
I t is not easy to pinpoint the exact date and location that this book began. 
As is common among first-time authors, the initial pieces of the puzzle 
appeared in graduate school. Japan watchers in academic and policy circles 

seemed obsessed with what made Japan so peculiar. I did not know any better 
than any of these fantastic scholars. Still, I was equally dissatisfied with how 
much Japanese security policy did not match the predictions in academic lit-
erature, opinion editorials, and news reports. Despite the volatile regional and 
international contexts, the government of Japan had failed to amend the Con-
stitution, significantly increase defense expenditures, and convince the public of 
the need to normalize.

Piecing together the puzzle came in fits and spurts. Between my first trip in 
2005 as a study abroad student and my most recent research trip in early 2020, 
I have completed a little more than two dozen trips to Japan, totaling approx-
imately 2.5 years of on-the-ground time. During this period, Japan experienced 
three monumental events that revealed the character of its people—the 3/11 
Tōhoku triple disaster, the awarding of the 2020 Olympics, and the 2020 COVID-
19 pandemic. The international community marveled at the Japanese industri-
ousness that rebuilt a country ravaged by natural disasters, soft power that drew 
the world’s attention, and a robust welfare state that contained a pandemic far 
better than the West. The Japanese public held its government to a much higher 
standard—criticizing its slow reaction, waste of resources, and odd faith in the 
power of two face masks. There was an apparent disconnect between what the 
Japanese public and the outside world expected of the government.
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In the hundreds of conversations with friends about the state of their country, 
the aging and declining population kept coming up. They wondered when they 
would be able to have children? How would they support them? When could they 
retire, given the uncertainty of the pension system? How would they take care 
of their aging parents? Young Japanese men and women had little time for the 
high politics of power balancing. If anything, given that Japan enjoyed such peace 
and prosperity in domestic and global affairs, my friends found my framing of 
security in terms of a rising China and nuclear North Korea strange, maybe even 
American. What came naturally to me was abnormal for them. Hence, my focus 
shifted from understanding security policy to understanding how different soci-
eties think about security.

The first “aha!” moment may have occurred in 2013 during a homestay in Hiro-
shima. In addition to taking peace studies courses at Hiroshima City University, 
I spent dozens of hours playing Super Smash Bros. with my two host brothers, 
looking for Subaru WRX parts with my host father, and chatting about the dif-
ferences between living in a big city and the countryside with my host mother. I 
purposely avoided talking about research and politics because it would have been 
rude and, at worst, boring. It is quite rewarding and enjoyable to just observe 
and listen. On one morning before I left for class, a Japan Self-Defense Forces 
commercial played on the television. I was taken aback because I had never seen 
one live before, not in Tokyo or Yokohama, where I had previously lived. How 
effective would the commercial be in the famed peace city of Hiroshima?

The commercial’s content and tone were not very interesting; it checked all 
the boxes of the atypical Japanese militarism that Western anthropologists and 
political scientists found so curious—smiling faces, upbeat music, and not a gun 
to be found. My host mother’s reaction? Now that was interesting. In a somewhat 
panicked fashion, she told me that she was surprised to see the commercial her-
self, and she went to great lengths to assure me that such commercials must be 
an anomaly and that I should not worry. Her reaction provided direction for this 
book. It became clear that security needed to be understood within the context 
of those who experience it, and that the literature was lacking in this regard. How 
could Japan remilitarize when poor demographics constrained the economy, and 
the public showed no interest in testing the Constitution’s limits? Politics is the 
art of the possible, and that possible is determined by the physics and biology of 
the material world as well as the ideas held by society. In fleshing out different 
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conceptions of militarism and how states pursue security given the constraints, 
I could grapple with how we justify violence in international relations when 
Japan’s case suggests that its brand of antimilitarism offers a more peaceful path 
forward.

I have many people to thank for making this book possible. To begin, I am 
very grateful to the many interviewees who graciously gave their time, patience, 
and expertise to a Vietnamese-American with few connections to elite policy cir-
cles. Engrossing conversations in Kesennuma snakku, Tokyo izakaya, Hiroshima 
parks, Teshima museums, Iwaishima homes, and cafes and offices across the 
country taught me so much about Japanese politics, life motivations, and greatly 
underappreciated diversity.

I proudly give my gratitude to my research assistants, Don Chen, Lucy Onder-
wyzer Gold, Sophia Han, Audrey Jang, Sarah Kim, Ryan Levy, Jacob Merkle, 
Anupriya Nag, Yuki Numata, Divya Ryan, Haruka Sano, Erika Sato, Hina 
Tanabe, Kirara Tsutsui, Michelle Tunger, April Xu, Daphne Yang, David Yu, and 
Nina Zhou, whose countless hours hunting data, catching typos, and debating 
ideas improved this book significantly. Most importantly, they made the research 
fun! We spent far more time laughing than stressing over research obstacles. I 
look forward to their future work that will surely surpass my own. I would also 
like to thank Christopher Rand, and the many other donors to the Summer 
Undergraduate Research Program, that make these opportunities possible for 
our students.

As many within the academy know, we work in an exploitive industry that 
relies on the boundless generosity of terribly busy people to read messy drafts, 
recommend resources, help secure interviews, and provide critical observations. 
Hence, I am indebted to Aoi Chiyuki, Neil Chaturvedi, Aurélie Deganello, Josh 
Gellers, Peter Harris, Masaaki Higashijima, Kaihara Kentaro, Leonard Kosinski, 
Christopher Lamont, Gregory Noble, Graham Odell, Gene Park, Kyle Reykalin, 
Andrew Oros, Soul Park, Kikuma Shigeru, and Ryo Hinata-Yamaguchi.

I greatly benefited from the Young Leaders Program at Pacific Forum, the 
U.S.-Korea NextGen Fellowship sponsored by the Korea Foundation and CSIS, 
and the Japan Foundation Summer Research Program. Through these networks, 
I met scholars, policymakers, military personnel, and researchers whose insights 
and conversations pushed me to consider different perspectives and seek new 
data. The enjoyable conversations, insightful feedback, support, and friendship 
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provided by Rachel Aden, Kent Boydston, Darcie Draudt, Julia Cunico Gardner, 
Hanmee Kim, Akira Igata, Takashi Kawamoto, Gibum Kim, Sohee Kim, Robin 
Lewis, Takehiro Masutomo, Jonathan Berkshire Miller, Masashi Murano, Crystal 
Pryor, Jun Pyon, Sean Quirk, Meredith Shaw, Aiko Shimizu, Ariel Stenek, and 
Shuhei Yoshimura truly made me reach further.

Similarly, I am grateful for the emotional and professional support of my 
peers and mentors in the Faculty Development and Diversity Success Program—
Margaret Anderson, Kathi Harp, Andrew Kwok, and Melanie Morten. For gen-
erous access, advice, and mentorship, I thank Victor Cha, Karl Ian Cheng Uy 
Chua, Bridget Coggins, Ralph Cossa, Brad Glosserman, Brien Hallet, Robert 
Hellyer, David Kang, Mire Koikari, David Leheny, Michael Segal, and Andrew 
Yeo. A little extra shoutout to Robert Hellyer for giving me the title, Japan’s Aging 
Peace. I am of mixed emotions that I have received more compliments for those 
three words than the remaining 120,000 that make up this monograph. If I were 
a better writer and more skilled researcher, I would have pursued my dream of 
becoming a historian like Robert.

Maybe the real treasure was the friends we made along the way. With great 
joy, I thank Hidemi Chen, Ikuko Kanno, Genny Ki, and Wilfred Wan for letting 
me crash in their homes in Japan, which allowed me to stretch that research 
dollar.

Speaking of research dollars, generous financial support for this book was pro-
vided in part by the Fulbright Program and Pomona College Steele Leave grant. 
The Pacific Basin Institute, Asian Studies Program, International Relations Pro-
gram, Politics Department, and Dean’s Office also provided funding to complete 
this book. Travel and lodging support was also provided by the American Friends 
of the International House of Japan Fellowship. The Sasakawa Peace Foundation 
Non-Resident Fellowship and Japan Foundation Summer Program allowed me 
to search for answers at conferences and conduct fieldwork throughout Japan. 
The support of Matthew Sussman and Ito Miyuki at the Japan-U.S. Education 
Commission was critical in the early stages of this book. Affiliations with Hiro-
shima City University and the PRIME Institute at Meiji Gakuin University pro-
vided two bases of operations. I am in tremendous debt to Furuzawa Yoshiaki, 
Mike Gorman, Robert Jacobs, Meguro Toshio, Nishida Tatsuya, Takahara Takao, 
Ulrike Woehr, Charles Worthen, and Yuasa Masae for their guidance. Also, many 
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thanks to Okane Yasuko, Watanabe Tomoko, and Ogura Keiko for sharing their 
resources and time during my fieldwork in Hiroshima.

As a first-generation college graduate who did not know that the SATs were 
a requirement for admission, my professors’ mentorship was invaluable. At the 
University of California, Davis, Michael Saler convinced me to pursue a career 
in academia. Emily Goldman and Larry Berman oversaw my first major research 
project during the UCDC program. Yoshii Atsushi helped me conduct field 
research for the first time in Japan at Meiji Gakuin University. Robert Uriu and 
Patrick Morgan were supportive advisers at the University of California, Irvine. 
I am grateful to Cecelia Lynch, who provided support long after graduation and 
through whom I can trace my intellectual roots back to the very foundation of 
constructivism.

I would also like to thank Paul Midford, who has provided great mentor-
ship over the last few years—something he did not volunteer to do nor probably 
knows he did. I hope this book takes me closer to reaching the standard he set as 
an international relations scholar and teacher.

Much gratitude is due for the support provided by my colleagues at the Cla-
remont Colleges. Thank you, Mietek Boduszyński, David Menefee-Libey, and 
Heather Williams, for reading early drafts. The support, mentorship, and friend-
ship of Nicholas Ball, Angela Chin, Phillip Choi, Michael Diercks, Erica Dobbs, 
Martina Ebert, Lorn Foster, Amanda Hollis-Brusky, Pierre Englebert, Heidi 
Haddad, Nina Karnovsky, Zayn Kassam, Mark Kendall, Evelyn Khalili, Lisa 
Koch, Kyoko Kurita, Richard Lewis, Lisa Maldanado, Stephen Marks, Rebecca 
McGrew, Susan McWilliams, Lynne Miyake, Albert Park, Kacie Ross, Sara 
Sadhwani, Tomás Summers Sandoval, John Seery, Richard Worthington, Feng 
Xiao, Samuel Yamashita, and Patricia Zurita helped me see this project through. 
So was the encouragement of Dean Audrey Bilger, Associate Dean Nicole Weekes, 
President David Oxtoby, and President Gabi Starr.

Columbia University Press has been the perfect press, providing incredible—
almost reckless—support and flexibility for a first-time author at the periphery 
of elite academic and policy circles. Columbia University Press’s generosity is 
also why I was able to commission art from Yuji Baba for this book’s cover. Yuji 
perfectly captured the themes of peace, aging, and the long shadow of militarism 
that this book aims to convey. I hope readers noticed the minute hand just 100 
seconds to midnight on the hinomaru.
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Readers can thank Caelyn Cobb and Monique Briones at Columbia Univer-
sity Press, whose guiding hands provided polish, order, and focus to an unruly 
manuscript barely holding together at the seams. Karen Stocz had the unenviable 
job of copyediting this manuscript, for which all readers should be grateful. Ben 
Kolstad managed the production for KGL. Moreover, the anonymous reviewers’ 
generous and insightful comments ensured that I could deliver a better product. 
Of course, credit for the book’s strengths should be divided among all the indi-
viduals previously mentioned. All errors should be attributed to my stubborn-
ness not to heed all of their advice.

I give my heartfelt love and thanks to my family, Chi, Nga, Cuong, Stepha-
nie, Timothy, Tony, ClaraJo, Ted, Irene, and Dick for the tremendous support 
and tolerance, for my selfish pursuit of an academic career. Despite the popu-
lar perception that first-gen graduates “make it” through personal sacrifice and 
gumption, none of it is possible without family who put in extra hours at work 
so I could put in extra hours towards my studies. With utmost modesty, I can 
confidently say that no one is prouder of this book than my family.

Not once was this academic journey difficult or lonely, a blessing that not all 
enjoy in an industry that can be so unforgiving and competitive. I can first attri-
bute that to my son, Soren. Soren actually did not do much work, but he sure 
made the journey fun and increased the pressure to get the book done  quicker—I 
should thank his daycare teachers. It is not possible to adequately thank my wife, 
Erika. She took risks and made sacrifices only to give me unending support, 
love, and humor, which kept me humble and confident. Erika read drafts, fixed 
problems before they even occurred, and provided the vital common-sense check 
that academic research sorely needs. This book was a joy to write because Erika 
brought joy. Thank you for your faith in me. Now on to our next adventure.


