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1. JAPANESE FASCINATION WITH TOP GUN AND 
THE PRODUCTION OF BEST GUY

When Top Gun was released in Japan in 1987, it captivated audiences and 
became the highest-grossing film of the year, earning 3.89 billion yen in 
distribution revenue—nearly twice that of the second-place film, Hachiko 
Monogatari (The Story of Hachiko).1 Stimulated by its massive success 
in the US, Top Gun received unparalleled attention before its release in 
Japan. For instance, the renowned Japanese film magazine Kinema Junpo 
(Motion Picture Times) featured an extensive article with numerous 
photographs of the film and praised the film’s quality.2 Unlike in the US, 
where the film received mixed reviews from critics, Top Gun garnered an 
overwhelmingly positive reception in Japan, even winning the Best Picture 
and Best Music awards of 1986 from the leading Japanese film journal 
Roadshow.3 Top Gun’s popularity extended beyond movie theaters to 
Japan’s burgeoning rental video market, where it became the most sought-
after film. By September 1988, a year and a half after its release, Top Gun 
had sold 140,000 video copies in Japan, the highest number for any film in 
the Japanese video market.4 Furthermore, the film’s influence transcended 
cinema. It even impacted fashion trends among Japanese youth, with tens 
of thousands investing in US-made flight jackets, emulating the style of US 
military pilots depicted in the film.5

Top Gun’s tremendous popularity in Japan inspired the 1990 Japanese 
production Best Guy (Figure 1).6 Stimulated by Top Gun’s success, director 
Toru Murakawa embraced his producer’s suggestion to create a “Top Gun-
esque” film in Japan. In an interview, Murakawa emphasized the need to 
surpass Top Gun:

It is meaningless unless we create something that surpasses Top Gun. 
Therefore, I started by thoroughly analyzing Top Gun. Normally, 
storyboards are written to determine the composition and cut layout 
before shooting, but for this project, we went the other way and 
watched Top Gun’s videos hundreds of times and storyboarded each 
cut to learn how they shot it.7

Best Guy was not Murakawa’s first foray into aviation-themed films. He 
was deeply involved with the 1970 Hollywood film Tora! Tora! Tora!, a 
war epic about the attack on Pearl Harbor featuring airplanes and pilots.8 
Murakawa’s familiarity with Hollywood-style action and aviation films 
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made him the suitable choice to direct the Japanese adaptation of the iconic 
Hollywood aviation film, Top Gun.

Best Guy, a film renowned for its captivating flight sequences featuring 
the latest fighter jets, was produced through the unprecedented cooperation 
of the Japan Self-Defense Force (JSDF). The JSDF’s involvement marked a 
significant shift in its policy to overcome its historical reluctance to engage 
with filmmakers. Until 1989, just a year before the release of Best Guy, the 
JSDF refrained from collaborating in theatrical productions for over two 
decades. As detailed by Noriko Sudo, this reluctance stemmed from past 
scrutiny by the Japanese Diet following the JSDF’s substantial support for 
the 1968 film Jet F104 dassyutsu seyo (F104, Bail Out!), a contentious 
endeavor involving significant public funding.9 However, 20 years had 
passed, and the tide had turned during the Nakasone administration of the 
1980s, known for its hawkishness in building a honeymoon relationship 
with US President Ronald Reagan and in fostering nationalist sentiments. 
This was a time when the JSDF also faced recruitment challenges, 
prompting the “Attractiveness Plan” to bolster enlistments.10 Consequently, 
the 1990s witnessed a surge in collaborative film projects with the JSDF, 

Fig. 1. The official film brochure of Best Guy (Toei, 1990) © 1990 Toei
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including Best Guy.11

The extensive collaboration between Best Guy and the JSDF has served 
Japan’s Defense Agency’s public relations agenda. As elucidated by Sudo, 
the official document, “The Defense Agency’s Criteria for Cooperation 
with External Film Productions,” which was in effect when the film 
was produced, emphasized the efficacy of promoting defense initiatives 
and presenting a favorable portrayal of the agency.12 The JSDF’s high 
expectation of Best Guy is exemplified by the 19th Air Chief Marshal 
Tadayoshi Yonekawa’s words: “The film will include scenes of scrambling, 
which I think will be quite powerful. If the general public sees the F15 
pilots, their perception of us will surely improve.”13

Similarly, the film’s Hollywood counterpart, Top Gun, received 
extensive support from the US Navy, necessitating adherence to particular 
criteria specified in the Department of Defense (DoD) Instruction that 
“the production, program, project, or assistance will benefit the DoD or 
otherwise be in the national interest.”14 Given the thematic focus on military 
aviation, both films required robust backing from their respective national 
armed forces, requiring them to align with the broader defense policies of 
their governments. This perspective becomes crucial in assessing the films’ 
relevance to contemporary geopolitical issues, which I explore later in this 
article.

2. CONTRASTIVE CHARACTERIZATIONS: RELATABILITY VS. INDEPENDENCE

The story of Best Guy revolves around the rivalry between the main 
character Kajitani (call sign “Goku”) and Nadaka (call sign “Imagine”) 
and Kajitani’s relationship with Mizuno, a female music video director 
filming a video at the air base.15 Kajitani and Nadaka complete a long-
term training competition to earn the title of “Best Guy,” which indicates 
the best fighter pilots at the air base. Kajitani also harbored intense 
animosity toward his instructor, Yoshinaga, who evacuated and was the 
sole survivor when Kajitani’s older brother, a fighter pilot, was killed in 
an accident. One day, after fighting off a Soviet airspace invader, Kajitani 
suffers vertigo (a loss of spatial awareness) on his return to the base and 
loses his aircraft in an emergency evacuation. Although Kajitani loses his 
confidence and considers quitting his fighter pilot career, he returns to the 
base to compete with Nadaka in a final air combat simulation to determine 
who will be the “Best Guy.” In this contest, Kajitani notices the hazards 
of continuing the battle with Nadaka, who is in danger due to an accident 



TRANSCULTURAL DYNAMICS IN AMERICAN AND JAPANESE AVIATION FILMS 79

inside the cockpit, chooses to lose the battle, and gives up the “Best Guy” 
title to Nadaka. The instructor, Yoshinaga, is moved by Kajitani’s unselfish 
actions, praises Kajitani’s growth, and reconciles with him. Finally, after 
completing training, Kajitani makes a dramatic appearance before Mizuno 
in the JSDF’s helicopter to confess his love for her, and Mizuno responds 
positively.

The characters and plotline reveal the influence of Top Gun. The 
protagonist, Kajitani, an unconventional fighter pilot who flies instinctively, 
is a direct copy of the hero in Top Gun, Pete “Maverick” Michell, played 
by Tom Cruise. Kajitani’s rival Nadaka’s calm and collected personality is 
a dead ringer for “Iceman,” Maverick’s rival. The similarities in the plots 
are numerous. They include: the mysterious death of a close relative (also 
a fighter pilot) that is behind the protagonist’s reckless flying; the plotline 
where the protagonist briefly loses confidence as a fighter pilot because of 
a flying accident; the development in which the central figure cooperates 
with the rival to fight off airspace invaders; and finally, the main character’s 
growth from a self-absorbed pilot to a team player who cares about his 
fellow pilots. Both films share a common ending in which the protagonists 
fall in love with female professionals who frequent the base and are united 
with them after they regain their confidence as fighter pilots.

While parallels between the two films are evident, a comparative 
analysis reveals differences. For example, unlike the characters in Top 
Gun, those in Best Guy, including Kajitani, are portrayed as ordinary young 
people, with the exception of Kajitani’s rival Nadaka, who exudes an air 
of unapproachability. The emphasis on the relatability of its characters 
reflects the producer’s overarching approach. Munechika Harada, the head 
of the film’s distribution, explained the four pillars of its production: “First, 
we can use the actual F-15 fighter plane. Second, the pilots are ordinary 
young men. Third, the ‘sound’ of the F-15. And fourth, the music. These 
are the four [pillars]” (italics mine).16 This approach contrasts starkly with 
the portrayal of fighter pilots in Top Gun, where the filmmakers envision 
them as glamorous superstars. Its director Tony Scott once described the 
characters in Top Gun as “rock-and-roll stars in the sky,” while writer Jack 
Epps, Jr. likened the film to a sports movie centered on fighter pilots as elite 
athletes.17 Unlike Best Guy, Top Gun presents a world where extraordinary 
individuals, not ordinary young men, compete fiercely.

The characterization of the protagonist Kajitani differs greatly from that 
of Maverick, his Hollywood counterpart. Kajitani’s initial scene is imbued 
with comedy and a sense of folksiness. Unlike Maverick, who rides a 
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high-performance (Japanese-made) motorcycle, Kajitani drives an old run-
down car toward the air base to which he is assigned. Along the way, he 
encounters obstacles such as livestock blocking the road and his clunker 
breaking down. After unsuccessfully attempting to hitchhike, he ultimately 
resorts to pushing his car, thus arriving at the base much later than 
planned. The comical nature of Kajitani’s call sign “Goku,” which refers 
to a comical, easygoing monkey hero from the popular Japanese TV series 
Saiyuki (Journey to the West), is also evident from his colleagues’ playful 
reactions, likening him to an ape upon receiving the call sign from the 
captain.18 Throughout the film, various characters embody a folksy charm, 
including a fellow pilot prone to indecent remarks, an instructor known for 
his corny jokes, and a mechanic deeply embroiled in unrequited love. In 
Top Gun, while Maverick’s amiable partner, Goose, shares a similar folksy 
demeanor, but he is the exception rather than the norm.

The JSDF likely welcomed the film’s portrayal of its officers’ down-to-
earth qualities. Contemporary surveys examining the public perceptions 
of the JSDF during the production and release of Best Guy underscored 
the significant challenges it faced. In essence, many Japanese people 
felt a palpable lack of connection to the JSDF. For example, the 1988 
Cabinet Office Public Opinion Survey revealed that more than half of the 
respondents felt disconnected from it.19 Subsequent surveys conducted 
shortly after the film’s debut showed that only 5.1% of respondents 
expressed affinity for the JSDF, 50% were unfamiliar with the JSDF’s 
actual operations, and 26% perceived the organization as either “rigid” 
or “exclusive.”20 The JSDF hoped Best Guy would bridge this gap and 
foster greater understanding among the Japanese public. For example, an 
article in the Japan Air Self-Defense Force (JASDF) institutional magazine 
speculated that the film might offer viewers a valuable opportunity to gain 
insight into the JASDF.21 Yoshimasa Makino, a retired JASDF officer who 
contributed to the film’s production, recounted his realization that younger 
generations harbored perceptions of the JSDF as “stern,” “somber,” and 
“unfashionable,” prompting the decision to utilize visual representations 
to challenge these negative stereotypes.22 Murakawa, the film’s director, 
also shared the JSDF’s concerns about its public image. In an interview 
with the JASDF magazine, he expressed frustration with Japanese 
people’s widespread ignorance toward the organization, emphasizing 
the imperative to dismantle barriers.23 He concluded the interview by 
expressing a desire to promote the understanding that JSDF personnel and 
civilians were “fundamentally alike.”24 Murakawa effectively achieved this 
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objective through his emphasis on the relatability of the characters in Best 
Guy, a distinct departure from Top Gun, in which heroic figures exuded 
charismatic charm.

Murakawa also faced a dilemma indirectly tied to the film’s prioritization 
of relatable characters. Reflecting on this, he recollected, “The scenes 
with fighter jets got praise from a foreign producer. But, he said, ‘The 
lead actor is childish,’” Murakawa adding, “This is how the Japanese are 
seen abroad.”25 As Murakawa suggested, the impression of the protagonist 
Kajitani as a childish character can be attributed, in part, to foreign racial 
stereotyping of Japanese men. However, the film itself frequently portrays 
him as immature. For instance, Kajitani repeatedly challenges his superior 
officer, even engaging in a fistfight, while actual JSDF officers do not 
behave in this manner. He also demonstrates immaturity as a fighter pilot, 
experiencing panic and spatial disorientation during a flight, leading to 
an emergency escape and loss of the aircraft. He even hesitates to take 
responsibility for the accident. After the accident, Kajitani leaves the base 
to visit his former girlfriend and seeks solace from her, revealing a lack of 
confidence and emotional vulnerability.

In contrast, Maverick, the protagonist of Top Gun, does not exhibit such 
blatant inexperience or immaturity. Although reckless in the air, he adheres 
to military protocols on the ground, obeying orders without defiance. 
Despite Maverick’s experiencing a similar accident involving an aircraft 
clash, his crash is attributed to the jet interaction and external circumstances 
rather than the inadequacy of his piloting skills. Even though Maverick is 
not responsible for the accident, he still suffers a loss of confidence after 
it. However, he navigates this challenge maturely on his own, distancing 
himself from his love interest and embracing the responsibility that his 
profession of fighter pilot demands.

The differences in the protagonists’ depictions may result from the two 
films’ distinct relationships to realism. Originally, Top Gun was inspired 
by a magazine article that faithfully reported on the US Navy Fighter 
Weapons School, called “Top Gun.”26 The film also greatly benefitted 
from a former Top Gun instructor, Pete Pettigrew, “a hero who had flown 
325 combat missions in Vietnam.”27 Adherence to realism is evidenced by 
adjustments made to the script to comply with military regulations, such as 
changing Maverick’s romantic relationship from that of a prohibited intra-
unit romance to one with a civilian. Moreover, to achieve authenticity in 
the portrayal of flying sequences, the Navy mandated that actors undergo 
a three-day training course to experience the rigor of aviation, ensuring 
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that live-action filming aboard F-14s conveyed a genuine representation of 
aerial operations.28

In sharp contrast, Best Guy incorporates numerous scenes that appear 
overtly artificial, occasionally evoking the realm of video game aerial 
combat rather than the authenticity of military engagement. The narrative 
flouts regulations with a storyline involving prohibited romantic encounters 
within the base, further distancing the film from the realities of armed 
forces’ discipline and the fighter pilot profession. Additionally, the fact 
that the Best Guy actors received no actual flight training and only ground 
operations experience undoubtedly contributed to the film’s lack of realism. 
Such deviations from authenticity likely contributed to the film’s inability 
to portray the demanding and unforgiving nature of the fighter pilot world.

3. BORROWINGS FROM NORTH AMERICAN POP CULTURE

As indicated by its adoption of the primary plotline from the 
quintessentially American film Top Gun, Best Guy incorporates many 
elements borrowed from North American cultural contexts. First, as Sudo 
suggested, the actual JASDF has no ties to the former Japanese military and 
was modeled after the US military.29 The designs of JASDF fighter jets are 
based on those of American warplanes. For instance, the Mitsubishi F-15J 
Eagle, JASDF’s main fighter jet, which plays a central role in the film, 
was manufactured by a Japanese company, but the model was licensed and 
derived from the US-made McDonnell Douglas F-15 Eagle.30 Just as Best 
Guy would not exist without Top Gun, the production of Japan’s F-15J was 
similarly dependent on its American predecessor.

Furthermore, Best Guy showcases various pop cultural artifacts borrowed 
from North America, notably evident in the US-style bar scene where 
the protagonist, Kajitani, approaches his future sweetheart, Mizuno. This 
scene brims with symbols of American culture, including the couple’s 
consumption of Miller beer, a slot machine dubbed “Vegas,” and especially 
the recurrent appearances of a photograph of the American pop culture 
icon, Marylin Monroe, taken during her goodwill visit to meet US soldiers 
in 1954 during the Korean War (Figure 2).31 In this poignant image, 
Monroe, clad in a flight jacket, stands alongside an American fighter 
pilot atop the wings of a US warplane.32 The photo epitomizes director 
Murakawa’s deliberate infusion of fighter pilot imagery with American 
cultural motifs into the film. Ironically, in contrast to Top Gun, which 
seamlessly integrates American cultural markers, such as Budweiser 
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consumption and the communal singing of an iconic song by the Righteous 
Brothers, into a similar club scene, the authenticity of the bar scene in 
Best Guy appears compromised by the overemphasis on the stereotypical 
elements of American pop culture.33 This overemphasis conspicuously 
renders borrowed cultural elements foreign, resulting in the irony that the 
American essence of the bar scene in Best Guy is overshadowed by its lack 
of authenticity.

Top Gun is remembered as a film that effectively used rock music. Its 
director Tony Scott, who had experienced a box office failure with his first 
film, bet his survival as a director on creating, in his words, a “rock’n’roll 
movie” that would appeal to a wider audience.34 The film also reflects 
the atmosphere of the Hollywood industry in the 1980s. As indicated by 
the popular cable channel MTV, the 1980s was a decade in which “[c]-
ollaboration between the film and music industries was particularly vital 
in high-concept Hollywood, as it could serve as both a marketing strategy 
and a merchandising product.”35 Three years before the release of Top Gun, 
Jerry Bruckheimer and Don Simpson produced the highly successful 1983 
film Flashdance, perfecting the synergy between pop music and film, as 
evidenced by the immense popularity of the film and its soundtrack.36 The 
success of the Top Gun soundtrack was even bigger. A few months after 
its release, the soundtrack topped the billboard charts for five weeks and 
became the best-selling soundtrack in 1986.37 Although the film received 
extensive criticism from reviewers, the song “Take My Breath Away” by 
the band Berlin, released as part of the soundtrack, won the Best Original 
Song award at both the Academy Awards and Golden Globes in 1987.38

Rock music plays an essential role in Best Guy as well. Kajitani’s 
future love interest Mizuno is a production director of music videos. 

Fig. 2. The photo of Monroe in Best Guy (0 : 16 : 09). © 1990 Toei



84 TSUYOSHI ISHIHARA

Near the film’s beginning is a scene featuring her shooting a music video 
of the 1980s Canadian rock singer Sheree. Sheree is giving a powerful 
performance at an outdoor theater, when fighter jets suddenly roar out of 
nowhere in the sky.39 Mesmerized by the jets’ power, Mizuno incorporated 
footage of them into the music video and begins frequenting the nearby 
JSDF air base, where she first encounters Kajitani. According to Best 
Guy’s distribution head Harada, director Murakawa and his co-screenwriter 
Makoto Takada considered having a rock-centric plot to be a pivotal 
element of the film. Harada says, “They decided to use rock for its music 
and brought in a new Canadian rock singer, Sheree because they felt 
Japanese rock musicians were not good enough.”40

Ironically, however, the transplantation and use of a North American rock 
singer was “not good enough” to create an effective “rock’n’roll movie.” 
The rock music and visuals lack cohesiveness in Best Guy, especially 
when compared with Top Gun. In Top Gun, the opening scene features 
a slow-motion backlit image of an aircraft carrier preparing for fighter 
jet takeoffs at dusk, accompanied by a slow-tempo version of “Top Gun 
Anthem,” as the opening credits roll. At the moment when the engines 
are ignited for takeoff, the music switches to the powerful, fast-paced 
rock song, “Danger Zone,” by Kenny Loggins.41 Viewers feel uplifted as 
takeoff footage combines with driving rock music to create compelling 
images of jet fighters soaring into the sky. Conversely in Best Guy, just 
as Sheree is about to reach the peak of her performance during the music 
video shoot, JSDF fighter jets fly in, and the roar of their engines drowns 
out her voice and the music.42 Instead of blending together, the music and 
images clash. Just as Best Guy’s American-style bar scene presents an 
inauthentic imitation of American culture, the rock music by the North 
American singer Sheree feels borrowed and seems like a pale imitation of 
the compelling rock music in Top Gun. The phenomenal success of the Top 
Gun soundtrack must have been on the minds of Best Guy’s producers. The 
film’s distributors expended considerable effort in promoting Best Guy’s 
soundtrack, as evidenced by the entire back cover of the film’s official 
promotional program being dedicated to its advertisement. However, unlike 
Top Gun, none of the music featured in Best Guy achieved hit status. The 
soundtrack, which relied heavily on Canadian rock musicians who were 
little known in Japan, failed to resonate with the Japanese public.
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4. THE SHADOW OF CIVIL AVIATION

Another significant difference between Top Gun and Best Guy is the 
portrayal of professional pilots. The two films differed notably in their 
settings for pilot training. In Top Gun, training occurs at the Naval Air 
Station Miramar in San Diego, a well-known US Navy base with no civil 
aviation. In contrast, Best Guy was set at the JASDF’s Chitose Air Base, 
which operates in conjunction with civil aviation. Consequently, civilian 
airliners frequently appear in the film. Unlike the US, where both military 
and civil aviation hold significant prominence, Japan’s aviation sector is 
dominated by commercial airlines, making it common for the JASDF’s air 
bases to operate jointly with civilian airports.43

In addition, given the Japanese public’s negative postwar attitudes toward 
the JSDF, it is unsurprising that civilian airline pilots had a much more 
positive reputation than JASDF pilots in Japan. Many postwar Japanese in 
the late 1980s when Best Guy was made were undeniably wary of the JSDF, 
as it reminded them of the military’s role in the unprecedented devastation 
of the country in World War II and appeared to contradict Article 9 of the 
Constitution, which states that Japan shall not maintain “land, sea, and 
air forces, as well as other war potential.”44 Aaron Skabelund interviewed 
a former JSDF officer who had served for over 40 years until 1992 and 
summarized the retired officer’s words about the public’s negative image of 
the JSDF:

[H]e told me that the force [JSDF] and its personnel were regarded 
as… “zeikin dorobo (tax thieves)” who were a drain on society and 
worthless in its defense; and as the “ochikobore (dropouts)” and 
“hikagemono (outcasts)” of society, whom the public preferred to 
neither acknowledge nor discuss.45

Although the extent to which the Japanese held negative views of the JSDF 
is debatable, scenes in Best Guy portray such sentiments. For instance, 
Kajitani and Mizuno meet at a bar near the base, and Mizuno shares her 
plan to feature a combat scene involving JASDF fighter jets in her music 
video. Mizuno comments, “I think the Japanese Self-Defense Force is a 
lame place. Just take the good parts and go home, that’s all that matters.”46 
In Japan, it is unlikely that civilian airline pilots—one of the most 
prestigious professions, known for its high salary—would be labeled as 
“dropouts,” “outcasts,” or “lame,” as JASDF officers were often seen.
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In Best Guy, the prospect of becoming a civilian airline pilot is 
frequently presented as an appealing alternative to becoming a JASDF 
pilot. For instance, in one scene, Mizuno and Kajitani have the following 
conversation in an aircraft hangar on the base while gazing at the night view 
of the commercial airport terminal visible in the distance on the other side 
of the base.

Mizuno: “Kajitani-san, why did you become a pilot?”
Kajitani: “Everyone dreams of being a pilot when they’re kids.”
Mizuno:  “Well, you could have gone into commercial aviation. The 

income would have been very different, right?…”
Kajitani:  “I just don’t feel like flying on a set path. Besides, I’m more 

of a hot-blooded guy compared to the others.”47

Another significant character, instructor Yoshinaga, faces a deep internal 
conflict between staying in the JASDF and accepting an international flight 
pilot position for a commercial airline, a job arranged by his father-in-law. 
Due to Yoshinaga’s career prospects in the JASDF being limited because he 
was not a cadet school graduate, his wife persistently urges him to transition 
to a higher-paying and more stable career in an airline company.48 Thus, 
the film highlights the JASDF pilots’ temptation to switch to civil aviation, 
reflecting the allure of civilian airlines over military aviation in Japan.

On the contrary, civil aviation is not addressed in Top Gun. Like Best 
Guy, Top Gun depicts two pilots who grapple with whether to stay in the 
military: one who resigns from his fighter pilot career due to trauma from 
engaging hostile enemy aircraft, and the other, the protagonist who briefly 
considers leaving the Top Gun program because of his guilt over a fatal 
accident involving his best friend. Both of these struggles are personal and 
have nothing to do with the allure of civil aviation. They relate to the pilots’ 
confidence in executing military missions.

Top Gun also portrays an officers’ club that attracts numerous young 
women actively seeking companionship with naval officers, but the 
American officers do not have a stereotypically “lame” image that was 
associated with the JASDF. Negative perceptions of the military exist in 
the US, based on incidents such as the 1960s My Lai massacre in Vietnam, 
and more recently prisoner mistreatment at Guantanamo Bay, and as well as 
economic recruitment targeting disadvantaged youths. However, the US has 
no tradition of questioning the fundamental existence of the military from a 
constitutional perspective, as is the case with the JSDF. In the US, it is not 



TRANSCULTURAL DYNAMICS IN AMERICAN AND JAPANESE AVIATION FILMS 87

uncommon to publicly express appreciation for military service members 
and their dedicated efforts, as represented by Veterans Day, a national 
holiday unimaginable in Japan. Military aviation in the US also does not 
carry the societal stigma of “outcasts,” as seen with the JASDF. Unlike Best 
Guy, Top Gun portrays military pilots in a straightforward manner as heroes 
without examining conflicts or psychological tensions toward civilian 
pilots. Thus, the portrayals of military pilots in both films reflect deep-
seated cultural and postwar traditional disparities between Japan and the US 
regarding aviation and military institutions.

5. THE REVERBERATION OF COLD WAR GEOPOLITICS 
AND CONSTITUTIONAL RESTRICTIONS

Top Gun has sometimes been interpreted as a quintessential Cold 
War nationalist propaganda film from the Reagan era.49 It has even 
been suggested that Top Gun was a “recruitment ad” for the US Navy.50 
The US military stationed recruiters outside the theaters where the film 
was screened, and the film’s success led to a noticeable increase in 
applications for military pilot positions in the US.51 For instance, even 
NATO acknowledged in documents that “movies that portray the military 
in a favorable way (e.g., Top Gun) can have a serious impact on military 
recruitment.”52 Despite some initial concerns about the original screenplay, 
the Navy ultimately viewed the film as “a positive patriotic film” that 
“could be beneficial to the Navy.”53 Some film critics have also argued 
that Top Gun met significant public interest during the Reagan era for films 
that helped “redeem [America’s] national image of failure in Vietnam and 
perceived weakness in the late 1970s.”54

However, Top Gun carefully avoids explicitly identifying any particular 
country as an adversary. Unlike other 1980s Hollywood military 
blockbusters such as Firefox (1982), Red Dawn (1984), Rambo: First Blood 
Part II (1985), and Rocky IV (1985), in which the Soviet Union, America’s 
principal enemy during the Cold War, is depicted as the antagonist, Top 
Gun refrains from mentioning the Soviet Union, as exemplified by fictional 
identification marks on an adversary aircraft (Figure 3). Furthermore, 
the adversary aircraft is identified as a MiG-28, a nonexistent model. In 
addition, the Soviet Union at the time was exporting MiG fighter jets to 
various countries, further making it impossible to link the fictional warplane 
in the film to any particular nation. In the film, American pilots encounter 
hostile enemy aircraft over the Indian Ocean, far from Soviet territory. 
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According to the filmmakers’ commentary, the adversary’s nationality was 
initially planned to be North Korea. However, this idea was abandoned 
because the US Department of State was exploring the possibility of 
normalizing relationships with North Korea.55 Avoiding portraying the 
Soviet Union as America’s enemy also aligned with the emerging signs 
of US-Soviet reconciliation. In 1985, a year before the film’s release, 
President Reagan and Soviet Secretary General Mikhail Gorbachev held the 
historic Geneva Summit, where they agreed to seek significant reductions 
in offensive nuclear arms. On January 1, 1986, the film’s release year, 
Reagan and Gorbachev delivered unprecedented simultaneous television 
greetings to the people of each other’s nations, expressing hope for 
peace and overcoming differences.56 While it is uncertain whether these 
contemporaneous moves at reconciliation directly influenced the film, the 
filmmakers’ decision to avoid making a straightforward anti-Soviet film, 
unlike other Cold War nationalist movies of the era, was timely.

In contrast, Best Guy explicitly identifies the Soviets as the enemy. In 
Japan, where constitutional restrictions allow only the minimum necessary 
defense capabilities, potential adversaries are limited to neighboring 
countries. By 1990, when the film was released, China had not yet emerged 
as a military superpower, and North Korea was known for its outdated air 
force capabilities.57 Consequently, among Japan’s potential neighboring 
adversaries, the Soviet Union was the only realistic choice for an aggressive 
enemy. Furthermore, unlike the fictitious MiG in Top Gun, the aircraft 
that violates Japanese airspace in Best Guy are actual Soviet military 
models, specifically the Tupolev Tu-16 and Sukhoi Su-27 (Figure 4). 
These airplanes bear the identification markers of the Soviet military, and 
the Russian language is used for Japanese pilots’ warnings addressed to 
adversarial pilots.58

Fig. 3. The fictional identification mark of an adversary aircraft in Top Gun (0:04:30). 
© 1986 Paramount Pictures
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Both models were used in the Soviet Union when the film was made. 
During the Cold War, the JASDF frequently scrambled fighter jets to 
intercept Soviet Tu-16s, similarly to the events depicted in the movie. 
For instance, in 1987, just three years before the release of Best Guy, a 
Tu-16 flew over US and Japanese bases in Okinawa, violating Japanese 
airspace and prompting JASDF fighter jets to fire warning shots with live 
ammunition for the first time in history.59 Best Guy was screened in 1990 
between two major events: the fall of the Berlin Wall one year earlier and 
the collapse of the Soviet Union one year later. However, as Sudo noted 
in her study, from 1986 to 1990, the number of scrambles by JASDF 
aircraft remained high, averaging 850 per year, primarily because of Soviet 
aircraft.60 The Soviet Union, Japan’s neighboring military superpower, was 
regarded as the most tangible enemy when the film was produced. In this 
way, the film’s unambiguous identification of the Soviet Union as Japan’s 
definitive foe reflects the geopolitical reality of the time.

It would have also been highly unrealistic for Best Guy to recreate scenes 
from Top Gun where military fighter jets take off from an attack aircraft 
carrier dispatched to the Indian Ocean. Japan’s “Peace Constitution,” which 
states that “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,” restricts offensive uses of force, such as the overseas deployment 
of the forces for combat purposes and the possession of an “attack” aircraft 
carrier.61 In addition, there was discomfort among some Japanese about 
Top Gun’s depiction of American pilots shooting down enemy planes. A 
Japanese film critic wrote:

Fig. 4. Tupolev Tu-16 with the identification marker of the Soviet military in Best Guy 
(0 : 56 : 32). © 1990 Toei
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There is a feeling that Top Gun has crossed the final line. Although 
they are fighting with “Soviet-made” fighter planes, not the “Soviet 
Union” or “Libya,” it is so bold for [American pilots] to actually shoot 
them down… This is a dangerous story that depicts America’s regular 
forces openly shooting down MiGs and winning the war against “a 
certain” eastern country.62

In Japan, shooting down enemy aircraft, even for defensive purposes, would 
be highly provocative. The warning shots that JASDF aircraft fired at the 
Soviet Tu-16 that had violated Japanese airspace over Okinawa in 1987 
shocked the nation.63 Predictably, in Best Guy, although the pilots engaged 
in serious dogfights against Soviet aircraft, they never shot down their 
adversaries. Even in fiction, Best Guy was created with an understanding of 
Japan’s long-standing tradition of restrictive defense-oriented policies based 
on its constitution.

However, it can be argued that Japanese films enjoyed creative freedom 
in their portrayal of military themes, provided they refrained from depicting 
the JSDF engaging in overseas deployments and shooting down enemy 
aircraft. Unlike American films, which are typically targeted at both 
domestic and international markets and whose representation of military 
conflicts has global impact, Japanese films, primarily intended for the 
domestic market, neither face the same level of international scrutiny nor 
have global repercussions. This latitude allowed Japanese filmmakers in 
the 1980s to “casually” depict the Soviet Union as the antagonist, showcase 
Soviet aircraft in action, and illustrate aerial dogfights between the JSDF 
and Soviet forces with relative ease.

This casualness is also evident in Best Guy’s unrealistic portrayal 
of aerial battle. Although differences production budgets and available 
technology undoubtedly played a significant role in differences between 
the two films, the intended realism of the aerial combat scene in Best Guy 
diverges greatly from that in Top Gun. In Best Guy, the Soviet planes in the 
dogfight scene are composite images like those often seen in video games.64 
This lack of realism in depicting actual battles may be linked to Japan’s 
postwar history. Since the end of World War II, Japan has not deployed its 
forces in combat, which inevitably distances the public consciousness from 
the realities of warfare. Conversely, the United States has been involved 
in multiple conflicts, including the Korean War and Vietnam War before 
production of Top Gun and the Gulf War, Afghan War, and Iraq War since, 
that resulted in significant casualties and profound experiences of war. 
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While the aerial combat scenes in Top Gun are not entirely realistic, they 
were produced with substantial input from former actual Top Gun pilots and 
navy personnel with combat experience. The filmmakers’ commitment to 
authenticity is evident in their efforts to capture actual aircraft in flight to 
the extent that a prominent stunt pilot tragically lost his life during filming. 
This dedication to realism contrasts starkly with the approach taken in Best 
Guy.65

Perhaps by sensing the limitations of depicting a realistic aerial battle, 
the producers of Best Guy emphasized a narrative grounded on the earth 
rather than in the air. Specifically, in Best Guy, the romance between the 
main characters Kajitani and Mizuno is highlighted, in contrast to Top Gun, 
in which the dynamic presence of fighter planes flying to rock music is a 
dominant feature. This distinction is most symbolically expressed in the 
differences between the climaxes of the two films. The climax of Top Gun 
is, unequivocally, an aerial battle with enemy aircraft near the film’s end. 
Overcoming the trauma of the accident that killed his best friend, Maverick 
succeeds in shooting down several enemy aircraft and wins the battle. 
Returning to the aircraft carrier, he is greeted with jubilation for his heroic 
victory.66 Although Maverick and his love interest Charlie are reunited in 
the last scene, this moment is an epilogue rather than the film’s climax.67

In Best Guy, a fierce mock dogfight between the main character Kajitani 
and his rival Nadaka occurs near the film’s conclusion, resembling on 
the surface the climactic battle in Top Gun. However, unlike Top Gun, 
the narrative falls short, with Kajitani conceding victory to Nadaka, who 
is in imminent danger because of an accident in the cockpit. Following 
the mock air battle, both pilots receive praise from their instructors and 
peers for intense combat. Nadaka is celebrated by his peers, revealing his 
romantic relationship with a female colleague. However, unlike the climax 
of Top Gun, this celebration scene is portrayed with subdued enthusiasm. 
Reflecting on her uncertain relationship with Kajitani, Mizuno keeps away 
from the jubilation and quietly leaves the scene.68

However, Mizuno’s unease is resolved in the subsequent scene, which 
serves as the film’s climax. At a dramatic climax, a JASDF helicopter 
carrying Kajitani, clad in a military uniform, suddenly appears in front 
of Mizuno on the upper floors of her hotel. Recognizing each other, 
they communicate through gestures to meet on the ground where they 
passionately embrace and kiss. This emotional reunion culminates with 
Kajitani lifting Mizuno and carrying her away in his arms.69 This scene 
pays homage to the iconic finale of the 1982 American film An Officer and 
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a Gentleman, which was immensely popular in Japan. In that film, a young 
officer in military uniform marches into his friend’s workplace, sweeps her 
off her feet, and carries her away, capturing a moment of romantic triumph 
similar to that reproduced in Best Guy.70

This non-original climax in Best Guy is an alternative to the standard 
climax of an aviation film, which typically involves the downing of enemy 
aircraft after a fierce aerial battle. As mentioned earlier, depicting such 
combat is unacceptable because of Japan’s strict defense-oriented policy 
and constitutional restrictions. Therefore, catharsis is provided through a 
peaceful resolution centered on love and reunion instead. This allows the 
audience to leave the theater immersed in a pleasant romance, diverting 
attention from the fact that fighter planes are weapons designed to kill. 
In sum, this evasive finale indicates that despite maintaining substantial 
military capability, Japan has actively sought to minimize the prospect of 
engaging in lethal combat, emphasizing a state of pseudo-peace. This way, 
this climax underscores the inherent contradiction in postwar Japan between 
its “Peace Constitution” and the existence of a legitimate military force, the 
JSDF.

6. EPILOGUE

In 2022, 36 years after the release of the original Top Gun, a sequel, Top 
Gun: Maverick, was released and achieved significant success in both the 
US and Japan.71 During the intervening 36 years, the geopolitical landscape 
had shifted dramatically. The Soviet Union had collapsed, concluding the 
Cold War, and China had emerged as a superpower that challenged the 
US military dominance. Although Top Gun: Maverick did not explicitly 
depict China as an adversary, the film was excluded from the Chinese 
market. In what appeared to be a competitive response, a Chinese film 
company released a film akin to Top Gun: Maverick, Born to Fly, in 2023, 
just one year after the latter’s global release.72 Born to Fly is a highly 
patriotic narrative that showcases the development of the Chinese People’s 
Liberation Army’s advanced stealth fighters and the courageous test 
pilots who support the program. A notable scene features the protagonist, 
a Chinese pilot, repelling an intruder from Chinese airspace, the latter 
speaking unmistakable American English, implying that the US is the 
adversary.73 However, Top Gun: Maverick at least initially appeared to try 
to take a more nuanced approach to US-China relations. The initial trailer 
for the film removed the Taiwanese and Japanese flags that had been 
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present on Maverick’s flight jacket in the 1986 original film and replaced 
them with fictional flags, likely reflecting self-censorship to avoid Chinese 
criticism. However, the Taiwanese and Japanese flags were restored in 
a subsequent trailer and appear in the final version of the film, released 
in 2022, near the time it was excluded from the Chinese market (Figures 
5 & 6).74

These developments underscore the impact of geopolitical tensions at 
play in military aviation films. If a Japanese version of Top Gun: Maverick 
were ever produced, it would likely reflect the region’s current security 
concerns, including threats from China, Russia, and North Korea, as well as 
the relative decline in US military dominance. The evolving and precarious 
security environment in the Far East suggests that such a Japanese 
adaptation might not afford the luxury of a light-hearted romantic subplot, 
as seen in Best Guy. The nostalgic era of carefree romantic escapism can 
now be viewed as a privileged period of fleeting peace, contrasting starkly 
with the reality of today’s complex and hostile world.
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