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Review by Masamichi Inoue, University of Kentucky 

n this article, Jennifer Miller explores, in the main, protests initiated by residents of Sunagawa Town in 
the mid-1950s against the planned expansion of Tachikawa U.S. Air Force Base, located in western 
Tokyo, as well as the political and diplomatic significance of such protests. In so doing, she insightfully 

throws into relief a basic contradiction inherent in the U.S.-Japanese relationship after Japan regained its 
independence in 1952: the U.S. attempt to construct postwar Japan as a peaceful and democratic sovereign 
nation went hand in hand with the continued, often strengthened, presence of the U.S. military across Japan, 
a reality experienced by citizens as a betrayal of Japan’s sovereignty, undermining the very peace and 
democracy the U.S. was supposed to help establish. Miller develops a detailed analysis of this contradiction, in 
which Japanese citizens emerge not as passive victims of the U.S. domination but rather as active agents 
within and against it. For instance, as Miller explains, the Sunagawa protests, supported by larger circles of 
progressive students and workers, ultimately resulted in cancellation of the planned expansion of Tachikawa 
Base, constituting part of a larger historical process whereby the total area of U.S. military facilities in 
mainland Japan was reduced by more than 75% from the mid-1950s (129,600 hectares in 1955) to the early 
1960s (30,600 hectares in 1962).1 Miller displays impressive skill in connecting the Sunagawa protests with 
critical voices of the people that surfaced at diverse sites in the 1950s in response to growing U.S. global 
hegemony and violence—e.g., Sōmagahara in Gunma Prefecture, where a U.S. serviceman shot and killed an 
innocent 46-year-old wife and mother of six children; Okinawa, where forceful land acquisition by the United 
States Civil Administration of the Ryukyu Islands (USCAR) supported expansion of its military base network; 
and Bikini Atoll in the central Pacific, where nuclear fallout produced by U.S. H-bomb experiments showered 
a Japanese tuna-fishing boat at sea and killed one crew member who was exposed to the fallout. Overall, 

                                                      
1 Okinawaken Sōmubu Chiji Kōshitsu Kichitaisakushitsu, Okinawa no Beigun oyobi Jieitai Kichi 

(Tōkeishiryōshū) [Bases of the U.S. Military and the Self-Defense Forces in Okinawa (Collection of Statistics and 
Reference Materials)] (Okinawa: Okinawaken Sōmubu Chiji Kōshitsu Kichitaisakushitsu, 1998), 116. See also: Arasaki 
Moriteru, Okinawa Gendaishi [Modern History of Okinawa] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1996), 14; and Oguma Eiji, 
<Minshu> to <Aikoku>: Sengonihon no Nashonarizumu to Kōkyōsei [“Democracy” and “Patriotism”: Nationalism and the 
Public Sphere in Postwar Japan] (Tokyo: Shinyōsha, 2002), 497.  
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Miller perceptively traces how ordinary Japanese citizens shaped and reshaped the evolution of the U.S.-Japan 
security alliance by challenging various forms of oppression it effected. 

The following comments are intended to reinforce Miller’s thesis—the power of democratic voices and 
actions of the people from below—while complicating it by addressing the limits of such voices and actions in 
reference to two issues analyzed by Miller. The first is the ruling concerning the Sunagawa protests handed 
down by the Japanese Supreme Court in December 1959, delivered as a result of an appeal filed by 
prosecutors—practically, the Japanese government—who were dissatisfied with the ruling of a lower court 
(Tokyo District Court) that the stationing of U.S. forces in Japan violated Article 9 of the postwar 
constitution, which stipulates the principle of unarmed peace. Evidence shows that Tanaka Kōtarō, the 
Supreme Court Chief Justice who presided over what came to be called the Sunagawa case, told Deputy Chief 
of Mission William K. Leonhart in advance that he “hoped [the] Court’s deliberations could be carried out in 
[a] manner which would produce substantial unanimity of decision and avoid minority opinions which could 
“unsettle” public opinion.”2 Tanaka also told U.S. Ambassador Douglas MacArthur II and others during an 
informal conversation that “it had been quite improper for Judge Date [of the Tokyo District Court] to pass 
on” the constitutional issue involved.3 Accordingly, Tanaka rescinded the ruling of the Tokyo District Court 
that the stationing of U.S. forces in Japan violated Article 9; he cited Japan’s right to self-defense—to be 
exercised by U.S. troops together with the evolving Self-Defense Forces at that time—as the central logic 
behind the decision, while at the same time deliberately avoiding judgement about whether or not the U.S.-
Japan Security Treaty is constitutional.4 As such, Miller’s assessment that “Japan’s highest legal authority 
echoed the arguments of anti-base activists and leftist leaders that U.S. bases and the broader U.S.-Japan 
security alliance should be determined through the vigorous exercise of representative democratic process” 
(982) needs further articulation, because Japan’s highest legal authority, representing the interest of the U.S.-
Japan alliance, was clearly determined to undermine the arguments of anti-base activists and leftist leaders to 
begin with.  

The second and related issue is Prime Minister Kishi Nobusuke’s effort, which materialized in the renewed 
U.S.-Japan Security Treaty signed in January 1960, to equalize the relationship between the two countries by 
explicitly committing the U.S. to protect Japan in exchange for Japan’s obligation to provide the bases. 
However, people feared this ‘equality’ would involve further subordination of Japan to U.S. Cold-War 
strategies, increasing the risk of Japan becoming a battlefield; combined with Kishi’s desire to revise the 
postwar constitution (to permit the remilitarization of Japan), this provoked a broad antipathy among 

                                                      
2 “Incoming Airgram: Department of State, Number G-73,” U.S. Ambassador Douglas MacArthur II to the 

Secretary of State, 3 August 1959, in Fukawa Reiko and Niihara Shoji, Sungawa Jiken to Tanaka Saikōsai Chōkan: 
Beikaikin Bunsho ga Akirakanishita Nihon no Shihō [The Sungawa Case and Chief Justice of the Supreme Court Kotaro 
Tanaka: Japanese Judicial Practice Debunked by Declassified U.S. Government Documents] (Tokyo: Nihonhyōronsha, 
2013), 60.   

3 “Incoming Airgram: Department of State, Number G-230,” U.S. Ambassador Douglas MacArthur II to the 
Secretary of State, 5 November 1959, in Fukawa and Niihara, Sungawa Jiken to Tanaka Saikōsai Chōkan, 66.   

4 Saibansho, “Saikosai Hanrei Jiken Bangō Shōwa 34 (A)710 [Supreme Court Decisions, Case Number Showa 
34(A)710],” 16 December 1959, accessed 10 May 2015, http:// 
http://www.courts.go.jp/app/hanrei_jp/detail2?id=55816. 
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Japanese citizens who were united by collective memories of the war that had ended less than fifteen years 
earlier.5 On this subject, Miller writes, “Anti-treaty activists argued that despite the more ‘equal’ nature of the 
new treaty, Japan should be dismantling the U.S.-Japanese alliance, rather than reinforcing it” (982). Miller’s 
interpretation of the argument of anti-treaty activists may merit further clarification, for it is precisely because 
of—not “despite”—the more ‘equal’ nature of the new treaty that millions of citizens joined anti-treaty 
demonstrations across Japan for weeks after Kishi rammed the ratification of the new treaty through the Diet 
in May 1960.  

After all, the deliberations on the Sunagawa case by the Japanese Supreme Court in 1959 and Kishi’s attempt 
to equalize the U.S.-Japan relationship in 1960 were both part of the larger political desire, shared by 
conservative circles in Japan and U.S. security planners, to promote and to defend the status of postwar Japan 
as a primary locus of capitalist production/consumption in the Far East in the context of the Cold War.6 The 
process of this collaboration produced the scheme of bifocal governance, i.e., integrating Japanese citizens into 
the capitalist system of control and management under the spell of happiness and a better life while excluding 
Okinawans from that system by militarily transforming Okinawa into the “Keystone of the Pacific.”7 Indeed, 
from the late 1950s into the early 1960s when mainland Japan began to enjoy the fruits of its rapid economic 
growth, U.S. troops were transferred from the Japanese mainland to then-USCAR-controlled Okinawa, 
where the total area of U.S. military facilities increased dramatically as a result8—a reality mainland Japanese 
mostly ignored. The cancellation of the Tachikawa Base expansion and the drastic reduction of U.S. military 
facilities in mainland Japan, as well as the equalization of the U.S.-Japan relationship [i.e., an increased role 
for U.S. bases in Okinawa in the defense of mainland Japan (and beyond)], thus must not be understood only 
as an expression of the democratic power of the Japanese people; these phenomena also need to be considered 
within the larger political scheme of bifocal governance involving the economic integration of mainland Japan 
and military control of Okinawa, a scheme invoked by Japanese and U.S. leaders as a mechanism of 
containment precisely when democratic voices became increasingly strong across post-occupation Japan. 

The outcome of the Sunagawa case—in particular, the supremacy of self-defense vis-à-vis Article 9 of the 
constitution—was cited recently in a report submitted by an expert committee to Prime Minster Abe Shinzō 
as a background and a justification for expanding the role the Self-Defense Forces play in the U.S.-Japan and 

                                                      
5 Oguma, <Minshu> to <Aikoku>, 499-548; Andrew Gordon, A Modern History of Japan: From Tokugawa 

Times to the Present, 2nd ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2009), 273-275. 

6 On the status of postwar Japan in the Far East in the context of the Cold War, see Bruce Cumings, “Japan’s 
Position in the World System,” in Postwar Japan as History, ed. Andrew Gordon (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1993), 34-63.  

7 Yoshimi Shunya, Shinbei to Hanbei: Sengonihon no Seijitekimuishiki [Pro-America and Anti-America: The 
Political Unconscious of Postwar Japan] (Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 2007), 13-14. 

8 Arasaki, Okinawa Gendaishi, 14; Oguma Eiji, <Minshu> to <Aikoku>, 497. The total area of U.S. military 
facilities in Okinawa was 16,200 hectares in 1954, 26,950 hectares in 1958, and 29,900 hectares in 1966; see Okinawa 
Taimususha, ed., Okinawa kara: Beigunkichimondai Dokyumento [From Okinawa: Documenting U.S. Military Base 
Issues] (Tokyo: Asahi Shinbunsha, 1997), 16-17. 
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global security alliance;9 the argument of this report is in alignment with the Abe administration’s 
reinterpretation of Article 9 to allow collective self-defense.10 The publication of Miller’s article thus could not 
be more timely, in that it allows us to examine the crucial role the struggles at Sunagawa played in the 
evolution of the U.S.-Japan alliance in the context of the Cold War and beyond. Miller’s thesis that citizens’ 
aspiration for peace and democracy in postwar Japan made a significant impact on the U.S.-Japan alliance is 
well taken; the thesis will yield even more insights into the workings of the U.S.-Japan alliance if the limits of 
such an aspiration are clearly articulated.  
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9 Anzenhoshō no Hōtekikiban no Saikōchiku nikansuru Kondankai, Anzenhoshō no Hōtekikiban no Saikōchiku 

nikansuru Kondankai: Hōkokusho [Report: Conversazione on Restructuring the Legal Foundation of Security], 5, 15 May 
2014, accessed 10 May 2015, http://www.kantei.go.jp/jp/singi/anzenhosyou2/dai7/houkoku.pdf. 

10 On political significance of this report, see Wikipedia, s.v. “Sunagawa Jiken [Sunagawa Case]” (especially a 
section titled “Eikyō [Influence]”), last modified 10 January 2015, accessed 10 May 2015, 
http://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/%E7%A0%82%E5%B7%9D%E4%BA%8B%E4%BB%B6. 
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