
193

6
DAVID SISSONS, POLITICAL 
SCIENTIST AND WRITER ON 

POSTWAR JAPANESE POLITICS: 
AN INTRODUCTION

Arthur Stockwin

When David Sissons joined The Australian National University in 1961 and became 
my doctoral thesis supervisor, from my point of view, he was a political scientist. 
I remember he told me that he spent every Thursday working on the history of 
relations between Australia and Japan, but this seemed much subordinate to his 
principal interest, which was contemporary Japanese politics. It was not until the late 
1960s, during a period of sabbatical in Japan, that he definitely switched the focus 
of his interests towards the history of Japan–Australia relations, and became the 
great specialist in that area of international history for which he is known.

He spent the years between 1956 and 1960 attached to the Institute of Social Science 
(Shaken) of Tokyo University, in part funded by a Saionji Memorial Scholarship. 
During that period he researched a number of political issues then current. Japanese 
politics in the late 1960s was highly polarised, as the democratic and peace-
oriented 1947 constitution was still in its early stages of operation, and the broadly 
conservative Liberal Democratic Party (LDP, only founded in 1955) was in power 
but confronted by the Japan Socialist Party (JSP), which at the time commanded 
wide support, mainly in urban areas. From 1957 the LDP prime minister was Kishi 
Nobusuke, grandfather of the prime minister at the time of writing, Abe Shinzō. 
Kishi, who was a major figure in Japanese wartime governments, as well as in the 
Japanese-run government of Manchukuo, was classified as a class-A war criminal 
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by the postwar Allied occupation, but was never brought to trial. His appointment 
as prime minister in 1957 raised the political temperature and led eventually to the 
most serious political crisis of the postwar period, over-revision of the Japan–US 
Security Treaty in 1960.

In 1958 the Kishi government introduced into the National Diet a bill designed to 
strengthen the powers of the police to handle demonstrations and other activities 
that the government regarded as disorderly behaviour. This led to a major expansion 
of ‘disorder’, as opposition parties (particularly the JSP), labour unions and 
many other bodies, supported by much of the mass media, protested, sometimes 
violently, against the bill. David analysed the course of the conflict in his 1959 essay 
‘The dispute over Japan’s police law’.1 The controversy was fought out with much 
reference to the arrogant behaviour of the police in the prewar period where, for 
instance, policemen had the right to enter inns in search of ‘undesirable elements’, 
engage in what David described as ‘peeping Tom activities’, and demand to be fed 
for their pains. The article bore the hallmarks of his meticulous research methods, 
often with a legal focus, including detailed comparisons of Japanese police powers 
with those in the United Kingdom. The political issue of police powers in Japan 
has not gone away in the period between publication of David’s article and the 
present time.

An article that greatly helped me and influenced me in my doctoral research on 
the neutralist policies of the JSP was David’s ‘Recent developments in the Japanese 
socialist movement’.2 This long article in two parts covered the period of the 
late 1950s that culminated in the Security Treaty revision crisis, which came to 
a head in June 1960. The 1950s were a period of deep division within the socialist 
movement but also, from 1955, of a coming together of the various factions, so that 
the Socialist Party was able to mount a serious challenge to the right-wing policies 
of the Kishi government. Even though they did not succeed in defeating him on 
the Security Treaty, that crisis ushered in a calmer period in the politics of Japan, 
which coincided with rapid economic growth. That growth itself, however, tended 
to undermine the appeal of left-wing agitation. David’s analysis of socialist factions 
and trends in the 1950s was prescient about what was to come in the 1960s.

The new constitution, introduced under occupation auspices, that came into force in 
1947, has never been revised in the smallest particular, but it has remained a matter 
of endless controversy. The successive Abe governments from 2012 have regarded 
constitutional revision as their most important long-term political objective. Of all 
the articles of the constitution, article 9, the ‘peace clause’, has always been the 
number one target for revision. One of the relatively early and most informative 
articles on this subject was David’s ‘The pacifist clause of the Japanese Constitution: 

1  Pacific Affairs, vol. 32 (March 1959), no. 1.
2  Far Eastern Survey, March & June 1960.
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Legal and political problems of rearmament’.3 A highlight of the article was David’s 
analysis of the circumstances whereby article 9 was originally drafted, then revised, 
and subsequently gone through various phases of interpretation. He homed in on 
the ‘Ashida amendment’, officially meant to strengthen the pacifist content of the 
article but in fact cunningly designed to permit military activity for the purposes of 
self-defence (defence of Japanese territory), but not for aggressive activities overseas. 
On the final page of his article David drills down into this distinction with the 
ironic comment: ‘[T]hen, as now, it was also well known that there is no form of 
defensive potential that cannot be utilized for aggression’.

David continued his research into the Japanese Constitution well into the 1960s, 
as shown in: ‘Human rights under the Japanese Constitution’.4 This was then, and 
has continued to involve, a highly controversial set of issues dividing the right-wing 
government forces from their critics on the left. 

He also wrote a lengthy article on a constitutional issue that remains highly 
controversial in the 2010s, namely whether a prime minister has the freedom to 
dissolve the House of Representatives at will, or whether conditions need to be met: 
‘Dissolution of the Japanese lower house’.5 Once again, he highlighted the divisive 
character of this problem between left and right. 

David published several political science articles in the 1960s as shown in his 
publication bibliography. While most of those in the major academic journals are 
now available digitally, the two articles mentioned above were published at The 
Australian National University as a collection of Japanese politics articles in two 
volumes. They are included in the following two chapters to showcase his academic 
contributions to the field of political science. In his work as a political scientist 
focused on political, and especially constitutional, issues in Japan, David combined 
great legal and technical expertise with an ability to pick issues that mattered 
centrally and would continue to matter over the decades to come.

3  International Affairs, January 1961.
4  ‘Human rights under the Japanese constitution’, Papers on Modern Japan, 1965, Research School of Pacific 
Studies, The Australian National University (reproduced in this volume).
5  ‘Dissolution of the Japanese lower house’, Papers on Modern Japan, 1968, Research School of Pacific Studies, 
The Australian National University, Canberra (reproduced in this volume).
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HUMAN RIGHTS UNDER THE 
JAPANESE CONSTITUTION

‘Human rights under the Japanese constitution’, Papers on Modern Japan, 1965,  
Research School of Pacific Studies, The Australian National University, Canberra.
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DISSOLUTION OF THE JAPANESE 
LOWER HOUSE

‘Dissolution of the Japanese lower house’, Papers on Modern Japan, 1968,  
Research School of Pacific Studies, The Australian National University, Canberra.
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