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Godzilla, Space Battleship Yamato and Silent Service:  
The Evolution of Peace in Three Acts 

 
 
Peace is much more complicated than war. War is easy: pick up any stick and you have a 

weapon. Peace is hard; what do you pick up to wage peace? Yet, for over 75 years Japan has 

waged peace with nothing more than Article 9 of their national constitution:  

     Aspiring sincerely to an international peace based on justice and order, the Japanese 
people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of 
force as means of settling international disputes.  
     In order to accomplish the aim of the preceding paragraph, land, sea, and air forces, as 
well as other war potential, will never be maintained. The right of belligerency of the 
state will not be recognized. (Yamauchi Toshihiro, 160)  
 

While the entire Japanese Constitution—including Article 9—was written by the United States 

(much to the chagrin of succeeding U.S. administrations) it has been embraced by the Japanese 

people. Today Japan grapples with the meaning of peace through the dichotomy Article 9 affords 

Japan: emancipation from war on one hand and the constraints it imposes on the nation as an 

independent global leader on the other. Peace is a changing value; how it is maintained and, for 

that matter, what is maintained evolves over time. It is this evolution that Japan grapples with 

that we see reflected through three movies and the warning cry of a manga. As William 

Shakespeare said so simply and eloquently in As You Like It, “All the world’s a stage, and all the 

men and women merely players.” With that in mind we can view Japan’s perspective of peace in 

three acts and see how peace evolved from pacifism through economic strength to  rising 

nationalism.   

Act One, A Defeated Nation (1945-1965):  

In Godzilla (1954), made just nine years after the end of 

the Pacific War, the protagonist in the film isn’t the 

monster Godzilla, the United States or the Japanese 

government: it is the atomic bomb. It is the atomic bomb 

that is at the core of all the evil represented in Godzilla’s rampage. It is an evil revisited to Japan 

a second time, the first, of course, being the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As one 

villager in the film laments, “I survived the bombing of Nagasaki at great pains, yet I have to go 
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through this again…” (Yuki Tanaka, 6). The Japanese nation defeated and powerless to defend 

itself in the future—thanks to Article 9—is, as pointed out by Hiromi Mizuno, turned into a girly 

man (Hiromi Mizuno, 105). However, while pacifism may have been forced on Japan, it was 

wholeheartedly embraced.  

Women, with the newly won right to vote, leveraged that to “measure up to the role of an 

independently minded citizen on an equal footing with men.” (Mari Yamamoto, 5). The outbreak 

of the Korean War “galvanized schoolteachers, including many women, into vigorous peace 

activities as they vowed never to send their students to war again.” (Yamamoto, 5). Men 

channeled their grassroots pacifism through labor unions and, as Takada Yoshitoshi describes, 

“The nagging sense of guilt I felt toward friends who had died in the war prodded my efforts to 

rebuild the nation. (Mari Yamamoto, 4). We see this culminating in the June 1960 protests with 

both the liberal left and the nationalist right united to stop the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and 

Security between the United States and Japan (Anpo). Over the course of the protests from 

Spring of 1959 through June of 1960, an estimated 30,000,000 (one third of the population) 

participated in protest activities. Anpo was eventually signed leaving protesters disillusioned, 

“overcome by a sense of hopelessness and failure (zasetsu kan) and turned away from traditional 

forms of political activism.” (Nick Kapur, 6).1 While Godzilla predates Anpo by six years, it 

represents a sense of hopelessness and failure, an existential threat to postwar Japan of the 

consequences of the atomic bomb to the generations ahead. It established a groundwork for the 

Anpo demonstrations to come. Godzilla himself is a victim, turned from whatever he might have 

been (perhaps a Republican president) into, “Chikusho, a brute,” (Yuki Tanaka, 4) using his 

man-made power to destroy cities. Man has assaulted nature and nature is seeking its revenge. 

Only the invention of an even more diabolical weapon saves the nation, at the sacrifice of its 

inventor’s life.  

Act One finds the Japanese broken, the victims of a lost war and unable to defend their 

country. It ends with heads bowed in submission and determination to rebuild. While “pacifism 

became the official tenet of the postwar government,” (Mari Yamamoto, 5) we see the 

groundwork for evolution creating a small breach: it opened a door to the right-wing: 

 
1 It should be noted while these protests were happening on mainland Japan, it is Okinawa that bears the brunt of the 
U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, “As of 2012, nearly 20 percent of the total area of Okinawa Island is occupied by U.S. 
bases. Okinawa prefecture, which is only 0.6 percent of the total area of Japan, hosts 75 percent of the U.S. military 
bases in Japan. This means that the density of U.S. bases in Okinawa is about five hundred times that of the 
mainland.” (Satoko Oka Norimatsu, Gavan McCormick, 8). 



 3 

“ultranationalist ideas gained a new foothold within the realm of acceptable public discourse in 

Japan, a foothold that would eventually expand into a 

major beachhead.” (Nick Kapur, 262).  

 

Act Two, A Nation Reborn (1965-1980s):  

In Space Battleship Yamato (1977), made 20 years later, 

we find our reborn nation defending the inhabited world through technology only it possesses. 

This is a nation significantly different from the one portrayed in Godzilla. The Japan in S.B.Y. is 

very much like the real nation, prosperous, independent in thinking and successful on a dying 

planet. This is a nation resolute and while not willing to start a war is more than willing to end 

one: in victory. Gone are a people running in fear from the atomic bomb, but now a nation 

willing to take on the Gamilus, a galaxy away and fight atomic fire with atomic fire. The weak, 

broken country of Act One is replaced with strength and a parable of what might have been. The 

Japan of S.B.Y. is independent, not only arming and defending itself but the entire world. Gone is 

the notion that pacifism is the ultimate tenet, that peace is manifested in a nonproliferation of 

arms. It is Japan, with that resurrected symbol of military supremacy, the Yamato that saves the 

day. What Japan cannot do in real life the Yamato accomplishes on the silver screen. “This is the 

ultimate fantasy of postwar Japan, a wish fulfilling rewriting of the history that takes place in 

distant future and space.” (Hiromi Mizuno, 109). Japan is absolved of defeat. The “Yamato is the 

anime that illuminates, rather than resolves, the dilemma of peace, war and masculinity of 

postwar Japan.” (Hiromi Mizuno, 112). S.B.Y. pokes a stick at Japan’s pacifism both praising and 

denouncing war. Peace is being redefined and as a rising world leader Japan finds itself 

compromised.  

Japan is confronted with Article 9 and the limitations it imposes on membership in the 

World Leader Club. Political leaders could argue the qualifications include economic influence, 

automobile manufacturing, advanced technology, a superior educational system, an 

entertainment industry, along with armed forces and atomic weaponry. Japan unfortunately is 

held in check on the latter two. This duality is further exemplified in the reality of Japan’s 

position during the Cold War: trying to remain neutral and at the same time aiding the U.S. 

government. The film questions Japan’s flag of neutrality and presents the argument that Japan 

cannot sit idly by—to quote Tennessee Williams, “depend, on the kindness of strangers.” By the 

1970s, Japan has the second largest economy in the world (Lecture, March16, 2021) and the 

position of peace has shifted from a refusal to bear arms to peace through economic strength. 
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Peace that is created by being stronger than your adversary but gentle in your words, a shift 

represented in Space Battleship Yamato with victory over the Gamilus. And represented in the 

real world with an increase in the National Defense Force (SDF). We see this duality represented 

in the calm measured Kodai, the anime’s protagonist, a reluctant fighter drawn into the fight to 

save his fellow man.  Act Two ends with a continuing commitment of Article 9’s pacifism but 

acknowledgement that there may be exceptions. 

Act Three, A Nation Divided (1990s-2002):  

Japan now has the world’s eighth-largest defense budget 

(Frank Langdon, 397) and a justified place in the World 

Leader Club. For the first time Japan sends SDF forces to 

fight side-by-side with United Nations Peacekeeping 

Operations (PKO). The Cold War is over and as Yamauchi points out: 

Although the United States emerged as the undisputed winner of the cold war, the 
economic damage inflicted by the nuclear arms race is evident in the United States' 
persistent twin deficits (budget and trade). As the United States tries to build a new world 
order under its military hegemony, it is financially unable to pay for wars on its own, as 
the Gulf War illustrated. The U.S. government must therefore ask the economically 
powerful Japanese to cooperate militarily and financially on a global scale.  
(Yamauchi Toshihiro, 164). 
 

For Japan the world order is changing with the U.S. now asking Japan for money and military 

assistance. We can see Japan’s confidence and new willingness to break ties with the U.S. 

reflected in Silent Service (1995), which presents Japan as twin brothers, futago no kyōdai. One 

brother is Fukamachi, the strong, impetuous rule follower, the one who represents things as they 

are. The other is Kaieda, the strong, silent game changer. Both graduate the top one and two in 

their class, both are up for the same promotions, but it is Kaieda—representing an alternative 

Japan—who beats the arrogant and bloated Americans at their own game. He is the Japan 

unhindered by Article 9 and the embodiment of triumph over Act One’s protagonist, the atomic 

bomb. For now, Kaieda and the alternate Japan, have that very weapon at their command. Once 

again, employing the mighty imagery of the Yamato, Japan is presented as the savior of the 

world by taking on the cloak of superior atomic power and might:  

Japan and Yamato represent a schizophrenic desire of post–cold war Japan split between 
a pacifist nation that creates world peace through transnational diplomacy and a nuclear-
capable nation that can fight: that is, a military and political power parallel to the United 
States.” (Hiromi Mizuno, 119).  
 

 The alternative universe Silent Service offers, one with a Japan free of Article 9’s 

constraints and at the same time honoring it, changes the notion of peace a third time: a peace 
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where you are so powerful, others cower in fear. The movie ultimately rejects the notion of 

pacifism as weak, as something for a “girly nation” as represented in the movie by the planet 

Iscandar, whose inhabitants are perfectly willing to sacrifice their planet for the greater good 

without any attempt to save themselves.  

 As Japan moves away from Article 9 in dismissing peace and embracing military might, 

it actually moves away from the international community that is embracing disarmament. As 

Yamauchi points out, “None of the major issues in the post-cold-war word—starvation, poverty, 

and preservation of the environment—can be solved militarily.” (Yamauchi Toshihiro, 166). 

When the world stage needs the leadership of a strong healthy nation rooted in peace, with the 

power of Article 9 to hold as a beacon of light, instead we see a drift towards the right. As 

Annmaria Shimabuku points out the vast majority of Japanese continue to support the Treaty in 

its present form: 

In an NHK survey conducted in 2010 on the fiftieth anniversary of the 1960 revision of 
the original US-Japan Security Treaty, 42% answered that the Treaty should be kept in 
place as is and 29% answered that it should be strengthened. Only 14% answered that it 
should be weakened, and just 7% answered that it should be abolished altogether. Of the 
combined 21% that answered weakened or abolished, only 27% answered their criticism 
of the Treaty rested on the burden of US military bases. (Annmaria Shimabuku, 6). 
 

Act Three ends with the Japan of Silent Service no longer the broken nation of Act One, but the 

supreme ruler of the world. In real-world Japan—no longer the cowed broken nation of post 

WW2—we hear the clarion call of rising nationalism, ebbing away at article 9 and redefining 

peace as a betrayal of Japan’s historical military independence.  

Godzilla,2 Space Battleship Yamato and Silent Service are all movies that reflect strong 

and emotional issues for Japan yet would never be made in the United States reflecting our own 

dividing issues: poverty, race, slavery, civil rights. There is no market for them. We are not 

comfortable looking at them, much less as anime or a comic book, manga. But Japan, with its 

strong tradition of embracing both, faces a new threat to peace and Article 9 as expressed 

through manga like Kobayashi Yoshiro’s Sensoron (1998).  

The rise of nationalism is not isolated to Japan: we see it in Modi’s India, a rising right-

wing Germany, in the U.K.’s Brexit and of course here at home in the U.S., to name just a few. 

We see this nationalism reflected in the manga Sensoron (On War, 1998). Kobayashi is not shy 

in explaining his targeted audience. He explains his strategy as:  

 
2 The original and not the watered-down U.S. version which inserted Raymond Burr and cut out the threat and 
consequences of the atomic bomb.  
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Using the language of daily life in order to discuss politics and ideas, adding that he 
created Sensoron as ‘something that intellectuals cannot write - something that young 
people find pleasure to read and get completely absorbed in, and yet is not light but 
deep.’ (Rumi Sakamoto, 1).  
 

The frightening thing—to me—is the absence or distortion of history. In Germany (and around 

the world) we see the growing denial of the Holocaust and a downplaying of the true lives taken. 

In the U.S. we see a complete ignorance and denial of the effects so many years later of slavery, 

Jim Crow laws and redlining. At the January 6, 2021 storming of the United States capitol, one 

of the protestors wore a t-shirt emblazoned with “Arbeit macht frei,” Work will set you free, the 

words over the entrance to the Auschwitz concentration camp and an afront on multiple levels. 

One needn’t go far to see this sentiment represented in Japan. Kobayashi himself references the 

Nanjing Massacre as, “the stupendous idea that Nanjing was a Holocaust - a misunderstanding 

that is spreading through the world.” (Rumi Sakamoto, 9). It is this chipping away of history, 

“which has presented a ‘distorted’ and ‘masochistic’ history to the public and children in 

particular.” (Rumi Sakamoto, 3). Kobayashi is very upfront with his agenda and makes no 

apologies. While other manga authors are writing similar histories, not all are as unabashed.  

Kawaguchi Kaiji, in his successful graphic novel, Jipangu, depicts a similar sort of “what 

if” history with Japan not entirely defeated in WW2. Kawaguchi, however, is not trying to 

rewrite history as much as simply being entertaining:  

Kawaguchi admits a fear that his graphic novel may be mistaken for history: ‘What 
frightens me is the fact that the youth of today know very little about the concrete reality 
of the Asia-Pacific War. If people like that read my manga, they may believe it is 
historically true, even when told it is fiction.’ (Trent Maxey, 5).  
 

Without a bedrock of accurate history, including an oral first-person history to rely on, the spread 

of a false misleading history is ever present. In Japan this becomes a particularly thorny issue 

due to Article 9. As mentioned earlier there is still widespread support for Article 9, but that 

coupled with the redefinition of peace as offered here, along with a generation unfamiliar with 

the past and the extreme hardships the nation faced, will not appreciate the enormous gift that 

Article 9 is to Japan.  

We see in our three acts, the evolution of peace from pacifism as a post war tenet as 

reflected in Article 9, to a continued commitment to Article 9 with exceptions, to Article 9 as a 

potential hindrance to Japan’s autonomy and rightful place in the world. What we see is also a 

cycle of peace to war to peace to potential war again. As we saw in Pero the Chimney Man 

(1930) we find our protagonist in the end decrying “We are all human beings, enemies and us. 

We should not fight. If you start a war, both sides have to die.” Yet 15 years later we find in the 
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animation Momotaro (1945) war represented as noble, resolute and patriotic. Godzilla, Space 

Battleship Yamato and Silent Service all reflected their unique time in Japan’s postwar years. 

Which raises the question: when is Japan no longer referred to as postwar but rather simply 

Japan? And in ten years, where will the bars charts of this paper be? Will Article 9 prevail, or 

will Japan set it down to pick up a bigger stick?  


