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process of gender integration” after the 1970s.1

Summary

With the United States leading the way, this

This paper examines the history of women in the

occurred at the peak of second-wave feminism,

Japanese Self-Defense Forces. I focus on policy

leading some to call this phenomenon a feminist

makers’ reasons for introducing women into the

“achievement.” At the same time, some

SDF, reasons that have nothing to do with gender

opponents of gender integration in the military

equality. I apply a framework of “camouflaging”

warned that the military risked being overrun by

in my discussion of these reasons.

a conspiracy of feminists.2

本稿は、日本の自衛隊における女性の歴史を検
証するものである。自衛隊の政策決定者たちは
女性たちをなぜ自衛隊にとりこんできたのか。
本稿では「カモフラージュ」という分析枠組み
を用いることで、女性自衛官を包摂してきた理
由がジェンダー平等とは無関係なものであった
ことを示す。

Both theories are oversimplified or misleading.

Keywords

actively criticized women’s participation in the

Regarding the former, not all feminists have
supported women’s participation in the military.
Most feminists were indifferent to issues
pertaining to women in the military and some
military as anti-feminist. 3 The fact that some

Gender, women, military, gender mainstreaming,

military officials supported gender integration

camouflaging, Japanese Self-Defense Forces

counters the latter theory warning of the dangers
of a military dominated by feminists. Military

Introduction

officials also rejected some conservative

Since the late 20th century, women have been

initiatives to exclude female soldiers from

admitted in growing into the world’s military

specific units, viewing these as incompatible with

organizations, finding their own positions in

personnel requirements at a time when the

what was once a male sanctum. Most Western

military has struggled to recruit and faced the

militaries began “the so-called second generation necessity to progressively lower standards for
1
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enlistment.4 In short, it is misleading to portray

long avoided military studies. In a review of

gender integration in the military as either a

military sociology, Takahashi Saburo observes

positive achievement resulting from the women’s

that there are war studies rather than military

movement or a politically motivated feminist

studies in postwar Japan, distinguishing the

intrusion. Neither accounts for the multifaceted

extensive literature on studies of Japanese and

reality of gender integration in the military.

international war from studies of the military in
society.

As Orna Sasson-Levy observes, the military is an

12

Since the 1990s, new generations of

scholars who did not directly experience the war

“extremely-gendered institution.” Its gendered
5

have

character, however, has never been static. Often

been

making

military

studies

interdisciplinary and observing military spheres

facing resistance from groups both inside and

as different cultures. 13 Specifically, in the last

outside, its structure has constantly been in flux.

decade Japanese scholars have begun to study

Furthermore, gender integration has sometimes

the contemporary Japanese military and its place

taken place under strategic and political

in Asian security and social history. For example,

considerations that were quite apart from the

Tanaka Masakazu has been researching Asian

gender equality goals of feminists.6

militaries since 2003.14 Kawano Hitoshi analyzes

It is often said that the military is a microcosm of

the motivations of SDF officials for joining

the civilian world.7 Cynthia Enloe acutely points

peacekeeping operations.

out, however, that the military is “more than just

discloses the ‘uneasiness’ of the SDF soldiers

one more patriarchal institution.”8 It occupies a

regarding

unique position in society as the institution most

masculinities, and identities.16 Sasaki Tomoyuki

closely identified with the state, one that

traces the process by which the SDF endeavored

possesses its own financial, labor, and material

to enlist popular support and to become “an SDF

resources. 9 These characteristics make the

for the people” in postwar Japan. 17 Mikanagi

military more than an institution that reflects

Yumiko sheds light on the Japanese

gender relations in civil society. 1 0 It is a

government’s shift in defense policy, which was

fundamental site for defining “what behavior is

closely linked to the historical transformation of

appropriate, what roles are acceptable to become

dominant norms of masculinity.18 My previous

a man or a woman in our society.”11 As a crucial

work on women in the SDF and this paper draw

site for the construction of gender, the military is,

on these pioneering works.19

thus, a vital field for scholars of gender studies.

their

15

roles,

Sabine Frühstück
respectability,

Whether the SDF is a “military” or not remains
an unresolved question. However, several points

In postwar Japan, however, social scientists have
2
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require clarification. First, the budget of the SDF

important to note that the SDF functions as a

in 2010 was $54.5 billion, which was 3.3 percent

military in many ways and to recognize the

of world military expenditures. According to the

steady erosion of constitutional constraints as it

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute,

expands its reach.

Japan ranked in the top six countries in the world

In this paper, I analyze the SDF as a

in military expenditure. 2 0 Second, the SDF

“camouflaged military.” Camouflage is a way of

increased in size since 1950 to an organization

hiding that allows an otherwise visible existence

with 227,950 uniformed, professional members

to remain undetected, by blending in with its

(including 11,797 women, 5.2 percent) in fiscal

surroundings. Since its creation, the SDF has

year 2010. 21 Third, the SDF is equipped with

sought to camouflage its military character by

some of the most updated, sophisticated

blending into the surrounding civil society.

weaponry. This includes F-15 jet fighters,22 Aegis

Women have played an important role in

warships, and HAWK (“Homing All the Way

camouflaging the SDF in this manner. It is

Killer”) air-defense guided missiles, although

noteworthy that from 1950 to the present at no

Japan explicitly eschews nuclear weaponry and

time did Japanese women campaign for gender

research on nuclear weaponry. Fourth, since the

integration in the SDF. As Figure 1 and Figure 2

1990s, the SDF has repeatedly deployed overseas

show, however, the number of women in the SDF

and conducted regular joint maneuvers with

and the types of jobs that they perform increased

other states’ militaries, notably with that of the

steadily over the years. Although the number of

U.S.23 These points show that the SDF today has

military women in many countries is minuscule

the capacity, if not the authority or the

and in no case are the women fully integrated,

prerogative, to wield significant military force,

Japan ranks in the lowest level of gender

and that constraints on its ability to do so have

integration.25

steadily eroded over time.
Neverthless, the Japanese government continues
to maintain a formal commitment to Article Nine
of the Japanese Constitution.24 Therefore, the SDF
is not officially called a “military” by the
Japanese government and each instance of SDF
dispatch overseas, such as in Cambodia and most
recently in Iraq, has touched off public debate.

Figure 1 Number and Percentage of Female
Members in the SDF 27

Nevertheless, whatever its constraints, it is

3
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Using four analytical stages in Japanese postwar

Japan’s new constitution, which was

history, I examine the history of women in the

promulgated in 1946 and remains in effect to this

SDF from the perspective of globalized gender

day, prohibits Japan from maintaining military

mainstreaming. According to the United Nations,

forces and from using force to settle international

gender mainstreaming is “the process of

disputes.

assessing the implications for women and men of

However, from the early days of the U.S.-Soviet

any planned action” and “a strategy for making

conflict, with Chinese Communist forces’

women's as well as men’s concerns and

advancing to victory in the late 1940s, and

experiences an integral dimension” of policies

especially following the outbreak of war in Korea

and programs in order to achieve gender

in June 1950, Washington began to position Japan

equality. 2 6 While policy makers in Japan

as a subordinate American ally in the global war

introduced women into the SDF without the goal

against

of promoting gender equality, the addition of

communism.

General

Douglas

MacArthur sent then Prime Minister Yoshida

women resulted in giving them a specific

Shigeru a memorandum on the reinforcement of

function of camouflaging militaries and their

the Japanese police forces on July 8th,28 and the

operations all over the world in the process of

new Japanese postwar military force came into

globalized gender mainstreaming.

being as the National Police Reserve. In 1951, on

1. Taking off (the 1950s to the early 1960s): We

the same day that it signed the San Francisco

are different from the Imperial Army

Peace Treaty with 48 countries, the Japanese
government concluded the Japan-U.S. Security
Treaty, which established Japan’s subordination
to the U.S. military, a position that has been
maintained ever since. In 1952, the Japanese
government, again with Washington’s support
and urging, renamed and reorganized the
fledgling Police Reserve as the National Safety
Forces. In that process, the Japanese government
removed the original purpose of domestic

Figure 2 Main Events Involving Women in
the SDF

policing from the mandate of the Safety Forces.
In 1954, the Japanese government concluded the

Under the U.S.-led Occupation after World War

Mutual Security Act (MSA) with the U.S. and,

II, Japan was completely demilitarized and its

subsequently, the Safety Forces was renamed the

military industry dismantled. Article Nine of
4
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Japanese Self-Defense Forces, the name by which

one, and only one official capacity: as nurses. In

Japanese military is still known today.

fact, the National Security Board, predecessor of
the Defense Agency, implored the former chief

During this take off stage (the 1950s to the early

nurse of the army hospital to enter this nascent

1960s), the Police Reserve (as it was then called)

Army Nursing Corps.

31

consisted exclusively of men in uniform.
Although nursing jobs played a minor role in this

Parliamentary proceedings reveal that the

small, fledgling organization, which was barred

proponents of women’s inclusion in this new

from combat, female nurses did not wear Police

organization sought to camouflage the military

Reserve uniforms. They were initially

nature of the Safety Forces. In 1952, when Tanaka

categorized by government planners as civilian

Jiro, a constitutional scholar of Tokyo University,

nurses. In 1952, when the government created the

attended a cabinet committee meeting to discuss

Army Nursing Corps, nurses became more

the establishment of the Safety Forces, he insisted

integrated into the main force and, since then,

that the Safety Forces should be distinct from the

have worn military uniforms.

Imperial Army. He pointed to the role of women
as part of the process of differentiation:

Mady Wechsler Segal, who researches women’s
military roles cross-nationally, states that “when

This may be irrelevant but

gender segregation is extremely high, the

introducing women into the

military must rely on women to perform military

National Police Reserve will make

functions that are dominated by women in the

its atmosphere more cheerful and

civilian workplaces.”29 Nursing is such a job, and

avoid possible conflicts with people.

it “has often been the first military job to open to

Please think about this as an issue of

women in substantial numbers.” 3 0 Segal’s

the incarnate National Security

observation applies to the nursing jobs open to

Board.32

Japanese women in post-1950 Japanese military
history.

We must recall that the majority of National

It appears that the male officials crafting the still-

Police Reserve members had military service

nascent SDF sought to include women as

records. As a result, the Japanese government
33

“feminine” military nurses. Since many women

had struggled to shed the Imperial Army’s

served as nurses during World War II,

negative legacy and to regain legitimacy after the

government and military planners and their

establishment of the National Police Reserve.

supporters welcomed women into the SDF in

Given the prewar role of women in the military
5
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as nurses, readers may believe that the

decision to change this policy:

incorporation of nurses in the SDF heightened
the similarity to the former Imperial Army. 34

One day, I went to the [SDF]

However compared to their roles as civilian

magazine [production office] in

employees of the prewar Japanese military, SDF

Saitama Prefecture…I saw many

nurses were more fully incorporated as

men arranging things in the

uniformed members. We can infer that one

magazine. What a waste! This is not

reason why the postwar military placed women

a man’s job but a woman’s job. I

nurses in positions for future development was

thought, women are good at

to camouflage the continuity with the prewar

organizing, you know? Think about

military, in other words, to give the impression

World War II. The women’s

that this postwar institution represented a break

voluntary corps was very successful,

from the Imperial Army.

wasn’t it? So I thought that men
should run with machine guns

2. Cementing the relationship (late 1960s to

while women take care of storing

1970s): Friendship with you

them. Such a division of labor
would be best, I thought.

In the late 1960s to 1970s the gender structure of

35

the SDF changed significantly. Japanese
government military planners then expanded the

The statement brilliantly captures how this senior

number and types of jobs that SDF women could

official set out to (re)craft military personnel

perform.

policy in ways that would “secure” the
masculinized integrity and character of the

In 1967, the Ground Self-Defense Force’s new

military profession, while expanding the role of

policy of placing women in so-called supporting

women in the SDF. Nevertheless, even if women

jobs set the stage for launching the Women’s

were to be marginalized by exclusion from the

Army Corps (WAC) the following year. The male

SDF’s “core” tasks (those related to killing),

officials’ reasoning seemed to stem from a desire

resistance remained to women becoming

to more “efficiently” use male SDF soldiers in

soldiers. According to Kaihara, the military elites

what they deemed to be “manly” jobs. One

of the GSDF in the late 1960s remained unified in

civilian defense official, Kaihara Osamu, Director

their opposition to creating the WAC and

General of the Secretariat of the Minister of State

expanding women’s roles in the SDF.36

for Defense from 1965 to 1966, recalled the
situation he had observed that affected his

However, other forces would affect the gendered
6
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formation of the military. As Sasson-Levy points

the seventh Director of WAC in August 1965 and

out, “globalization processes have served as

served from 1966 to 1971.

catalysts for change and development in gender

During his visit, Col. Tanaka learned how the

relations in many militaries around the world,
especially in Western militaries.”

37

Pentagon incorporated women into its staff,

Since

although women comprised just 2 percent of the

militaries examine situations internationally and

U.S. military in the late 1960s during the Vietnam

emulate each other, especially the world’s

War era. Matsukane Hisatomo, who had served

dominant ones, they tend to become similar to

in the U.S. as a defense attaché and was familiar

one another.38 Needless to say, the U.S. military

with the WAC, persuaded Col. Tanaka to

has strongly influenced all other militaries. Japan

approve the creation of a Japanese WAC.40 After

is among the loyal students influenced by the

Col. Tanaka’s return to Japan, the GSDF sent four

gendered structure of the U.S. military at the

female nurses to the U.S. for training at the U.S.

time, taking it as a model in certain respects for

WAC School.41

the SDF.

Throughout the Cold War, the U.S. WAC Center
trained foreign female officers not only from
Japan but from many allied countries. We can
infer from a list of foreign female officers trained
at the U.S. WAC Center that they played roles in
networking relations between the U.S. and Japan.
Japan was hardly alone in dispatching women to
the WAC center. Korea and Vietnam sent the

Figure 3 Col. Tanaka Shoji’s visit to the U.S.
Women’s Army Corps Center 42

largest number of female officers to the U.S.
WAC Center: 21 Korean and 18 Vietnamese

Kaihara testified that the turning point came

women were trained there from 1957 to 1967.43

when a Japanese defense attaché in the U.S.

The U.S. Commandant, on November 1st, 1967

persuaded a visiting official to approve the idea

pointed to the potential role of women in the

of a Japanese WAC. Figure 3 is a photograph
39

military of Japan and South Vietnam in the

that was taken when Col. Tanaka Shoji visited

“defense of the free world”:

the U.S. Women’s Army Corps Center on an
inspection tour in April 1965. On the left is Lt.

All three of our countries (Japan,

Col. Elizabeth P. Hoisington, who was appointed
7
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South Vietnam, and the U.S.,

integrating in the 1970s and Japanese SDF female

author’s note) have recognized the

personnel learned from and emulated much from

expanding role of women and the

them, while adapting their approach to Japanese

contribution which women can

sensibilities. Maeda Yoneko, Director of the

make to the defense of their nation.

Japanese WAC in 1968, encouraged women

Our three nations also share a

recruits to use their femininity to maximum

common belief that all people

advantage as follows: “Be tender, be elegant, be

everywhere have a right to be free.

modest, and don’t forget the smile within your

Only in our combined strength can

heart.”47 This responded to the resistance to and

we assist in the preservation of

concern about the inclusion of women soldiers,

freedom and the defense of the free

which were expressed by male SDF officials and

world. We believe that your

female recruits’ parents. In fact, this policy has

attendance at our School will be of

since been partially modified. It survives today as

value in furthering the defense of

“be tough, be cheerful, and be elegant.” It is clear

your nations and in future

that the Japanese WAC modeled its educational

cementing the ties of friendship

policy on that of the U.S. WAC while seeking to

which exist among us.

reassure skeptical male SDF officials.

44

There is evidence that the decision to incorporate

The female SDF personnel learned about more

women was also motivated, as in the American

than the defense of the free world. Oveta Culp

case, by the need to make up for the shortfalls of

Hobby, Director of the Women’s Army Auxiliary

male recruits, a factor that bore no relationship to

Corps (WAAC, later the WAC) from 1942 to

the goal of gender equality. During the high

1945, commented in 1942 that the corps would be

growth years of the late 1960s and early 1970s,

neither “Amazons rushing into battle” nor

Japan’s civilian job market was highly favorable

“butterflies fluttering about.” As Leisa D. Mayer
45

for young Japanese men. Consequently, the SDF

notes, propaganda at the time stressed the

faced great difficulty in attracting qualified male

hetero-normative femininity of the WAAC/WAC

recruits. During this period, SDF recruiters went

as a response to anxieties that the military would

to the cities and enlisted unemployed youth

make women “mannish” or would provide a

including those with little education and even

haven for lesbians.46

juvenile delinquents. However, these new
recruits caused disciplinary problems, including

The U.S. WAC leaders maintained this

crime and fighting. In addition, the resignation

educational policy until disbanding and
8
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rate was very high.48 In these circumstances, the

children who would become

SDF discovered a new pool of effective recruits:

soldiers.

49

young women.
In this male official’s view, retired female
military personnel would become “wise
mothers” who would not only understand the
needs of national security but would also foster
the next generation of SDF recruits. Though
important in other countries, this was especially
important in Japan where the SDF’s very
existence remained controversial. The movement
to incorporate women into the SDF coincided
with the mass movement of the 1960s opposing
the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty. This political
backdrop led some military officials to believe

Figure 4 SDF recruiting
poster, 1971

that recruitment of women could play a role in
changing public opinion about the SDF.

In increasing the number of women, SDF officials
hoped to win broad popular support for the
organization and to simultaneously foster
women recruits as “wise” mothers who would
produce the next generation of SDF. One officer
in the Ground Staff Office sought to persuade his
subordinates who opposed the idea of the WAC
with the following words:

Figure 5 SDF recruiting poster, 1976

If the SDF admits women, we could
gain more supporters. This is

Since their introduction into the SDF, a

because if one woman decides to

substantial number of women have served in the

become an SDF member, she would

recruitment division. The recruitment strategy in

have to persuade everyone in her

Okinawa, a location with an overwhelming U.S.

family. Moreover, such a woman

military base presence, illustrates the SDF’s

with a healthy spirit would bear

approach to combating negative public
9
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sentiments. After Okinawa’s sovereignty was
transferred from the U.S. to Japan in 1972, a
female official was included in Okinawa’s
recruitment division in an effort to mitigate
Okinawan antipathy towards the SDF.
Frühstück shows ways in which military public
relations efforts select and burnish their image.50 I
propose that the SDF’s primary self-image is of
citizens participating positively in society. The
first white paper published by the Defense
Agency in 1970 emphasizes the fact that “SDF

Figure 6 SDF recruiting
poster, 1973

members are the same as ordinary citizens. They
are uniformed citizens.”51

The slogan: “We are students in our youth.

The image of “SDF members as citizens” and

Human, comrade, friendship, yesterday, today,

women’s important role in the creation of this

tomorrow, the meeting of fresh spirits is an

image of the SDF can be observed in recruiting

important time!” The world within these posters

posters. Figure 4 is a 1971 SDF recruiting poster,

is a happy, peaceful, and joyous one, without war

showing two female and five male SDF officials

or danger. The presence of women in each of

holding the national flag. Although the flag-

these posters is essential to creating the warm

centered image is nationalistic, the slogan,

image of SDF friendship with citizens.

“Young power to defend peace” helps to prevent
the invocation of a militaristic image. Figure 5 is

3. Expansion (the 1980s and 1990s): Advanced

a 1976 SDF recruiting poster, showing two men

organization

arm wrestling while surrounded by four women

In the 1980s and 1990s, in close coordination with

and three men in uniform. Accompanied by the

the U.S., Japan built up its military capacity with

slogan “Friendship develops, trust is born,” the

major gains in air and naval power, as well as

close groupings testify to the close and warm

strengthened and expanded the SDF’s sphere of

relations between the SDF members and

activities. Since the 1980s, the SDF has

civilians. Figure 6 is a 1973 SDF recruiting poster.

participated in a wide range of joint military

A male SDF official is shown in the center,

exercises, notably with the US, such as the Rim of

surrounded by young civilian friends, five men

the Pacific Exercise (RIMPAC) and the Pacific

and two women.
10
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Exercise (PACEX). The SDF also joined the UN

discrimination in their own countries.

Transitional Authority in Cambodia (UNTAC)

To implement CEDAW’s provisions, the

from 1992.

Japanese government created what is known as

A central figure in promoting these changes was

the Equal Employment Opportunity Law

Nakasone Yasuhiro, the hawkish prime minister

(EEOL), the Law on Securing Equal Opportunity

from 1982 to 1987. He shifted restrictive Japanese

and Treatment between Men and Women in

security policy in a more aggressive direction by

Employment. Segal states that “[a] driving force

abolishing the one percent Gross National

toward increasing women’s representation in the

Product (GNP) ceiling on military spending and

military has been laws prohibiting discrimination

launching joint military training with the U.S.,

based on gender.” 55 In Japan, the law had an

proclaimed as defending the “free world” against

immediate effect when it was implemented in

communism.

1986. Civilian and military officials of the

52

Defense Agency moved to significantly expand

At that time, the role of women in the SDF

the numbers and types of jobs that SDF women

expanded in various ways. From the late 1980s to

could perform. This led to a rapid increase in the

the early 1990s during the bubble economy era,

number of SDF women working in previously

civilian jobs were plentiful and the SDF faced a

“masculine” jobs, including engineering,

shortfall in male recruits. As a result, SDF policy

artillery, and air defense control. The percentage

makers sought to recruit more women. As Figure

of SDF jobs open to women reached 75 percent,

1 shows, the number of women in the SDF in

up from 39 percent. Military women’s jobs thus

1991 (8,040, or 3.4 percent), while still small,

expanded beyond “traditional” female jobs, such

doubled from that of 1986 (4,232, or 1.7 percent).53

as personnel, administration, accounting,
nursing, and communication.56

An additional factor further influenced official
decisions regarding gender integration in the

Although CEDAW triggered these changes, their

SDF. External pressure, exerted by global

underlying cause cannot be reduced to feminist

institutions such as the United Nations helped

efforts. Karl L. Wiegand, who conducted

promote gender equality worldwide, including

interviews in the Prime Minister’s Office and the

in the military. 54 Most important was the 1985

Labor Ministry in 1979, pointed out that officials

ratification of the Convention on the Elimination

were pushing for greater opportunity for women,

of All Forms of Discrimination against Women

“because they want Japan to be viewed as a

(CEDAW), the United Nations treaty designed to

progressive modern nation among the

commit member states to end gender

industrialized countries of the world.”57 In other
11
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words, their decision was motivated by the

broadly and displaying their white teeth.

desire enhance Japan’s image as a “modern” and

Moreover, in Figure 7, the text merely states

“democratic” nation in the eyes of the principal

“GSDF/MSDF/ASDF/Recruit.” In Figure 8,

international allies.

however, a slogan reads: “We love (suki) your
vitality.” “Love (suki)” is a word that often

There were other noteworthy factors. The SDF

appears in posters depicting female models.

not only utilized women in the recruitment

Figure 9 is another SDF recruitment poster that

division, but also encouraged women’s

uses the word “love.” This poster shows a girl

participation in beauty contests and sought to

and a male SDF official, both smiling broadly, the

make use of the winners’ image. For example,

girl clinging admiringly to his arm, with the

“Miss Kochi” (Kochi prefecture) graced an SDF

slogan “I love (suki) a reliable person (hito)!”

publicity campaign, a strategy known as the
“wine red operation” that was implemented

But who loves whom? The implication in Figure

throughout the 1990s.

9 is clear: the civilian woman loves the uniformed

58

male SDF member. However, two interpretations

The number of male-only recruitment posters has

are possible for Figure 8. One is that the audience

been decreasing and the number of female-only

loves the vitality of the women SDF members.

and male and female posters has been increasing.

Another interpretation, however, is that the

Although female models appeared in posters

women SDF members depicted in the poster love

beginning in 1965, SDF designers began to over-

the vitality of unseen male SDF applicants or

represent women in the 1980s in order to appeal

recruits. In both interpretations, the posters try to

to young Japanese men and possibly women as

appeal to potential young male recruits.

potential SDF members.
The following two figures illustrate the shifting
gender profile in recruitment posters. Figure 7 is
a painting and Figure 8 is a photograph, but their
composition is identical. In each, three soldiers
stand in line—one from the Ground Self-Defense
Force (GSDF), a second from the Maritime SelfDefense Force (MSDF), and the last from the Air

Figure 7 SDF recruiting
poster

Self-Defense Force (ASDF). In Figure 7, the three
SDF men pictured are not smiling, while in

1954 Figure 8 SDF recruiting
poster, 1989

In 1992, the Japanese government for the first

Figure 8 the three women pictured are smiling
12
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time admitted women as cadets into the National
Defense Academy (NDA). This was designed to
give women the opportunity to gain promotions
to senior officer ranks. Thus, the possibility that
women would become officers and decision
makers increased. Yet even when a small number
of women were admitted as elite cadets into the
NDA, there remained continuity in the use of

Figure 9 SDF recruiting poster, 1987

women’s presence and images for recruiting
purposes (See Figures 1 and 2).

As a man, I think that female

CEDAW is again a key to understanding this

students of the NDA will have a

change. With the Japanese government preparing

positive effect. People will change

to ratify the CEDAW, officials in the Prime

their view of the SDF and young

Minister’s Office emphasized that the NDA

men will decide to enroll in the

should be open to women according to the

NDA and contribute to national

principle of gender equality. However, a long

defense so that they can find good

series of battles between the Prime Minister’s

wives. I recommend thinking that

Office and the Defense Agency ensued before

way.59

women were admitted as cadets in the NDA.
It is striking that even many leading officials and

Suzuki’s comments illustrate the sexist logic that

Diet members who tried to open the door for

underlies popular images of women and is

women in the SDF justified the change in

reinforced in many recruitment posters. The

traditional terms. For example, Suzuki Muneo,

Defense Agency examined the impact of this

then a member of the Liberal Democratic Party

policy change and concluded that admitting

(LDP), expressed this view of women’s

female cadets would inspire women’s

incorporation into the NDA at a cabinet

consciousness of national security, as well as

committee of the House of Representatives in

improve their understanding and image of the

1990:

SDF.60 Again, their logic is not rooted in gender
equality, but in the structured use of gendered
roles informed by such concepts as “good wife,
wise mother.”
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In addition to recruitment problems, government

policy.64 As a result, the Japanese government

officials were more concerned about the image of

passed the Law Concerning Cooperation for

the government institution (kan) than they were

United Nations Peace-keeping Operations and

in improving the position of women in society.

Other Operations, which permitted the SDF to

White papers at the time explained the necessity

participate in UN peacekeeping operations in

for the SDF to extend opportunities for women to

1992 in Cambodia. When Murayama Tomiichi,

work, following a period in which women gained

the leader of the Socialist Party, became Prime

greater opportunities to work in civil society.61

Minister in a coalition government, he
recognized the SDF’s constitutionality. In

Officials’ desire to create the image of the SDF as

addition, the SDF’s rescue operations both in the

an advanced organization is clear. In 1992, the

earthquake in Kobe-Hanshin area and the sarin

Defense Agency announced that it would review

gas attack on the Tokyo subway in 1995

women’s job restrictions, including “combat

contributed to raising the SDF’s profile

exclusion.” Male military officers argued

nationwide and burnished its image. With these

strongly against lifting this exclusion. However,

incidents, the Law for Measures to Deal with

some civilian male officials were enthusiastic

Situations in Areas Surrounding Japan finally

about this reform, with one commenting, “We

passed the Diet in 1999, giving legal basis for

want to create the most open workplace for

more militarily-ambitious SDF actions.

women anywhere in the world.”62 In the 1980s,
Japan became the world’s second largest

It is far from certain whether the ambition to

economy. As Mikanagi points out, “Once Japan

respond to international “expectations” and to

achieved a certain level of economic

send the SDF overseas is equivalent to the desire

development and sense of international status,

to create “the most open workplace for women

policymakers perceived a need to gain

all over the world.” What is clear is that the

international trust and respond to ‘expectations’

decision to admit a few women as elite cadets

from the world.”63 In the first Persian Gulf War,

into the NDA and to open up to women combat

which broke out soon after the end of the Cold

and noncombat jobs was not driven by the

War, Japan spent nine billion dollars in

principle of gender equality. The SDF’s own

supporting the U.S. coalition, but sent no troops

goals, and those of the government generally,

into combat. Japanese policymakers perceived

have centered on camouflaging military

their failure to respond to international

expansion through the use of women as poster

(especially, American) “expectations” and

girls and the creation of an image of the SDF as

became eager to transform Japan’s foreign

an advanced domestic and international

14
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organization.

approximately ten female members working in
communications, supply and nursing positions.

4. “International contributions” (the 2000s): We

When the Japanese government declared the

are the peacekeepers

southern Iraq city Samawa a noncombat area and
dispatched the SDF there, female officials were

In 1999, the Japanese government promulgated

included in the first group.

the Basic Law for a Gender Equal Society, which
proclaims the realization of a gender-equal

From January 2004 to July 2006, the Japanese

society a top-priority in 21st century Japan and

government dispatched about 5,500 GSDF

clarifies the basic principles for achieving a

members to Iraq. This was the first time that the
65

gender-equal society and the respective duties of

SDF was sent to a “combat area,” although the

the state, local governments, and citizens. Since

Japanese government did not classify it as such

then, the SDF have promoted further gender

and its troops did not participate in combat. At

integration.

the same time, this refueled the debate in Japan
about Article Nine of its Constitution.
Figure 10 is a photograph taken by an SDF public
relations officer in Samawa, published in
Asagumo, a weekly newspaper that provides
defense information and is subscribed to by most
SDF officials. 6 6 In the photo, a female SDF
member smiles at an Iraqi girl who has just
opened a book that was given to her. What

Figure 10 A female SDF official and an Iraqi
girl

message does this photo communicate? It shows
Iraq as a non-dangerous combat area where local

In the UN Mission of Support to East Timor

people welcome the SDF and the SDF fosters

(UNMISET) of 2002, female SDF officials were

Iraqi education. The inclusion of female members

included as peacekeepers for the first time. Since

in the troop is intended to persuade skeptical

then, the participation of female service members

Japanese people to view Samawa as a noncombat

in UN peacekeeping operations has become

area and the Iraq mission as a benevolent peace

commonplace. In addition, when the Japanese

operation. If Samawa is a dangerous combat area

government supported the U.S.-led war effort by

and the Iraq mission is to wage war, after all,

sending the SDF to help rebuild war-ravaged

who would send women there? Thus, women’s

Iraq in 2004, each 100 person-unit included

representation was used to camouflage Samawa
15
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as a combat area and the nature of the SDF’s

In Figure 11, Mainichi Shimbun 毎日新聞
(
)

mission in Iraq.

focused on a family of three: a young SDF male
personnel, his wife with eyes swollen from
crying, and a little boy clinging to his father’s
chest. As Figure12 shows, Yomiuri Shimbun読売
(

新聞) used the same family in its portrayal. This
representation parallels the composition of the
male soldier, his wife, and their little boy in

Figure 11 Mainichi
Shimbun(毎日新聞), February Figure 12 Yomiuri Shimbun(読
6, 2005
売新聞), February 6, 2005

prewar Japanese media as shown in Figure 13, an
illustration printed in the magazine Shufuno Tomo

There is abundant evidence to show that the

(主婦の友) in September 1941. In contrast, Asahi

Japanese media lacks a critical stance towards

Shimbun (朝 日新聞 ) opted for a young couple:

these politicized gender representations. Figures

crying wife and the SDF male personnel holding

11, 12, 14, and 15 are photographs that appeared

her tightly, as shown in Figure 14. Chunichi

in morning newspapers on February 6, 2005,

Shimbun (中 日新聞 ), a regional paper of the

when the fifth SDF force was dispatched to Iraq.

Chubu area where the SDF was sent, chose a

On that day, about 200 soldiers left for Iraq and

similar representation of the same couple, as

500 family members saw them off. Interestingly,

shown in Figure 15.

news reporters from several different

Another example of prescribed gender

newspapers chose the same two subjects in their

representation can be seen in the following

depictions of the event.

recruiting movie created by the ASDF in 2008.
This is an email written by a male SDF member
to his girlfriend, who is shown reading the
message on her cell phone.
Dear Sacchan,
We finished serving in Iraq and
today we are leaving for Japan.
I was glad to hear that our plane
was called the Bluebird of

Figure 13 Shufu no Tomo(主婦
の友), September 1941

Happiness.
This was the best word for we
16
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Japanese.
Constant tensions and hardships
were no big deal for me but
I have been concerned about you,
Sacchan.
I am sorry to have worried you and

Figure 14 Asahi Shimbun(朝日
新聞), February 6, 2005

… thank you

Figure 15 Chunichi
Shimbun(中日新聞), February
6, 2005

(Narrator:) That is something only we can do. Air
What propelled this change in policy? One factor
Self-Defense Force.
is the need to recruit SDF personnel in the era of
In the same manner as the photographs

a declining birthrate and aging population.

discussed above, this recruitment video portrays

Another factor is globally-promoted gender

men as “Just Warriors” and women back home as

mainstreaming. UN Security Council Resolution

“Beautiful Souls.” Although the SDF increased

1325, adopted on October 31, 2000, recognizes

the number of female officials and extended their

women’s roles and experiences in peace building

roles, these gender stereotypes linger on in the

and conflict resolution. It also calls on UN

21st century, perpetuating gender hierarchies in

member states to increase women’s participation

the SDF and in society.

and to introduce gender perspectives in peace

67

and security-related activities. 70 In relation to

Change in civil society had a ripple effect leading

such policies, the Japanese government has

to changes in the SDF. At the same time, the

declared that Japan should promote women’s

Japanese government has been promoting gender

participation in peacekeeping in order to

integration of the SDF. The government

“contribute internationally” in each of the Basic

upgraded the Defense Agency to the Defense

Plans for Gender Equality since 2000.

Ministry in 2007. In the same year, women’s job
limitations were revised, and in 2009, some

Therefore, it is increasingly difficult to

positions, including serving on escort vessels and

differentiate the military’s own interests in its

patrol helicopters, were opened to women.

68

incorporation of women from the advent of

Moreover, the Ministry of Defense began to lay

official efforts to promote gender equality in

down the infrastructure for maintaining a work-

society in the age of globalized gender

life balance that would facilitate women’s

mainstreaming. 71 SDF women personnel now

participation in the SDF, such as providing for a

play an integral role in international

workplace nursery in some units.

peacekeeping. In this manner, they camouflage

69
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the danger of combat areas, influence the image

mitigate antipathy towards the SDF; to attract

of the SDF’s mission within Japan, and contribute

heterosexual male recruits; to appear “modern”

to the image of Japan as a leading nation on the

and “democratic” to international allies; to

international stage.

improve the public image of the SDF; to claim
societal advancement following the expansion of

Conclusion

workplace access for women in civil society; to
create the image of the SDF as a safe and

Processes of militarization encompass not only

benevolent peacekeeper; and to camouflage the

military buildup in wartime, but also diverse

position of men and women SDF forces in a

transformations of civilian society in peacetime.

combat area in Iraq. .

As Enloe states, “Militarization is the step-bystep process by which something becomes
controlled by
, dependent on
, or derives its value from
the military as an institution or militaristic

It is noteworthy that during these four
stages—from 1950 to the present—at no time did
Japanese women campaign for gender

criteria.”72 In the case of Japan, Sasaki observes

integration in the SDF. In this respect, the

that much energy has been devoted to

Japanese postwar women’s movement differs

normalizing the SDF presence and to creating

from the liberal feminist movements in the U.S.,

national consensus on the need for the SDF in

Canada, Australia, and post-apartheid South

postwar Japan.73 As a result of this militarization,

Africa. I note the unique context in which

it is possible to state that most Japanese today

Japanese proponents of women’s rights operate:

feel no contradiction between Article Nine of the

the post-World War II Japanese military has been

Constitution and the existence of the SDF.

a volunteer force from the beginning, and
women’s movements have not prioritized the

This paper has explored the militarization of

military as an arena for attaining equality.74 Some

Japanese society from a gendered perspective,

feminist movements, notably the National

discussed the reasons for incorporating women

Organization for Women (NOW) in the U.S.,

into the SDF, and documented its use of women

fought for the inclusion of women in the military,

in marketing the SDF. The SDF has sought to

arguing that entry into and promotion within the

distinguish itself from the Imperial Army; to find

military were important steps toward gender

ways to assure that men undertake “manly” jobs;

equality. By contrast, Japanese women activists,

to cement relations between the U.S. and Japan;

deeply concerned about the threat of resurgent

to make up for the lack of male recruits by

militarism in Japan, have not prioritized support

recruiting growing numbers of women; to inspire

for expanded opportunities for women in the

in women national security consciousness; to
18

10 | 36 | 3

APJ | JF

SDF.

of brave and free female American soldiers
played an important role in legitimating the Iraq

The SDF’s unique situation allows scholars to

war as a fight to save oppressed Arab women.75

track the process of militarization and to
distinguish the military’s rationale for promoting

Krista Hunt and Kim Rygiel point out, “This war

gender integration from the movement for

story about women’s liberation served to

gender equality in Japan. It is clear that women

camouflage the Bush administration’s past and

have been used to camouflage the SDF’s

present record on women’s rights.” 76 More

militaristic character. During the first stage (1950s

specifically, it camouflaged the Bush

to early 1960s), the inclusion of women allowed

administration’s attack on women’s reproductive

the SDF to differentiate itself from the Imperial

rights domestically and internationally; its

Army. During the second stage (late 1960s to

maintaining of diplomatic relations with the

1970s), women helped cement ties with Japanese

Taliban with an eye toward protecting oil

citizens through their representation in

interests prior to 9/11; the funding of Afghan

recruitment posters and with the U.S. through

warlords who engaged in serious violence

their participation in WAC centers. During the

against women post-9/11; and Coalition soldiers’

third stage (1980s to 1990s), women contributed

sexual assaults on both Iraqi women and female

to the expansion of the military and became a

colleagues in Afghanistan and Iraq.77

symbol of a more advanced organization. In the

It is necessary to critically reflect on the processes

fourth stage (since 2000), women were used to

that are occurring under the rationale of gender

soften the image of the SDF’s military missions

mainstreaming of militaries all over the world.

and they became an integral part of Japan’s

For example, the U.S. Marine Corps launched

efforts to present its participation in American

Female Engagement Teams (FET) in Iraq and

wars as peacekeeping operations.

Afghanistan. The FET perform outreach to

We may ask whether the contribution of women

women and children in order for the military to

soldiers to camouflaging the military’s violent

learn about the local community, understand

and aggressive activities is specific to Japan.

their specific needs, and implement community

Women in the military of many countries have

development programs. Since the FET consists of

been presented in war propaganda, particularly

female service members, they can interact with

since 9/11. They have frequently been used to

women without violating the cultural norms of

camouflage the dark side of the “war on terror”

the local community. In fact, they have

and even to present it as a struggle for women’s

performed many outreach activities, including

rights. As Saskia Stachowitsch notes, the images

support for the establishment of women’s
19
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business, education of women and children on

lifted a long-established national ban on arms

basic medical and hygiene practices, assistance of

exports. This ban was one of Japan’s important

local female police officers, and establishment of

security policies, which prohibited the country

a center for women.

from exporting weapons and military equipment

83

78

for the purposes of killing, injuring and

I do not deny the significance of these activities.

destroying. Lifting the ban allows Japan to sell

As a scholar who explores militarization from a

weapons and military equipment to other nations

gender perspective, however, I believe it is

for use in peacekeeping operations.

necessary to examine what these activities
camouflage. These benevolent and humanitarian

When I state that gender mainstreaming may

activities may mask—in Afghanistan, Iraq, and

have a camouflaging function, I imply that our

the U.S. and elsewhere—the reality of military

eyes tend to be glued on the issue of “a lack of

violence. A tough and gentle “warrior-princess-

women” and to stray from the issue of “a

of-peace” will save, care, and construct rather

preponderance of soldiers” in peacekeeping

than kill, hurt, and destroy.

operations. 8 4 Soldiers may not be the best

79

But is such an

image a true one?

peacekeepers and militaries may not be the most
appropriate organization for peacekeeping

In closing, I would like to emphasize the fact that

operations. 8 5 Female peacekeepers may be

camouflage does not necessarily require intent to

expected to restore trust for the mission as an

conceal. It is sufficient that it makes something

antidote to the increasingly bad image of the

invisible, unnoticed, and overlooked. Shortly

military and to give the host society a different

after the March 11, 2011 earthquake and tsunami,

impression from that of an updated version of

100,000 SDF troops were sent to the disaster-

the colonial mission. Gender mainstreaming as

stricken northeastern coast of Japan. 80 They

camouflage may prevent people from raising

conducted search and rescue operations, some of

fundamental questions about war, the military,

them, as in “Operation Tomodachi(Friends)”,

and occupations.

together with the U.S. military.81 The result was
that SDF popularity rating soared, as did that of

This paper is a revised and expanded version of a talk I

the U.S. military, and many children were said to

delivered at the Harvard-Yenching Institute on

aspire to become SDF officers.82 It is true that they

February 22nd, 2012. It also develops themes that I

should be credited for their efforts in saving and

initially sketched in Sato, 2010, “Why Have the

caring for victims, as well as rebuilding the

Japanese Self-Defense Forces Included Women?: The
State’s ‘Nonfeminist Reasons’” in the anthology

disaster stricken area. At the end of 2011,

Militarized Currents: Toward a Decolonized Future

however, the Japanese government stealthily
20
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