stim-
uli firsthand, field personnel were prone to register stronger affective response 
vis-à-vis Soviet stimuli.59 While in some cases, prolonged and repeated experience 
of threatening stimuli can lead to decreased sensitivity to, or even to psychic 
numbing (where individuals or groups withdraw attention from traumatic past 
experiences), this, as Tamaki’s testimony shows, is not often the case.

Second, because one of the two primary missions of the SDF was to resist Soviet 
aggression, the level of perceived personal exposure to the threat of war among 
uniformed personnel was higher. Because the purpose of the SDF as an organiza-
tion is to defend Japan against external threats, its legitimacy as an organization 
is dependent on its ability to fulfill that mission. Therefore, its members are likely 
to be preoccupied about threats they might face. This organizational setting, 
then, was the context in which Soviet movements and deployments were judged 
to be threatening. Thus, the necessity to combat a potential enemy – and higher 
personal exposure to the threat – served as a “threat multiplier,” bolstering the 
intensity of the perceived danger posed by the Soviet threat among SDF officials.

Third, and relatedly, since the SDF personnel were operating within a par-
ticular organizational setting that incorporated the armed resistance to Soviet 
invasion, the perceived ability of the organization to effectively handle its roles 
and missions is key in informing threat perceptions among its personnel. Yet 
many members of the SDF believed that theirs was a weak organization, with 
an inadequate capacity to manage threats on the organizational level. Recall the 
oral history interview with Horie Masao, who served in a variety of strategic and 
operational planning positions in GSDF from 1955 to 1962, in which he testified 
that the Soviet threat generated a strong sense of danger because Soviet forces 
were superior and gradually improving and because Japan’s exclusively defense-
oriented military policy and its ban on building military fortifications on private 
land meant that, in case of military contingency, the GSDF would have had to 
fight off Soviet forces without the ability to mobilize forces over long distances 
and without adequate fortifications, leaving it “totally exposed.”60 Or consider a 
similar statement made in 1963 by Nakayama Sadao, chief of naval operations 
for the MSDF, testifying to a sense of vulnerability because of inadequate equip-
ment: “We will stand shoulder to shoulder with the US, but it won’t work if we 
get pistols, and they get rifles.”61

To sum up, for members of the SDF, the Soviet threat – manifested as military 
movements and assets – was not a mere potentiality; it generated a palpable sense 
of danger, especially because military personnel would oversee a Soviet attack and 
because they perceived their organization as vulnerable and ill-equipped to deal 
with a military attack from the Soviet Union. For civilian officials in the JDA, 
however, the Soviet threat was less tangible, albeit a source of alarm.

The spatial distribution of dangers

While they perceived communism as an existential political threat, Japanese lead-
ers in the 1950s and 1960s also believed that the Soviet Union was unlikely to 
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invade Japan with military forces (although it might attempt to harm Japan indi-
rectly by relying on Communist agents there to interfere in Japanese domestic 
matters). Yoshida asserted in January 1951 that the Soviet Union would “never” 
invade Japan.62 Hatoyama affirmed in May 1955 that the Soviet Union would 
not attack Japan “without a reason,” and both Kishi and Ikeda did not perceive 
the Soviet Union as a high military threat either. Prior to the early 1970s, Satō 
too did not see the USSR as a high military threat.63 The cognitive belief that 
the Soviet Union would most likely not attack Japan is central to the lack of per-
ceived high Soviet military threat. Why did several of Japan’s elected leaders view 
Communism as an existential political threat while perceiving only a low military 
threat from the Soviet Union, and relatedly, why did PM Satō come to perceive 
a high intensity of Soviet military danger in the early 1970s?

To address this set of questions, I first reiterate my claim that the perception 
of threat is grounded in spatial thinking. That is, when individual leaders associ-
ate entities with a degree of danger, they conceive of this danger in space. To 
demonstrate this point, consider the following reflection made by Yoshida about 
the threat of communism, made in 1961: “At this critical juncture when Com-
munism is making heavy inroads in many parts of the world (emphasis mine), 
I earnestly hope that Japan will continue to serve as a bastion of peace and liberty 
in Asia and, consequently, in the world.”64 The spatial image underlying Yoshida’s 
framing of the communist threat entails a communist threat expanding around 
the world, as if advancing in space in various directions.

Throughout the period covered in this study, Japanese actors were sensitive to 
developments close to Japan. This finding is in line with previous studies which 
have pointed to factors such as the strategic or emotional meaning attached to 
certain geographical areas or the importance of geographical distance in provid-
ing “criteria for selection” of threat cues.65 But rather than strategic/emotional 
importance or geographical distance, I argue that Japanese actors construed the 
intensity of the danger posed by the Soviet Union along the lines of a “spatial-
distribution” of the threat, that is, how much of the danger is directed “at us” 
(near), how much of it was directed “toward others” (far), and crucially, whether 
the situation is shifting so that more danger is increasingly directed at us. In the 
case of the Soviet Union, elected leaders in-charge of assessing threats to the coun-
try’s security were inclined to judge the intensity of the danger posed by the Soviet 
military threat based on an evaluation of the Soviet danger in the Far East region 
and of the Soviet threat in other regions of the world (mostly in Europe).

The “spatial distribution” of perceived threats may help explain why in the 
early postwar period Japanese elected leaders did not perceive a serious Soviet 
military threat: since Europe was prioritized in terms of Soviet military power 
throughout much of the early Cold War period, and tensions there amounted, for 
many in Japan, the Soviets were primarily “looking” West and not East, and thus 
were not perceived as overly threatening.66 Thus, for example, during a meeting 
with US Ambassador John Foster Dulles held on January 31, 1951, Yoshida told 
his counterpart that “there was no immediate danger” in East Asia; rather, he 
foresaw a danger materializing in Europe.67
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Likewise, the spatial distribution mechanism helps to explain why in the early 
1970s, Satō came to judge a high military danger posed by the Soviet Union. The 
USSR was perceived as increasingly threatening because of perceived changes in 
the “spatial distribution” of the danger posed by the Soviet Union. On August 12, 
1970, the Soviet Union concluded the Non-Use of Force Treaty with West Ger-
many. Against the background of the reduction in US military presence in Asia – 
the Nixon doctrine announced in the previous year – and the Sino-Soviet military 
clashes of 1969, I posit that Satō then perceived a shift in the spatial distribution 
of the Soviet danger: a reduced danger in Europe and an increased danger in the 
Far East, including likely Soviet advance into Taiwan.68

Few scholars have come near to this realization in a contemporary context 
although my explanation is different in an important way. In a study of strate-
gic considerations in Japan-Russia relations, Tsuruoka Michito opines that “ulti-
mately, for Japan, Russia is first and foremost judged by its actions in East Asia.”69 
And in a recent study of Japan’s security cooperation with Russia, James Brown 
concludes that “Japanese security thinkers seem not to regard Russia as a threat 
primarily because a clear differentiation is made between Russian behavior in 
Europe and in East-Asia.”70 In contrast, my argument is that rather than car-
ing solely about East-Asia (Tsuruoka), or even differentiating between the two 
regions in judging threats (Brown), in various points during the Cold War, the 
spatial distribution mechanism – how much of the danger was directed at Europe, 
how much of the danger was directed at Japan, and whether there were changes 
to this distribution – enabled or constrained Japanese leaders and strategists in 
their judgment of the intensity of the danger posed by the Soviet Union.

To summarize, the empirical analysis of threat perception in Cold War Japan 
identified considerable fluctuations in terms of intensity and content. In further 
exploring these fluctuations, and specifically the incidents in which elected lead-
ers such as Yoshida or Satō perceived weaker or stronger threat from the Soviet 
Union, I suggested that an inferential mechanism related to the spatial under-
standing of security threats was at play. Theoretically, rather than Soviet deploy-
ments near Japan alone, it was changes to the spatial distribution of the Soviet 
danger – how much of it appeared to elected leaders to be targeting Japan (at 
self) and how much of it appeared to be targeting elsewhere (at others) – which 
enabled or constrained judgments of the intensity of the danger posed by the 
Soviet Union.

Novelty

As for the third question – why Japan’s civilian defense officials and elected lead-
ers such as Satō perceived an existential military threat from China in the second 
half of the 1960s – I find that, unlike in the Soviet case, China’s development 
of nuclear weapons signified a dramatic change in existing circumstances. New 
risks, as psychologists have established, induce more dread than old ones.71 Even 
though Japan’s elected leaders were informed by the United States about Chi-
na’s nuclear weapons development, the success of the Chinese nuclear program 
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created a new reality and generated uncertainty among those in charge of Japan’s 
national security including, as we have seen, the emperor himself. The percep-
tion of an existential military threat from China among a few of Japan’s elected 
leaders was exacerbated by the deterioration of Sino-Japanese relations after the 
Satō administration was inaugurated in November 1964. As for Satō, he became 
a target of Chinese media, which may have antagonized him even more.72 Thus, 
in the second half of the 1960s, the element of novelty in China’s nuclear pro-
gram development played a role in strengthening perceptions of a Chinese threat 
among segments of Japan’s defense and political elites.

The element of novelty as outlined earlier suggests that over time, threat 
perceptions associated with state-actors acquiring nuclear weapon (say, North 
Korea’s nuclear weapons development) might “lose” some of their intensity, as 
they are no longer experienced as novel. Recall, for example, Satō’s statement in 
the Diet from November 1965: “Although the Soviet Union possesses nuclear 
weapons, in the current situation I do not feel there is a threat [from the Soviet 
Union] as it adheres to the line of ‘peaceful coexistence.’ ” While Satō argues 
his lack of threat perception of the Soviet nuclear capacity is the result of Soviet 
policy, I suggest that it is the lack of novelty associated with the Soviet nuclear 
capacity that was crucial in shaping his moderate perception of it.

Integrative account

Let me try to link the aforementioned factors into an integrative psychological 
account of Japanese threat perception during the early Cold War.

To explain why Japan’s threat perception-as-conduct fluctuated the way it did, 
and especially why did the government consider and adopt extraordinary meas-
ures in some points in time, I suggested that these measures were partly the result 
of the need for leaders to balance a wide range of security threats and vulnerabili-
ties, a range wider than the threats of direct aggression (Soviet invasion) and indi-
rect aggression (communist subversion), which were mostly countered within 
the remit of the SDF (and the police force, on which I had less to say about in 
this book). To mitigate the danger posed by the additional threats of fanaticism/
militarism, entrapment, and (later) abandonment, Japanese elected leaders have 
produced a unique set of measures designed to secure their country. Rather than 
being a product of realist or constructivist factors, Japan’s threat perception as 
conduct is better explained as satisfying the need to balance these various for-
eign and domestic, military, and political threats (and economic threats, although 
I had less to say about these in this book).

To explain why Japan’s threat perception-as-speech evolved the way it did – 
why the taboo on designating states as security threats emerged, why was it sus-
tained, and challenged – I suggested to approach this question from a linguistic 
perspective that takes taboo to be a kind of word spell-working: by avoiding 
framing foreign countries as threats, Japanese politicians (and defense officials) 
generally sought not to affect three kinds of actors in the world: public, members 
of the opposition, and foreign leaders of communist nations.
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Zooming in on the third actor of foreign leaders, I argued the tendency to 
avoid labeling communist countries as military threats can be understood within 
the context of yet another threat: that of a nuclear war between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. As they were acutely aware of the threat of superpower 
conflict, and of the danger that Japan might become a target in a nuclear exchange 
due to the presence of American bases and military forces on its soil, Japanese 
leaders avoided aligning too closely with the United States and remained cautious 
in their public statements vis-à-vis communist countries including the Soviet 
Union and China.73 By putting forward this explanation, I complement existing 
explanations for the taboo on military-security threats in Cold War Japan, such 
as those made by Ulv Hanssen and Thomas Berger, which focus on the first two 
audiences I mentioned earlier: the Japanese public and members of the opposi-
tion. The two existing accounts are helpful in making sense of the emergence of 
taboos on hypothetical enemies in the early 1950s (Hanssen) and on military-
security issues more broadly in the early 1960s (Berger) but as a domestic-political 
phenomenon. A  fuller explanation was needed, both because military security 
issues such as the designation of foreign countries as threats have international 
implications, and because the taboo on military security issues was not total; at 
various points during this period, actors did challenge it.

While the taboo on state-based security threats was sustained throughout most 
of the early Cold War era, elected leaders did frame the communist threat as an 
existential danger on numerous occasions, and relatively frequently as well – at 
least until the early 1960s when references to the communist threat become far 
fewer. Whereas elected leaders went to great lengths to try and distinguish the 
threat of communism and the threat posed by specific countries so as not to 
affect the world, such discursive sophistry can be challenged from a philosophi-
cal standpoint. If the threat of communism did exist during the Cold War, as 
many of Japan’s elected leaders seem to have believed – and to communicate it as 
such in public – then where was it? Threat perception, I suggested, is grounded 
in spatial awareness, whether one is aware of the fact or not. As George Lakoff 
points out, “things that exist must exist in a location, or in a slogan form: to be 
is to be located.”74 And while things can be thought to exist within one’s mind 
or body, by declaring that communism was a threat, even in a strictly ideological 
sense, elected leaders made a claim to the existence of the communist threat in 
the world. Thus, despite the leaders’ best efforts to the contrary, by affirming the 
existence of the communist threat (or any other threat for that matter), they also 
invited thoughts and questions from others as to the threat’s precise location.

To explain why the taboo on state-based threats was challenged on a few occa-
sions during the early Cold War, I argued that the emergence of the taboo had 
a paradoxical effect in so much as it served to amplify threat perception among 
Japan’s uniformed personnel, and less frequently, among JDA civilian officials 
and elected leaders, who sometimes and under certain conditions – such as the 
condition of novelty brought about China’s nuclear developments – felt incapable 
of properly defending Japan vis-à-vis various security threats. By challenging the 
taboo, these actors, therefore, sought to call attention to the danger at hand.
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To explain Japan’s threat perception-as-thought, I highlighted the role of per-
sonal experience with the threat, estimated exposure to future threat, and an 
acute sense of organizational vulnerability as crucial in understanding why SDF 
personnel were more concerned with specific security threats than their civilian 
counterparts in the JDA. To explain why threat perception-as-thought fluctuated 
the way it did among elected leaders, I highlighted the role of the spatial distribu-
tion of danger and of novelty.

To summarize this chapter, the psychological explanation integrates some 
elements of the realist and constructivist explanations. The realist emphasis on 
the regional military balance of power, the level of ally commitment, and the 
fear of entrapment, and the constructivist emphasis on identity, are subsumed 
under some of the psychological factors outlined earlier, including the need 
to balance various security threats and vulnerabilities, strategic preferences/
motivated biases, and the spatial distribution of danger. But instead of ignor-
ing non-material factors as the realist thesis does, and instead of underplaying 
material factors as the constructivist thesis often does, the psychological expla-
nation combines both material and non-material factors to suggest that threat 
perception is best understood by taking the perceiver and experiencer of threat –  
the individual – seriously.

The psychological explanation of threat perception in IR requires a shift in the 
unit of analysis. Whereas both the realist and constructivist theses tend to focus 
on the state or society at large, the psychological thesis treats the individual-in-
community as an important unit of analysis. This is for the simple reason that 
states do not perceive threats as unitary actors; people do, and, as this book has 
shown, their perceptions of threats often diverge and evolve with time. The shift 
in analytical focus gives rise to several theoretical and methodological challenges, 
including measurement issues.75 Yet these challenges are not new, and, as this 
book revealed, they can be overcome by adopting a transfactualist commitment 
to the production of knowledge; by collecting extensive, high-quality data; by 
scrutinizing behavior, language, and thought; and by using a holistic analytical 
framework to interpret the data.
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