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The Effects of the 'Nixon. Shock'
on Japanese Society and Politics

by Anna Hahn

On October 1, 1949, the Peopie's Republic of China (PRC) officially took power
in China after a two-year civil war. Following defeat, China's Nationaiistleaders fled to
the Chinese island-province of Taiwan and there set up what they deemed the official
government of China. The United States, in the midst of the Cold War and eager to
resist any communist country, maintained its recognition of the exiled Nationalist
government even after it moved to Taiwan. At first due to the American occupation
and later because of the Security Treaty,1 Japan was forced to comply with and
support the U.S. diplomatic policy of isolating the PRC. In the two decades following
the end of the American occupation, the Japanese continued to have a "client-patron
relationship with the United States,"2 which meant that Japan was not able to establish
its own policy toward the PRC. The United States "encouraged Japanese hostility
toward China"3 and, since Japan depended on the United States, its government was
pushed into making the same decisions as the United States in regards to China?
Because Japan was thus forced to adopt a China policy nearly identical to that of the
United States, the two governments promised to discuss any foreign policy decisions
that would impact the other nation, specifically in regards to dealings with the PRC.
s Despite this promise, Henry Kissinger, Nixon's National Security Advisor, secretly
visited China in July 1971, flying from Pakistan to Peking during a world tour to
meet covertly with Chinese officials and to arrange a visit by Nixon to the PRC.
Furthermore, when Nixon announced his intentions to visit communist China on
live national television on JuIy 15, 1971, he gave almost no warning beforehand to
Japanese officials. The Japanese ambassador to America, Ushiba Nobuhiko, was told
of the dramatic change in American policy only one hour before Nixon appeared on
television, and Prime Minister Sato Eisaku was informed of Nixon's intentions only a
few minutes prior.7 This lack of consideration on the part of the Nixon administration
shook Japan deeply and threatened relations between the United States and Japan.
However, while the Nixon Shock, as President Nixon's announcement came to be
called, was a definite blow to the Japanese confidence and trust in America, it also
served to hasten the establishment of formal relations between Japan and the PRC and,
in the end, had positive implications for the Japanese people.

There were three reasons that the United States became interested in recognizing
the PRC as the legitimate government of China. First, the anti-Vietnam War movement
had gained momentum in the United States, and the American government was
seeking an honorable way out of Vietnam? Nixon hoped that establishing relations
with China would prompt the PRC to influence North Vietnam to be more lenient in
its negotiations with the United States so that U.S. involvement in the war could end.'°
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Secondly, the realization that the PRC and the Soviet Union were not going tO improve
their relations made it acceptable for the United States to interact diplomatically with
China. Lastly, and most importantly, the United States sought a relationship with
China that would act as a deterrent to the Soviet Union and give it power over the
Soviets as Cold War tensions continued.H Gerald Curtis, a professor of political science
at Columbia University, states that it was "all too obvious...by the manner in which
it was accomplished" that the U.S. decision to deal with China was about the Soviet
Union, and that, from an American perspective, it had very little to do with Japan?2

The fact that the Nixon administration did not consider its relations with China
to be about Japan may help to explain why the United States failed to inform the
Japanese before announcing that it was seeking relations with the PRC. Scholars
seem to agree that the reason that Nixon did not communicate with the Japanese

government 
was that it simply did not occur to him. U.S. foreign policy was very

much focused on the Soviet Union at the time; no attention was paid to Japan because
the Japanese had little potential to harm the United States?3 As a result, American
understanding of Japan was "not very deep." 4 The extent of this ignorance becomes
clear in a New York Times article on July 24, 1971, slightly more than a week after
Nixon's announcement, which stated that "the new United States policy of seeking
an accommodation with Peking should not itself cause serious differences between
Washington and Tokyo."is Another New York Times article from June 1972 reported that
Hemy Kissinger did not realize that the announcement of Nixon's visit would cause
the problems that it did in Japan. Almost a year after the Shock, Kissinger met with
Japanese leaders and responded to the feelings of anger and betrayal by promising
Japanese leaders, "It will never happen again."16 Kissinger later admitted in his memoirs
that failing to inform the Japanese had been "a serious error in manners."7 That top
officials in the United States did not understand the mindset of the Japanese again
shows that the majority of Americans' understanding of Japan was shallow.

While Nixon and Kissinger seem to have acted under a blanket of ignorance in
dealing with Japan, there were some Americans who understood the implications that
such a monumental foreign policy decision would have. Former U.S. Ambassador to
Japan Edwin Reischauer was under the opinion that Nixon "committed a very silly
act" by going to China without telling Japan- 8 Scholar William Bamds recognized that
while there were many Americans who felt that the United States could 

"deal 
rather

cavalierly with Japan" because Japanese society depended upon the U.S. for so many

things, "such complacency is dangerous."
9

Indeed, such complacency on the part of the United States was dangerous.
Nixon's announcement had severe consequences for the relationship between Japan
and the United States, for Japan independently, and for Japan's relations with other
countries. On July 17, 1971, the Japan Times reported that "Japan's foreign policy...has
been shaken to its foundation."2° As a result, the initial reaction of Japanese leaders
when they found out about Nixon's trip to the PRC was one of shock, followed by
anger, fear, embarrassment, betrayal, and a lack of trust in the United States. The
announcement also triggered the end of Prime Minister Sato's career, as many blamed
the leader and lashed out against him, and it hurled Japan into a new stage in its

diplomatic history.
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One of the reasons that Japanese leaders were so shocked to learn of the
impending relations between America and the PRC was because of the speed at which
U.S. 

policy 
changed. "The story about a Japanese ambassador in Washington learning

of the American recognition of Communist China through a midnight phone call from
the U.S. State Department [had] been a long standing joke" in Japan,21 but no one there
expected the shift in policy to come so soon. "Frankly speaking," Foreign Minister
Kimura Toshio admitted at a press conference on July 17, 1971, 

"I 
never thought that

the Ping Pong diplomacyz2 would develop at such a rapid pace."23 As a result, Japan
was caught severely off-guard, and Foreign Ministry officials were 

"visibly 
shaken" by

Nixon's announcement24
One of the initial reactions among Japanese officials was anger towards the

United States for failing to take seriously the mutual defense alliance between the two
countries. Prime Minister sato described Nixon's actions as 

"rude."2s 
One Japanese

United Nations delegate "likened Nixon's move to Judo and said that he felt he was
thrown over the shoulder onto the ground by the United States.'n6 The anger feit by

government 
personnel was echoed in Japanese society at large. A Japan Times article

cynically remarked that Kissinger gets a kick out of confusing reporters and keeping
them guessing. Those who know him say he will probably be laughing for some time
over the way in which he bamboozled everyone and flew to Peking without a word
leaking to the outside world." 7 Most Japanese people felt that the Shock was not
necessary and that it certainly was not unavoidable; Nixon could have given advanced
warning to their government2 The United States was seen as a bully, taking advantage
of Japan. These feelings were reflected in a 1972 public opinion survey, which reported
anti-American feelings to be higher than in 1971. The same survey showed that among
15 to 24 year-olds, there was a widespread opinion that the United States would
become the new threat to Japan, ahead of China and the USSR29

The opinion that the alliance with the United States was crumbling speaks to the
fear of abandonment that many Japanese also experienced immediately following the
Shock. "For a time many Japanese feared that the Nixon Administration was making
a fundamental shift in its Asia policy by making better relations with China the
cornerstone of America's East Asia policy" instead of maintaining the strong alliance
between Japan and the United States.30 While the United States attempted to dispel
this belief by assurance that its policy with China would not alter its relationship
with Japan, fears still lingered, and "Japanese leaders were still preoccupied with the

possibility of abandonment."31
A lack of trust and a feeling of betrayal pervaded the Japanese mindset following

the Nixon Shock. These feelings were heightened by the fact that only three weeks
before the announcement, Prime Minister Sato had asked for--and received
assurance that the United States would consult Japan before moving forward into a
relationship with China? Only a few days before Nixon's announcement, Sato told
the Diet, "I trust the Americans."33 Given these sentiments, it is of little wonder that
the Japanese felt betrayed by Nixon's actions. While the United States took measures
such as holding a U.S.-Japan summit in San Clemente, California, in January 1972
and sending Henry Kissinger to Tokyo in June of that same year to restore Japan's
confidence and faith in America, these actions were not enough to mend the rift
between the two countries. The New York Times, reporting on the Summit, stated that
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"it is evident that the two governments no longer have common policies, particularly
on China."34 In a striking contrast to his earlier statement of confidence, Sato, who
began to advocate a hotline between Tokyo and Washington after the Shock "so that
Japan [would] not be unprepared" for any future similar incidents, stated that he had
"not been able to trust fully the United States since [Nixon's] sudden announcement."3s

Although the leaders of Japan were shocked and angered by Nixon's
announcement, they fought to maintain a stoic and professional appearance in public.
In the days immediately following the Nixon Shock, the Japan Times reported that
top officials felt it was wise to wait and see what changes in the U.S. policy actually
occurred as a result of Nixon's announcement before Japan enacted a new policy?
Despite their diplomatic patience, however, government officials realized that "unless
Japan got ahead of the United States in the actual normalization, the Japanese people
would not accept such a verdict" as being caught off-guard by the United States."37 It
was this competitive edge, coupled with the anger, fear, and betrayal, which prompted
Japan to establish its own diplomatic policies and to look after its own interests rather
than bending to those of the United States.

In "Japan and World Politics in the 1970s," John Maki, professor at the University
of Massachusetts, points out that "a little noted beneficial effect of the 1971 'Nixon
Shocks' was the kicking of Japan out of the American nest."3g Japan's leaders seemed to
recognize this; once the shock of not being informed about U.S. intentions with China
wore off, the Japanese government quickly formed its own foreign policy standards.
Beginning with China and then moving to other countries, Japan gradually achieved
intemationaI power unprecedented in post-war politics. As it entered into the global
world, Japan was able to escape from its "domineering relationship" with the United
States. In turn, the United States also started to "take [Japan] seriously...as a fellow
major actor in world politics."39

While Japan moved with "remarkable speed" in establishing relations with
China in order to catch up with the United States, Prime Minister Sato was unable to
lead the country in this effort. Already unpopular because of past political decisions,
the Japanese leader quickly became even more so in the wake of the shock, which
greatly contributed to the end of his career. People directed their angry reactions
about the announcement towards Sato, claiming that the event was the result of
the Japanese policy of always following the United States, that the government had
"allowed the U.S. President to jump over its head," and that the nation faced the threat
of international isolation. Above ai1, the Japanese people began calling for a change
of direction in the form of a new leader.4° This sentiment of Sato's unpopularity
was echoed in China, where Chinese Premier Zhou En-lai ignored his requests for
diplomatic relations but announced that he "would welcome a new Prime Minister
of Japan who had due respect for 'Chinese Principles.''4 Thus, although after Nixon's
announcement it was an "expected fact" that Japan would restore relations with
China,42 the process was delayed until a new leader came to power in Japan.

When Kakuei Tanaka became Prime Minister of Japan on July 6, 1972, he
announced that the "restoration of Sino-Japanese relations [was the] paramount issue
facing his Administration."43 Because Tanaka was not as supportive of the United
States and was willing to pursue a policy on the PRC independent of American
influence, he was able to move much faster with regards to China than Sato had been
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able to.44 In order to ensure that his dealings with China wouid be a success, Tanaka
xmmediately established a line of communication with Premier Chou En-iai. He also
made sure that he had his party's support, he communicated with Nixon regarding
his intentions, and he assured Taiwan's government of Japan's goodwill.4s The results
were both successful and fast. Just one day after taking office, Tanaka announced his
intentions to establish relations with China. Chinese officials extended an invitation
to visit on July 9, 1972, and Tanaka arrived in Peking on September 25, 1972.4 While
in China, Tanaka succeeded in his goals, announcing Japanese recognition of the
PRC from Beijing on September 29.47 The outcome of his trip surprised everyone and
shocked the Nixon White House, which did not believe that his visit would be that
fruitful.48 Ironically, the Americans, who were responsible for the beginnings of this
relationship in the first place, were unable, due to a number of different factors,49 to
establish their own formal relations with China until 1979.50

The beginnings of diplomatic relations between the United States and China
jeopardized the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty because many Japanese began caiiing into
question the justification for the treatyJ Under Article 9 of its Constitution, Japan was
forbidden from having a military. Because of this, the agreement to allow American
bases on Japanese soil in exchange for protection from the USSR and the PRC had
been a necessary--if not welcome--trade for the Japanese people. By 1971, however,
the United States and the Soviet Union had co-existed peacefully for more than twenty
years since the start of the Cold War, a fact which greatly reduced the perceived
Soviet threat to Japan. When the United States publicly recognized China, fears of the
communist government there were also diminished, leaving "the average Japanese
man in the street...to wonder whether the Security Treaty was really necessary."s2

Despite the fact that Nixon's announcement came as an initial shock to the
Japanese government and caused short term anxiety, in the long run, America's
relations with the PRC proved to have some positive developments for Japan.
Economically, Japan and China had already established non-governmental relations
through trade in the 1950s due to both the enormous market that China represented
for Japanese products and the fact that China was a "wealth of natural resources."53
While "the Japanese government...pursued a 'separation of politics and economics'
policy by officially supporting the US policy of diplomatically isolating China,"54 by the
1960s Japanese businesses had started to demand an increase in diplomatic relations
in order to "promote economic exchange."55 The Nixon Shock presented the exact

opportunity needed to expand that relationship into a diplomatic one as well, further
increasing the economic benefits for Japan.

Nixon's announcement also gave Japan the opportunity to pursue its own foreign
policy interests for the first time. After World War II, Japan "found its China policy
virtually prescribed by the U.S. policy of isolation toward China."56 Because of the
U.S. anti-communist strategy, Japan was "forced...to establish diplomatic relations
with Taipei rather than Beijing."57 However, Nixon's announcement liberated Japan
from being habitually trapped by U.S. foreign policy for two reasons. First, because the
United States chose to communicate with the PRC, it was implicit that America had
decided to acknowledge the communist government's legitimacy, which meant that
Japan was able to do so as well?8 Second, in failing to inform the Japanese government
of its intentions before interacting with the PRC, the United States broke the trust that
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the two countries had built. The secretive actions taken by the United States provided
an excuse for Japan to form its own diplomatic relations with China regardless of U.S.
position on the PRC.

In addition to forever changing the relationships between Japan and the United
States and between China and Japan, the Nixon Shock also altered the relations
between Japan and several other countries. The most obvious of these changed
relationships was the one between Japan and Taiwan, which ended when Japan
chose to recognize the PRC as the official government of China. Although Japan
severed its diplomatic ties with Taipei, Japanese leaders told the Taipei government
that they desired to maintain their cultural and economic ties. The Taiwanese
responded by saying that they wanted nothing except for the Japanese government
to "stop betraying its friends."59 As the Japanese could obviously not recognize two
separate governments as the legitimate rulers of China, they were forced to cede their
friendship with Taiwan.

Reiations between Japan and the communist nations of North Korea and the
Soviet Union were also influenced by the Nixon Shock. In the aftermath of Nixon's
announcement, "Japanese officials reconsidered their policy toward the communist
countries with which successive U.S. administrations had forbidden Japan to have
diplomatic and even economic relations."6° Thus, in early 1972, Japanese Foreign
Minister Fukuda Takeo sent government officials to Hanoi to discuss the possibility
of relations with North Korea.6 Also in the wake of the shocks, the Soviet Union
approached Japan to see if they could "gain influence" while anger toward the
Americans was still a prominent feeling in Japan.62 In January 1972, Soviet Foreign
Minister Andrei Gromyko visited Japan to discuss the possibility of improved relations
between the two countries. However, neither of these relationships ultimately changed
because the Japanese government was not upset enough about the Nixon Shock to
sacrifice its stilI-strong relationship with the United States over either the Soviet Union
or North Korea.6 On a lesser scale, Japan did recognize Bangladesh and the Mongolian
People's Republic as a way of embarrassing and lashing out against the United States.64
These relations were significant because the United States had not yet recognized
either country,as Despite the fact that the Japanese chose not to recognize the more
important communist nations of North Vietnam and the Soviet Union, that they
approached these nations was significant in and of itself. It showed that Japan was
moving into a new era in its history in which it would stand on more equal footing
with the United States.

The Sino-Japanese relationship that indirectly resulted from Nixon's
announcement had many positive implications for both countries. Politically, the
treaty built the framework for cooperation between the two nations and helped to
end long-term hostility.66 This goal was greatly aided by the concessions that China
made in order to promote relations, including waiving claims against the Japanese for
war reparations and agreeing that the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty was acceptable and
could co-exist with a Sino-Japanese agreement.67 Economically, the relations were a

step forward for the countries because they opened an unprecedented trade market
between China and Japan)8 After establishing relations with each other, each country
saw an increase in both its imports and exports.69 Socially, the relations resulted in
cultural exchange between China and Japan and brought about a deeper mutuai
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understanding between the peoples of both countries.7° Therefore, while tensions and
disputes between China and Japan persisted in the years following their normalization,
the establishment of diplomatic relations between the two countries proved to be a
positive development for both nations throughout the t970s.

The Nixon Shock of 1971 was a turning point in Japan's history. While President
Nixon may have been right when he said that his announcement "only accelerated
an evolution in the U.S.-Japanese reiationship that was in any event, overdue,
unavoidable, and in the long run, desirable,"' his actions were detrimental to the
Japanese-American relationship. Despite an eventual improvement in relations, the
"after-effects from the Nixon 'shocks'...fingered on in Japan and remain[ed] a sore
spot in Japanese-U.S. relations" for many years after 1971.72 It is important to note,
however, that the negative impact of the worsening relationship with the United
States was not the only side effect of the Nixon Shock. In August 1971, Tanaka said
that the U.S.-China relations were "...good news. Now everything is easier for Japan.'m

The Shock allowed Japan a way to at least partially escape from the dominance of
the United States, and the country was given an opportunity to stand alone--and
therefore, to stand talier--in world politics for the first time since World War II. As it
started acting outside of the American realm, Japan grew more important in the eyes of
other nations. In this way, the country began to re-establish its dignity and the respect
it had lost in World War II and slowiy moved towards the greatness it once held.
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