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In March 1999, the Japanese Mari me Self Defense Forces (MSDF) detected two 
suspected North Korean spy vessels intruding in Japanese waters. Despite repeated 
warning shots and giving chase, the Japanese failed to stop the intruding ships and 
had to stop pursuit once the ships entered interna onal waters.  
 
Under interna onal law a na on has the right to chase and inspect vessels that have 
violated its waters. However Japan’s strict defence law prohibits Japanese military 
from firing unless it was fired on first. Thus the MSDF were unable to fire live rounds 
directly at intruding vessels, limi ng them to warning shots. The incident was 
noteworthy because it was the first me the Japanese military fired a shot since 1953. 
It also demonstrated the limita ons of the Japanese Self Defense Forces (SDF) in 
combat situa ons.  
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Ar cle 9  
 
The genesis of the SDF can be traced back to the forma on of the Japanese 
‘cons tu on’. Not many are aware that the Japanese cons tu on was not wri en by 
the Japanese themselves but was, in fact, dra ed by General MacArthur’s young staff 
and adopted with minimum amendments. Historical accounts of the Japanese 
‘cons tu on’ a er World War II make an interes ng read. At the very centre of it was 
the desire of the Americans to ensure that Japan will not be a future military aggressor 
but for it to evolve into a peace loving na on.  
  
It is no coincidence that the Japanese cons tu on shares similari es with that of 
America, including items such as the American bill of rights, labour rights, and 
universal adult suffrage. The most significant provision of the Japanese cons tu on is 
the inclusion of Ar cle 9, which essen ally ‘outlawed the crea on of armed forces and 
the right to make war’ (see Image 1). This has had an enormous impact on Japan’s 
postwar landscape. 
 
The second half of Ar cle 9 is where the point of conten on lies. At its most extreme 
interpreta on, one could argue that Japan should not have any military establishment 
at all as they could qualify as a ‘war poten al’. Clearly it is not a prac cal state of 
being; every country should have the right to defend itself against external aggressors. 
Japan interpreted it as having a military force whose sole purpose is to be a defensive 
and never an offensive force. Hence the SDF was established. 

A militarised Japan? 
 
On 1 July 2014, the 60th anniversary of the establishment of the SDF, Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe’s Cabinet approved the mo on that would allow for a more 
‘liberal interpreta on’ of the Japanese cons tu on concerning defence. In essence, 
Japan was looking at reinterpre ng the second half of Ar cle 9 and, in this case, it 
specifically involves increasing the scope of the Japanese SDF as part of the United 
Na ons Peacekeeping Opera on (PKO).  
 
Currently, Japanese peacekeepers are mostly confined to reconstruc on efforts, 
logis cs and other support ac vi es and are only mandated to fire back at hos le 
forces if they come under a ack first. While Japanese peacekeepers can receive 
assistance from fellow peacekeepers of other countries, under Japan’s current law, 
they cannot reciprocate the gesture — Japanese peacekeepers cannot extend help to 
fellow peacekeepers under fire.  
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Image 1: Ar cle 9 of Japanese Cons tu on 
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Abe wants Japan’s PKO to have a more significant role and for its peacekeepers to be 
able to protect, not just be protected. Looking at the larger picture, Abe’s move 
towards a more liberal interpreta on of Ar cle 9 paves the way for Japan to send its 
ground troops, mari me and air forces to join in United Na ons’ sanc oned security 
ac vi es as well as to provide military support to allies such as the United States.  
 
On 30 May 2013, the Liberal Democra c Party of Japan (LDPJ) Council of Na onal 
Defense approved the dra  proposing a full-scale rearmament of the country’s 
military forces. Included in the proposal is the crea on of the Japanese Marine Corp — 
the renaming and normaliza on, with limita ons , of the SDF, and the upgrading of 
current military hardware. The move to revamp the country’s security includes the 
crea on of a new Na onal Security Council on 4 December 2013, modelled closely 
a er the US version, and the subsequent mo on to reinterpret and amend Japan’s 
cons tu on. 
 
Given the history of Japanese occupa on as well as its aggression during World War II, 
it is not surprising that some of its closest neighbours are less than enthusias c at any 
move perceived — real or not — as Japan taking steps towards militarisa on. China 
and South Korea have been most vocal in voicing their concerns. 
 
Japan-China rela ons have, in recent years, erupted into tensions stemming from 
various factors, including visits by Japanese prime ministers to the Yasukuni Shrine, 
Senkaku/Diaoyu islands and other disputed territories, comfort women issues, and the 
US-Japan alliance.  
 
It has been observed that the state of Japan-China rela ons is more a func on of 
Chinese domes c poli cs rather than a product of China’s foreign policy. Japan-China 
rela ons o en decline at the onset of leadership changes in China but once the new 
leaders are secure, rela ons tend to improve.   
 
An empowered pacifist  
 
Japan is fully cognisant of the growing economic and military power of China. Japan is 
in no posi on to fight China head on, let alone win any confronta on. Despite its 
strong rela ons with the United States and the prevailing Security Alliance, Japan 
knows that the United States will only extend assistance if Japan comes under a ack, 
and not if Japan is doing the a acking! 
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 When Japan embarked on World War II, it was an agriculture based and resource poor 
country. It was a feudalis c society with a strong and confident military force. Japan 
thought it needed to secure resources through territorial occupa on to become 
developed.  
 
As Japan rebuilt itself from the ravages of war, it found a be er alterna ve — 
interna onal trade. Through trade, Japan can acquire the resources needed to become 
developed. Its current poli cal makeup has changed as civil society now plays a greater 
role than it ever had in the past. In a society where peaceful coexistence is preached 
on a daily basis, it would be hard for the government to convince its people of the 
need to go to war. 
 
Nevertheless, the changes in Japan’s cons tu on reflect the reali es of current 
security concerns as perceived by the government. Geopoli cs s ll ma er. The global 
financial crisis and con nuous turmoil in the Middle East show the limita on of US 
power both on economic and security fronts. The uncertain es surrounding China’s 
rise and its inten ons as well as threats from North Korea, where advancements in war 
technology have made it easier for the country to acquire dangerous weapons such as 
nuclear missiles, lead Japan to reassess its security posi on. Regardless, Japan s ll 
holds steadfast to its pacifist nature. Despite all the changes that point to a stronger 
military force, the focal point of Japanese security strategy is the concept of 
interna onal coopera on and its desire to contribute in a more proac ve manner 
towards preserving peace.    
 
On 16 March 2015, we were privileged to host Professor Shinichi Kitaoka, President of 
the Interna onal University of Japan, at our ISIS Interna onal Affairs Forum. Some of 
the issues highlighted in this ar cle were drawn from Professor Kitaoka’s lecture on 
“Diplomacy and Security Policy of Prime Minister Abe”. 
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Radicalisation Redux:  
On Numbers and Potentially Radicalised Individuals 

 
by 

Muhammad Sinatra 
Analyst, ISIS Malaysia 

 
Such a delicate problem as radicalisa on has invited quite an impressive infla on in 
the number of literature and policy papers zeroing in on the subject, and this has le  
one with narrow space to manoeuvre without repea ng what has already been 
asserted before. Scholars and policymakers have proposed solu ons to contain and 
cease radicalisa on through the lenses of educa on, poli cal par cipa on, social and 
psychological approaches, and even economic empowerment. Experts, in return, have 
capitalised on these contribu ons to devise holis c counter-radicalisa on (CR) and de-
radicalisa on (DR) programmes.  
 
Unfortunately, the infla on in radicalisa on literature is quite parallel to the 
exponen al rise of radicals in various parts of the world, especially as triggered by the 
trending jihadi radical group of the day — the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS, also 
referred to as Daesh).  
 
For instance, more than 500 na onals from Indonesia and Britain have flocked to Iraq 
and Syria to pledge service to the radical group. The Malaysian authori es have 
arrested some 107 individuals who are associated with the same group,i while fear is 
amoun ng in Australia over the ever-present possibility of lone wolf a acks. In fact, 
the progress of radicalisa on has rapidly accelerated to the point where the head of 
the Australian Security Intelligence Organisa on claimed that one could turn into a 
radical within mere weeks. ii 
 
We are, therefore, racing against me to slow down the rapid duplica on of the 
number of radicals. Various CR and DR programmes have been introduced to reduce 
this stratospheric figure or, failing to accomplish that, to prevent more individuals 
from joining the dreaded ranks of radical groups.  
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However, it is the conten on of this paper that despite the large number of radicals   
worldwide — which we must stop before they cross to the violent extremists’ side — 
we must not leave poten ally radicalised individuals (PRIs) out of our concern.  
 
PRIs are essen ally groups of individuals who are vulnerable to the allure of radical 
ideology, thus could poten ally graduate into fully-realised radicals. As a whole, they 
become the ample reserve of would-be radicals who may pose security threats on the 
morrow, replacing the current genera on of radicals once their numbers dwindle. 
Unless we address their side of the problem, CR and DR programmes would essen ally 
go down in history as interminable projects, never to complete. 
 
Our primary concern with PRIs is their sheer numbers. Technically, anyone without a 
sufficient degree of resistance against the pull of radical groups — whether it be 
religious convic on, ra onale, personal-emo onal bond, or poli cal sa sfac on — 
could become radicalised. 
   
This paper addresses three proposed profiles of PRIs.   
 
First, PRIs could materialise in the shape of individuals who do not hold radical views 
yet, but find themselves sympathe c or agreeing to the cause or methods of a violent 
extremist group’s campaign. Such individuals would object to being labelled as one of 
the radicals because they have yet to fully approve the ac vity of violent extremists 
like Daesh, but among the three types discussed here, they are the closest to being  
full-fledged radicals.   
 
Certain quarters of the Muslim community in Malaysia appear as a good example of 
this first group. The 2013 Pew Global A tudes Survey discovered that “essen ally 39 
per cent of the Malaysian Muslims surveyed believed that violence can be jus fied 
against enemies of Islam.”iii If we juxtapose this figure to the current global terrorism 
affairs, then we could ascertain that 39 per cent of Malaysian Muslims are likely to 
approve the relentless bloodle ng campaign that Daesh is currently engaging in.  
 
Given the right circumstances, and without sufficient interven on from peers, this first 
group are at great risk of “gradua ng” into actual radicals. If such is the case, then 
they are only steps away from becoming violent extremists.  
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The second group consists of individuals who lack sufficient capacity, or defence 
mechanisms, to repel the en cement of radical groups. These people may hold an 
opposing stance against radical groups or even disregard the whole issue, but they 
remain poten al, easy vic ms to radical recruitment. This is because they either fail or 
are unable to perceive radical influences as a threat to their lives and others.  
 
Some may follow and hold opposing views towards the brutal conduct of Daesh and its 
associates, but only because such views seem to be the norm of the day. Others may 
denounce Daesh and its like, due to pressure from their social groups or religious 
community, while others mask their inability or unwillingness to confront difficult 
ques ons posed on the topic. They appear as part of the “mainstream” community 
who renounce radical and extremist groups.   
 
These individuals are easy vic ms of radical recruiters. Their weak intellectual and 
religious understanding — depending on which card the radicals are playing — could 
easily be broken and exploited by the radicals before being swayed into accep ng the 
la er’s ideology and agenda.  
 
The third group of the PRIs comprises those marginalised from the wider society. 
Iden fied not by their feeble ra onale stance or religious understanding, the final 
group’s weakest link is their inability to sustain stable personal emo onal bonds with 
their social surroundings, resul ng in their low self-esteem, life dissa sfac on, and 
gloomy worldview.  
 
There are mul ple types of emo onal agonies that could severely affect one’s social 
rela onship. It could be the loss of someone close, the failure to establish posi ve 
rela ons with peers, the rebuff by society, the absence of apprecia on from others, 
and many more. When society at large fails to integrate individuals with such personal-
emo onal issues, chances are that these individuals would erect an invisible barrier 
between themselves and the rest of society. Not only do they start retrac ng 
themselves from public life at this juncture, they will also gradually become apathe c 
towards society due to broken social linkages.  
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An ISIS propaganda video purpor ng to show the execu on of 21 Egyp an Chris ans in Libya. 
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Radicals prey with ease on individuals in such self or socially imposed isola on. 
Perpetrators gain the a en on of those who feel le  out by exploi ng their fragile 
emo onal state and give them a chance to find a new purpose in life and leave an 
impact in history. Such predatory tac cs have been likened to the prac ce of sexual 
grooming in the streets of the United Kingdom, whereby perpetrators target 
disenfranchised individuals in a one-on-one se ng as opposed to preaching radical 
messages to a group of people all at once. iv 
 
Considering that PRIs fall outside the scope of CR and DR programmes — which 
exclusively deal with fully-realised radicals — what are their op ons to protect 
themselves from radical influences?  
 
Tossing all the blame to radical preachers without cri cally ques oning the capacity of 
the receiver seems incoherent in the dynamics of human communica on. It is already 
acknowledged in so many other pla orms that radical preachers, with their decep on 
and incep on-like strategy, have an over-the-top capability to seduce vic ms to join 
their side. However, to suggest that receivers do not have the ability to resist such 
allure sounds almost intellectually disrespec ul on our part.  
 
I opine that PRIs must erect a first-degree protec on against the influence of 
radicalisa on. Each individual must iden fy their weak points and concentrate on 
building strong defence mechanisms to guard against being exploited by radicals. 
Weak points could be manifest in one’s cogni on and intellect, religious beliefs, or 
emo onal state; these vary among individuals but are suscep ble to the radicals’ 
influence nonetheless. Engaging in cri cal discussions, expanding one’s worldview, 
enriching oneself with non-dogma c religious understanding, and establishing healthy 
emo onal connec ons, are among the first steps in obtaining this highly-personalised 
defence mechanism.  
 
Genera ng personal willingness to oppose radical ideology is another issue altogether. 
This is especially difficult if one maintains the percep on that radical groups are an 
insignificant threat to one’s life.  
 
A way to solve this is through the employment of intellectually generated “us versus 
them” mentality. It is pointless to convince anyone to denounce radicals if they do not 
see the la er as “the harmful other group”, who pose not only challenges to security 
but also to the integrity of one’s iden ty.  
 
Similar to the first-degree protec on, each individual needs to dive into their deep 
personal state to ascertain which aspect of their iden ty is incompa ble to radical 
ideas.   
 
For na onalists, this could be their na onal iden ty. They may arrive at the conclusion 
that a radical proposi on contradicts the prevailing collec ve na onal integrity, 
aspira on and tradi on. A Malaysian, for example, could say that Daesh imposes 
severe discord to the social integrity of the Malaysian community as it alienates fellow 
Malaysians from the rest of the society by recrui ng them into a notorious death-cult 
that aims to inflict harm on the very society they originate from. If we upgrade this 
discussion onto the na on-state level, one could conclude that radicals project 
security and structural challenges to the state through their violent ac vi es and 
spread of radical messages that undermine the state’s sacred ideologies and 
construct. This situa on has propelled countries like Indonesia to vigorously 
reintroduce their na onal ideology — Pancasila — into public space as a counter-
narra ve against radical groups.  
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The religious community may posit that religiously inspired radical groups adopt a 
perverted version of sacred teachings, which are liberally concocted to serve some 
divorced-from-religion ends. A religious person needs to ascertain and prove the 
intellectual fallacy of the radicals’ religious claims to alienate the la er’s teachings 
from the mainstream religious grouping which denounces radicalism and violent 
extremism. Daesh, for instance, has been exposed by many thinkers as merely a 
violence-loving group who cover their poli cal, financial, and other “secular” goals 
with carefully constructed religious fervour.v From there, one must work out an 
effec ve counter-narra ve that can invalidate their twisted campaign and cause. This 
counter-narra ve must be substan ally supported by religious texts and intellectual 
understanding of the religion to maintain its credibility in the eyes of the public.  
 
Those who do not subscribe to the above two categories may simply invoke the spirit 
of humanity and moral life to a ain substan al reason to condemn radical 
movements. The barbaric methods of radical groups should suffice as the dividing 
factor between them and individuals who lead life based on respect for each other, 
compassion, virtuous character, and staunch support for the preserva on of life as 
well as dignity. Morality serves as a more intrinsic iden ty that is not developed by 
subscribing to external constructs, like na onality or religion, but one that is built-in 
within everyone’s system. By that standard, humans at large, including PRIs, have an 
inherent element at their disposal to brand violence-loving radical groups as an out-
group.  
 
This paper has an unconven onal take on radicalisa on. It postulates the need to 
address the current state of rising number of radicalised people by including PRIs in 
our assessment as well as emphasises the need to direct analy cal focus down to the 
individual level. Some might find the argument to take PRIs into wider counter-
radicalisa on strategy as counter-produc ve for it expands the scope of the target to 
well beyond anyone’s capacity to accommodate. However, I am of the view that for 
each PRI who we engage with today, there will be one less radical or terrorist that our 
security apparatus must deal with in the future. While the discussion presented above 
is in no way exhaus ve, it sets up a stable pla orm to kick-off deeper analysis in a non-
mainstream direc on.  
 
_________________________ 
Notes: 
i Based on YBhg SAC Dato’ Ayob Khan Mydin Pitchay’s speech in “Roundtable Discussion on 
Addressing IS Threat”, held on 14 May 2015 at The Ins tute of Diplomacy and Foreign 
Rela ons.  
ii David Wroe, “ASIO issues ‘call to arms’ for families to spot radicalisa on of teenagers,” The 
Sydney Morning Herald, 15 May 2015. Retrieved on 25 May 2015: h p://www.smh.com.au/
federal-poli cs/poli cal-news/asio-issues-call-to-arms-for-families-to-spot-radicalisa on-of-
teenagers-20150514-gh1hnk.html 
iii Joseph Liow, “Malaysia's ISIS conundrum,” Brookings Southeast Asia View series. Retrieved on 
21 April 2015 from Brookings : h p://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2015/04/21-
malaysia-isis-conundrum-liow 
iv Nazir Afzal, “Young people are easily led. Our an -radicalisa on schemes need to be 
cleverer,” The Guardian, 8 April 2015. Retrieved on 10 April 2015: h p://
www.theguardian.com/global/2015/apr/08/nazir-afzal-young-people-an -radicalisa on-
government-isis?CMP=share_btn_tw 
v See Mehdi Hasan, “How Islamic is Islamic State?” New Statesman, 10 March 2015. Retrieved 
on 20 March 2015: h p://www.newstatesman.com/world-affairs/2015/03/mehdi-hasan-how-
islamic-islamic-state 
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The Ins tute of Strategic and Interna onal Studies (ISIS) was established on 8 April 
1983 as an autonomous, not-for-profit research organisa on. ISIS Malaysia has a 
diverse research focus which includes economics, foreign policy, security studies, 
na on-building, social policy, technology, innova on and environmental studies. It 
also undertakes research collabora on with na onal and interna onal 
organisa ons in important areas such as na onal development and interna onal 
affairs. 
 
ISIS Malaysia engages ac vely in Track Two diplomacy, and promotes the exchange 
of views and opinions at both the na onal and interna onal levels. The Ins tute 
has also played a role in fostering closer regional integra on and interna onal 
coopera on through forums such as the Asia-Pacific Roundtable, the ASEAN 
Ins tutes of Strategic and Interna onal Studies (ASEAN-ISIS), the Pacific Economic 
Coopera on Council (PECC) and the Network of East Asian Think-Tanks (NEAT). ISIS 
Malaysia is a founding member of the Council for Security Coopera on in the Asia-
Pacific (CSCAP) and manages the Council’s Secretariat. 
 
As the country’s premier think-tank, ISIS Malaysia has been at the forefront of 
some of the most significant na on-building ini a ves in the na on’s history. It was 
a contributor to the Vision 2020 concept and was consultant to the Knowledge-
Based Economy Master Plan ini a ve.  
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