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CHAPTER

In the twilight of the 1980s, at the height of Japanese eco-
nomic power, a Japanese comic book—or manga—called Silent Service
appeared. The storyline unfolds with the United States and a secret
Japanese government cell conspiring to build Japan’s first nuclear-powered
and -armed submarine. On its maiden voyage, the submarine’s crew, led
by Commander Shiro Kaieda, mutinies and dives into the dark depths of
the Pacific. Kaieda christens the sub Yamato, a twin reference to the
name of ancient Japan and also the namesake of Japan’s most famous but
ultimately doomed battleship of World War II. The Yamato uses brilliant
operational tactics to outmaneuver the combined fleets of the United
States and the Soviet Union and launches nuclear strikes to humiliate and
defeat both superpowers. In the end, despite the radioactive carnage that
he has unleashed, Captain Kaieda is revealed to be a fervent pacifist,
working for global nuclear disarmament and the establishment of a
transnational military organization to enforce world peace. Enormously
popular and scrutinized closely for clues about Japan’s innermost atti-
tudes about achieving nuclear weapons status, Silent Service provides a
glimpse into the complexities of Japanese sentiments regarding nuclear
weapons.

Japan represents the ultimate contradiction among the potential
nuclear aspirants explored in this volume. Its standing as a non-nuclear
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nation is a virtual bedrock of the nonproliferation regime, the inspiration
and example of the early era of the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT).
Having experienced the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan’s
political structures and national psyche have engendered a deeply
enshrined cultural taboo (until very recently) against even public discus-
sion of the nuclear option. In addition, Japanese leaders have repeatedly
expressed their confidence in the U.S. nuclear umbrella provided by the
Japanese-American defense treaty and reinforced by the deployment of
substantial U.S. military forces on Japanese territory. Indeed, the Japan-
ese case is often seen as the model of how extended deterrence guarantees
serve to curb incentives for nuclear proliferation.

At the same time, suspicion and speculation have persisted that, given
the right set (really the wrong set) of international and domestic condi-
tions, Japan might seriously consider the nuclear option. Recently,
prominent Japanese have openly broached the issue of Japan’s acquiring
a nuclear arsenal to help manage what many in Japan see as severely
untoward developments in the regional and international security envi-
ronment. Japan is one of the most technologically advanced countries,
relies heavily on nuclear power for its domestic energy consumption, and
has vast stores of plutonium that could be used in nuclear weapons. If it
ever did cross the Rubicon into the realm of the atomically armed, there
is near-universal recognition that the potential consequences would be
enormous and unpredictable—and quite possibly extremely dangerous.

This chapter first discusses the factors that led Japan to refrain from
acquiring nuclear weapons during the cold war. In particular, it explains
why Japanese leaders confidently entrusted their ultimate security to
Washington and its robust nuclear arsenal. Next is an analysis of the fac-
tors that have arisen since the cold war’s end that have induced some
Japanese to call for a reassessment of Japan’s nuclear abstention.1 The
chapter then concludes with an examination of what U.S. policies could
best avert the advent of a nuclear-armed Japan—a development that
would be potentially catastrophic for both East Asia and the larger
global international security environment.

Japan’s Nuclear Weapons Debate during the Cold War 

Unlike some of the other countries in this study, the Japanese government
never made a formal decision on whether or not to pursue a nuclear
option. During World War II, while Germany and the United States were
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racing to become the first county to develop nuclear weapons, Japan
clandestinely developed two separate plans for atomic weapons develop-
ment. Discovered and dismantled by the allied powers at the end of the
war, the two programs, known as the “Ni” and “F” projects, were ham-
pered by material shortages and were never a major priority for the coun-
try’s leaders.2 (The Japanese military proved more successful at
developing biological and chemical weapons, some of which were used
against military targets and civilian areas in China during the war.) 

While occupying the country after World War II, U.S. authorities
drafted a new constitution for Japan that limited the number and kind of
security forces the new government could maintain. Chapter 2 of article
9 of the so-called Peace Constitution explicitly states that “the Japanese
people forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation” and that
“land, sea, and air forces, as well as other war potential, will never be
maintained.” While nuclear weapons are not specifically mentioned in the
constitution, they are usually considered to be offensive weapons and
would therefore be forbidden. However, the ambiguity of the constitution
on the question of nuclear weapons has left room for successive Japan-
ese elites to debate the possibility (mostly in private) of developing this
capability. 

During the cold war, senior Japanese officials, including a succession of
prime ministers, periodically indicated in unguarded moments their sup-
port for Japan’s acquiring an independent nuclear weapons capacity. But
pressure both from their domestic constituencies and from Japan’s most
important security ally, the United States, kept them from acting on their
desires. Instead, they made many public statements affirming their com-
mitment to a non-nuclear Japan and focused their energy on rebuilding the
war-torn country and revitalizing its faltering economy. In particular,
Prime Minister Shigeru Yoshida in the 1950s took advantage of the lan-
guage of the Peace Constitution to deflect pressures, primarily from the
United States, to undertake even a substantial buildup of the country’s
conventional military forces. 

Furthermore, on December 19, 1955, Japan’s national legislature, the
Diet, adopted the Atomic Energy Basic Law, which clearly states: “The
research, development, and utilization of atomic energy shall be limited to
peaceful purposes.”3 Japan joined the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) in 1957. The policy of assigning priority to domestic
reconstruction succeeded so well that by the late 1960s Japan had the sec-
ond-largest economy in the free world.4

220 K U RT  M . C A M P B E L L  A N D  TS U YO S H I  S U N O H A R A

09 1330-4 chap9  5/20/04  1:11 PM  Page 220

EB 7Q B N D 8K P , =ES P PB :B K ABN EB N 7Q B N 1EK B BA PBA ?S 5QNP 6 1 I ?B BP 0NKK D
4 P PQP K 8NB 8NK QB P 3?KK 1B PN EPP , B?KK B PN NKMQB P KI ? KPP DE I ABP P K .AK 42-

1NB PBA CNKI KPP DE I K   , ,

1
K

SN
DE

PT
0

NK
K

D
4

PP
QP

K
8

NB
/

ND
EP

NB
BN

RB
A



Japanese elites felt comfortable focusing on economic reconstruction
because they had strong confidence that the United States would defend
Japan against any external military threats—even if such a defense
required Washington to threaten the use of nuclear weapons. This concept
and context of extended deterrence was enshrined in the language of the
U.S.-Japan Defense Treaty. Article 5 states: “Each party recognizes that an
armed attack against either Party in the territories under the administra-
tion of Japan would be dangerous to its own peace and safety and
declares that it would act to meet the common danger in accordance
with its constitutional provisions and processes.”

In 1957 Prime Minister Nobusuke Kishi, a strong nationalist from the
long-ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), attempted to reinforce the
American security guarantee. When Prime Minister Kishi brought a
revised defense treaty to the Japanese legislature for ratification, how-
ever, massive public protests forced him and his cabinet to resign. Besides
opposing the revised treaty itself, many Japanese had reacted negatively
to Kishi’s statement to the Diet that while Japan had thus far chosen not
to develop nuclear weapons, it was not unconstitutional for it to do so.5

This was one of the earliest public statements by a Japanese official dis-
cussing the possibility of Japan’s acquiring a nuclear capability. (In 1960
the Treaty of Mutual Cooperation and Security between Japan and the
United States replaced the 1951 Security Treaty between the two countries,
but the American security guarantee remained unchanged.)

The next prime minister, Hayato Ikeda, focused primarily on eco-
nomic matters and shied away from controversial security issues. His
successor, however, was perhaps the most ardent advocate of developing
an independent Japanese nuclear capability. Eisaku Sato, the younger
brother of Prime Minister Kishi, took office in November 1964 during a
period of deep security anxiety in Japan. Just one month earlier, China had
tested its first nuclear device, which revived concerns among Japanese
that they could be drawn into a Sino-American nuclear conflict. The suc-
cessful Chinese atomic bomb test also prompted several senior Japanese
leaders, including Yasuhiro Nakasone and Shintaro Ishihara, to call for a
reexamination of Japan’s policy of nuclear abstention.6

In addition, the United States was on the brink of a full-scale war in
Vietnam, and the Chinese Cultural Revolution was beginning to take
shape. These developments led many Japanese to see the prospect of a dra-
matically deteriorating Sino-American relationship. Most important,
influential Japanese began to fear that with its new nuclear capability,
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China could make Japan a “nuclear hostage” in the event of a crisis on the
Korean Peninsula, a military conflict in the Taiwan Strait, or an escalation
in the Vietnam War.7

When newly elected prime minister Sato met with President Lyndon
Johnson privately in January 1965, one of his first comments was that “if
Chicoms [Chinese Communists] had nuclear weapons, the Japanese also
should have them.”8 This statement shocked the Johnson administration,
especially when Prime Minister Sato followed it by saying that “Japanese
public opinion will not permit this at present, but I believe that the pub-
lic, especially the younger generation, can be ‘educated.’” 9 Never before
had a Japanese leader expressed so openly the desire to develop nuclear
weapons, even if it these sentiments were only private ruminations. 

Throughout the Sato administration, political elites, including Sato
himself, discussed and made statements supporting Japan’s ultimate pur-
suit of the nuclear option. Advocates suggested that tactical nuclear
weapons, as opposed to the larger strategic weapons, could be defined as
defensive, and therefore were permitted under the constitution. A Japan-
ese defense agency White Paper, commissioned by its pro-nuclear director
(and future prime minister) Yasuhiro Nakasone, stated that “as for
defensive nuclear weapons, it would be possible in a legal sense to possess
small-yield, tactical, purely defensive nuclear weapons without violating
the Constitution. In view of the danger of inviting adverse foreign reac-
tions and large-scale war, we will follow the policy of not acquiring
nuclear weapons at present.”10

The Johnson administration became increasingly anxious about Sato’s
intentions and made one of its top priorities securing Japan’s signature to
the NPT, which the UN Security Council had endorsed in 1968. At the
same time, Sato was trying to convince the United States to turn the
island of Okinawa, which was then still fully administered by the United
States, back to Japan. Sato made this one of his campaign pledges in
1964 and was desperately trying to develop a feasible strategy to obtain
this goal. He knew that the issue of greatest contention surrounding Oki-
nawa was that U.S. nuclear weapons stored on the island could be
quickly used against China, North Korea, or Vietnam in an emergency.
The Japanese public, with its severe “nuclear allergy,” would never coun-
tenance nuclear weapons remaining on the island after it reverted back to
Japanese control. In order to counter this difficult domestic situation,
Sato began heavily courting the Johnson administration. He made a
number of statements in favor of U.S. policies during the Vietnam War and
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allowed U.S. nuclear-powered aircraft carriers to dock at Japanese
ports.11

To reassure the anxious Japanese public, Prime Minister Sato
announced to the National Diet in December 1967 the adoption of the
“Three Non-Nuclear Principles.” These held that Japan would not man-
ufacture, possess, or permit the introduction of nuclear weapons onto
Japanese soil. These principles, which were subsequently adopted by the
Diet but are not considered a law, have remained the foundation of
Japanese nuclear policy to the present day.12

According to Kei Wakaizumi, a senior policy adviser to Sato, soon
after the declaration of the non-nuclear principles, Sato realized that the
principles, as originally formulated, might be too constraining.13 Therefore,
in a February 1968 address to the Diet, Sato clarified the non-nuclear
principles by declaring the “Four Nuclear Policies.” These were 1) pro-
motion of the peaceful use of nuclear energy; 2) efforts toward global
nuclear disarmament; 3) reliance and dependence on U.S. extended deter-
rence, based on the 1960 U.S.-Japan Security Treaty; and 4) support for
“the Three Non-Nuclear Principles under the circumstances where
Japan’s national security is guaranteed by the other three policies.”14

Sato and the other leaders of his Liberal Democratic Party wanted to
emphasize that the Three Non-Nuclear Principles could only be sus-
tained in conjunction with the other policies, thus leaving the door open
for Japan to develop nuclear weapons if the situation so mandated (that
is, if there was significant regional proliferation or a “malfunction” of the
U.S. nuclear umbrella). Despite the fact that Sato articulated and stood
by these principles, he was less supportive in private, going so far as to
tell then U.S. ambassador to Japan U. Alexis Johnson that they were
“nonsense.”15

Shortly after these declarations, in the spring of 1968, Sato commis-
sioned a secret, nongovernmental study on Japan’s nuclearization, rather
misleadingly entitled “The Study Group on Democracy.” The study’s
findings were summarized in the 1968/1970 Internal Report, which
became one of the most controversial documents in modern Japanese
history when it was leaked to the public in 1994.16 The report was con-
ducted by four Japanese university academics with broad training in
regional affairs and nuclear technology, and they consulted widely with
government officials and industry representatives in developing their rec-
ommendations. The purpose of the effort was to “explore the costs and
benefits of Japan’s nuclearization in a comprehensive way.”17
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In the wake of the announcement of the Non-Nuclear Principles,
Sato’s government needed concrete reasons justifying Japan’s abstention
from the nuclear club. The 1968/1970 Report provided just that. It miti-
gated Sato’s natural hawkishness, especially toward China, by demon-
strating the technical, political, and strategic problems associated with a
nuclear path, and thereby confirmed in a very persuasive fashion that
Japan’s best interest lay in maintaining its non-nuclear status. 

Although the technical and economic barriers to the development of a
Japanese nuclear capability (which were examined in the 1968 portion of
the document) have been largely overcome with time and technological
advancements, it is the political and security concerns that have had the
greatest impact on Japanese leaders. First, in assessing the threat from
China, the report basically concluded that the U.S. nuclear umbrella
would be sufficient to protect both Japan and South Korea from Chinese
aggression in East Asia, even if Beijing possessed intercontinental missiles
capable of hitting the United States. Second, it explained how Japan
would remain extremely vulnerable even if it acquired a small nuclear
arsenal. Most telling, the report noted that even the detonation of a sin-
gle hydrogen bomb could have devastating effects given that over 50 per-
cent of Japan’s population was located in just 20 percent of its territory.
Third, the authors determined that Japan’s nuclearization would lead to
its extreme isolation from both its allies and the rest of the international
community. The study concluded that due to these constraints, the costs
of developing an independent nuclear capability would far outweigh the
one prospective and presumed benefit—less reliance on the United States
for Japan’s security needs.

The 1968/1970 Report is the only known Japanese study of this scope
and breadth on the nuclear weapons issue (there is speculation that other
government studies may now either be under way or about to begin
given the recent attention to this issue in the current Japanese environ-
ment). Despite the report’s weighty conclusions against nuclear acquisi-
tion, many officials still did not want to formally or completely renounce
the nuclear option. 

At the same time that the study was being written, the Japanese gov-
ernment was debating whether to sign the NPT. The United States was
strongly urging Japan to sign, maintaining that the U.S. nuclear umbrella
would provide for its security. Many Japanese leaders, however, saw the
treaty as fundamentally unfair in its basic charter. The Non-Proliferation
Treaty allows the current members of the nuclear club to maintain their
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nuclear weapons status but prohibits any other signatory from joining the
nuclear club. Vice Foreign Minister Takeso Shimoda told a press confer-
ence that “Japan cannot agree to such a big power-centered approach,
implying as it does that the nuclear powers would not be required to
reduce their capabilities or stockpile, while the non-nuclear powers
would be barred . . . from having nuclear weapons.”18 Similarly, LDP
Secretary General Takeo Fukuda said, “Liberal Democrats see the need to
outgrow the ‘nuclear allergy.’”19

Early in 1969, an internal policy planning study for the Foreign Min-
istry concluded that Japan should, even if it signed the NPT, maintain the
economic and technical ability to develop and produce nuclear weapons
in case the international environment deteriorated to the point that such
a step became necessary. Japan finally signed the NPT in 1970 (but rati-
fied it only in 1976), though only after both West Germany joined and the
United States “promised not to interfere with Tokyo’s pursuit of inde-
pendent reprocessing capabilities in its civilian nuclear power pro-
gram.”20 Despite the conclusions of the 1968/1970 Report, the record
indicates quite clearly that Prime Minister Sato and other LDP members
wanted to preserve Japan’s nuclear options. 

Okinawa reverted to Japanese rule in May 1972, following a June
1971 agreement between Japan and the United States. According to the
Three Non-Nuclear Principles, all nuclear weapons had to be removed
from the island. The United States, affirming the Japanese non-nuclear
position, completed this withdrawal by the end of 1972. Ironically, no
Japanese leader had been more pro-nuclear than Prime Minister Sato,
and yet, it was during his tenure that Japan formalized its non-nuclear
position. Each successive Japanese administration has reaffirmed the
Three Non-Nuclear Principles and Four Nuclear Policies. The nuclear
debate lay largely dormant throughout the rest of the cold war.

End of the Cold War and the New International Security Environment

The 1980s saw the final death throes of the Soviet Union and the collapse
of the cold war. The United States, under the leadership of Ronald Rea-
gan, poured resources into a military buildup aimed at the Soviet Union,
which among other consequences caused the Asia-Pacific region to
increase in strategic importance as a theater of superpower competition.
At the same time, Japan’s economic might continued to grow as the
country transitioned from a postwar industrial economy to one based on
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high technology and luxury goods. Japan’s export-led growth caused
increasing friction with the United States, which manifested itself in trade
wars and American pressure on Japan to alter its protectionist policies.
Nevertheless, the United States and Japan had few security differences,
largely due to the perceived threat from the Soviet Union, and continued
to reaffirm their alliance in their respective regional strategies and public
pronouncements. 

Yukihiko Ikeda recalled that he could not detect any nuclear ambi-
tions among the Japanese military during his term as a defense minister in
the late 1980s. “Ultimately, I think Japan could use nuclear power mili-
tarily for such purposes as nuclear submarines, and there might be a
desire among the military for that in the future,” Ikeda said. “But I think
that they also believe Japan should keep her non-nuclear policy and that
Japan will never actually possess nuclear weapons.”21

In the immediate aftermath of the cold war, following the USSR’s col-
lapse, debate on the nuclear weapons issue in Japan remained largely
mute. Most Japanese anticipated a new era of international peace,
democracy, and good will. However, Korea remained divided, tensions
between China and Taiwan persisted, and India and Pakistan continued
their low-level conflict. These tensions kept Asians from fully experienc-
ing the brief post–cold war euphoria that swept Europe. Nevertheless,
the first major conflict of the post–cold war era did not occur in East Asia
but in the Middle East, when Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein invaded
neighboring Kuwait. The United States, mustering an international coali-
tion, went to the defense of the tiny but strategically important Arab
country. 

In Japan the Persian Gulf War led to much debate about the use of force
in the post–cold war world, as the international community, particularly
the United States, called “for Japan to support peacekeeping operations
with more than its checkbook.”22 A fierce debate arose within the Japan-
ese Diet, with the LDP forcing through the International Peace and
Cooperation Law of 1992 against the firm opposition of the Japanese
Socialist Party. 23 This law provided a framework for Japan to send
troops overseas for participation “in international peace and relief
efforts”—specifically, UN peacekeeping operations and international
humanitarian relief operations. It stipulated five principles or require-
ments for these efforts: 1) existence of a cease-fire agreement; 2) consent
of the host country; 3) impartiality of the operations; 4) withdrawal of
Japanese forces if the government deems necessary; and 5) minimum use
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of force required for troop protection.24 Under this new law, Japan was
able to send troops to Cambodia as part of a United Nations peacekeep-
ing operation, the first time the Japanese Self-Defense Forces (SDF) had
been deployed abroad.25

Other international developments, which appeared to more directly
threaten Japanese security, soon led to a revival of the nuclear weapons
debate in Japan. In 1994 American intelligence discovered that the
Democratic Peoples’ Republic of Korea had a secret nuclear weapons
development program. This crisis on the Korean Peninsula led to specu-
lation in the United States and other countries that if the North Korean
situation was not peacefully resolved, the Japanese might reconsider
their policy of nuclear abstention. At the same time, tensions along the Tai-
wan Strait were also increasing. Over the course of the late 1990s, Japan-
ese leaders and strategic thinkers came to perceive both North Korea’s
nuclear weapons program and the rapid modernization of China’s
nuclear weapons and other military capabilities as presenting a more
dangerous and realistic threat to Japan than that which emanated from the
Soviet Union during the cold war. 

It was in the context of this increasingly disturbing environment that
the Japanese Defense Agency conducted a secret investigation into
Japan’s nuclear option in late 1995. Although the full details of the
thirty-one-page report have never been released, in 2003 the Asahi Shim-
bun obtained a copy of the report and revealed some of its findings. The
study resoundingly reaffirmed Japan’s non-nuclear status and outlined
the numerous drawbacks that would result from Japan’s nucleariza-
tion. In particular, the study found that Japan’s acquisition of nuclear
weapons would destroy the military balance in Asia and possibly cause an
arms race with China, a nuclear South Korea, or an openly hostile North
Korea. According to Asahi, the report said that “Japan would effectively
destroy the basis for the Nuclear Nonproliferation Treaty; the reliability
of the U.S. nuclear umbrella would be undermined and Japan would be
viewed as distrustful of its military alliance with the United States; [and]
neighbors would fear that Japan was taking a more independent defense
policy stance.”26

The report concluded that continued reliance on the U.S. nuclear
deterrent provided Japan’s best economic and security option. The
authors argued that it would be prohibitively expensive for Japan to
develop the infrastructure to produce nuclear weapons. In addition, if
the country actually experienced a nuclear attack, its densely populated
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urban areas would be devastated. The study also asserted it was highly
unlikely that the United States would allow North Korea to develop
nuclear weapons.27

The report’s conclusions may have influenced Japan’s decision regard-
ing whether to support an indefinite extension of the NPT, an issue that
arose in 1995. The Clinton administration strongly pushed the Japanese
government to endorse the treaty’s indefinite extension, but Japanese
leaders initially took an ambiguous position on the issue. “We thought it
was better for us not to declare that we will give up our nuclear option for-
ever and ever,” recalled a former high-ranking Japanese government offi-
cial on condition of anonymity.28 Eventually, however, pressure from
Washington and other governments led to Japan’s supporting the indefi-
nite extension. 

But then two events in 1998 shocked the Japanese public and
strengthened the hand of individuals and groups advocating that Japan at
least reconsider if not reverse its policy of nuclear abstention. These
advocates included conservative academics, some government officials,
and a few influential industrialists (in addition to the very vocal nation-
alist organizations that prowl Tokyo’s streets with bullhorns, spewing
right-wing rhetoric). 

First, in May 1998, India and Pakistan conducted back-to-back
nuclear tests, formalizing their nuclear status. The perceived laxness that
the international community showed in condemning the countries’
nuclear adventurism troubled the Japanese. One reason the Japanese had
decided to join the NPT in the early 1970s was that they had anticipated
severe penalties for those states that defied the international consensus
against further nuclear weapons acquisition.29 In addition, the Japanese
and other nations feared that India’s development of a nuclear arsenal
could spur a nuclear arms race with China. A Chinese military buildup
would have much more potential for upsetting the delicate balance of
power in Asia than the ongoing India-Pakistan conflict. 

An even more disturbing event in 1998 was the launch of a North
Korean Taepo Dong missile over Japan in August.30 This demonstration
of North Korea’s ballistic missile capability led to an outcry among all sec-
tors of Japanese society and caused some to call for remilitarization or
nuclear weapons development. Fukushiro Nukaga, the chief of Japan’s
defense agency, said that “his government would be justified in mounting
pre-emptive military strikes against North Korean missile bases.”31 Prime
Minister Keizo Obuchi said that he was “extremely concerned” about
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the tests.32 The Diet passed resolutions stating that the “actions of North
Korea were imprudent and extremely dangerous, ignoring international
common sense, and posed a serious situation for our national security.”33

It also unanimously passed a resolution of protest, and the Japanese gov-
ernment suspended both the talks on normalizing relations between the
two countries and its food shipments to North Korea.34

The missile incident gave nationalist conservatives more prominence in
the defense debate than at any time since the Sato administration in the
1960s. The conservative Sankei newspaper wrote in an editorial that “in
order to counter such a threat, [Japan] has to establish a cold, merciless
policy of power politics” in order to let the North Koreans “know that
[Japan] has the option of attacking launch sites in North Korea in self-
defense.”35 However, the general public still was reluctant to flirt with
abandoning a well-established non-nuclear policy, and opinion polls at the
time showed strong opposition to pursuing nuclear arms. For example,
when Vice Defense Minister Shingo Nishimura said in a 1999 magazine
interview that parliament “should consider the fact that Japan may be bet-
ter off if it armed itself with nuclear weapons,” it resulted in a public
furor both in Japan and neighboring countries.36 Other government offi-
cials described the comment as “extremely inappropriate,” and then
prime minister Keizo Obuchi called for, and accepted, Nishimura’s resig-
nation.

But the increased threat to Japan perceived to be emanating from
North Korea, combined with worries about China’s ongoing military
buildup and the other concerns described below, continued to raise the
issue of Japan’s acquiring nuclear weapons. For example, in an interview
with Asashi Shimbun, Deputy Chief Cabinet Secretary Shinzo Abe stated
that Japan’s possession of atomic bombs would not violate the constitu-
tion because “it does not necessarily ban the possession of nuclear
weapons as long as they are kept at a minimum and are tactical.”37 Chief
Cabinet Secretary Yasuo Fukuda subsequently said, in trying to clarify
Abe’s statement, that “‘in legal theory’ Japan could have intercontinental
ballistic missiles and atomic bombs and that the Three Non-Nuclear
Principles might change if the people believed Japan should go nuclear.”38

Notwithstanding the resulting domestic and international backlash,
Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi said Fukuda’s comments were only a
“slip of the tongue” and “nothing serious.”39 Unlike Nishimura, Fukuda
was not asked to resign. Instead, he renounced his comments in the Diet,
saying that Japan’s Atomic Energy Basic Law permitted Japan to use
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nuclear energy only for peaceful purposes. Koizumi also insisted, “My
Cabinet will keep the non-nuclear weapon principles. Japan will not pos-
sess a nuclear arsenal because we have these principles. This is not even
worthy of discussion.”40

Despite these remarks, many in the Japanese public, which is still
firmly behind the Three Non-Nuclear Principles, apparently believe that
government officials continue to conduct secret talks on the nuclear issue
much as they had done in the past. Koizumi himself implied that he
agreed that Japan had the right to possess nuclear weapons when he
added, “it is significant that although we could have them, we don’t.”41

Japanese leaders made additional pro–nuclear weapons statements in
2003. In August Fukuda said at a press conference that it would be pos-
sible for Japan to legally keep its nuclear option for the near future.42

Abe, a rising political star from the ruling LDP, said in response to a
question during a speech he delivered at Waseda University in Tokyo on
March 13, 2003, that Japan could have nuclear weapons if they were
small and defensive, a position that is gaining increasing traction among
Japan’s younger foreign policy elite.43 Both Fukuda and Abe later
explained that the Koizumi cabinet has no intention of developing
nuclear weapons at present, but that future foreign policy makers should
be able to decide whether or not to develop nuclear weapons. Other
Japanese officials, including Prime Minister Koizumi, have repeatedly
stressed that Japan will maintain its policy of nuclear abstention for the
foreseeable future.44

Influential people outside the government also have called for Japan to
reverse its policy of nuclear abstention. Terumasa Nakanishi, a professor
at Kyoto University, insists that Japan now needs to possess nuclear
weapons because the country cannot protect itself only with ballistic mis-
sile defenses (BMDs) or conventional weapons like Tomahawk cruise
missiles.45 A conservative opinion leader from Keio University, Kazuya
Fukuda, supports Nakanishi’s view. Fukuda maintains that the U.S.
nuclear umbrella is an illusion and compelling reasons have arisen as to
why Japan should have nuclear weapons.46

Main Factors Affecting Japan’s Future Nuclear Weapons Policies

There are several current and future situations that could propel Japan
along the path toward acquisition of nuclear weapons. Among these are
an increase in the perceived external security threat emanating from
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North Korea, the rise of a Chinese strategic and military power, concerns
about the ability of successive U.S. governments to manage these threats
in ways most beneficial to Japan, and the weakening of the international
nonproliferation regime, despite vigorous Japanese efforts to bolster it.

Eroding Regional and Global Security Situation

During the last decade, both the Japanese public and their leaders
have become increasingly concerned about the growing perceived threat
to Japan from North Korea. Indeed, the most likely factor that could
trigger a Japanese reconsideration of its nuclear weapons policy in the near
term is the emergence of a nuclear-armed North Korea. 

As already noted, North Korea’s launch of a long-range Taepo Dong
missile over Japan’s mainland in August 1998 stunned the Japanese pub-
lic. According to Matake Kamiya, “The shock that it gave to the Japan-
ese was arguably comparable to the one the Soviet launching of Sputnik
in October 1957 gave to the Americans. For most Japanese, the launching
was the first occasion in the postwar period in which they really felt their
country was being immediately threatened by a hostile external power.”47

Besides the still experimental Taepo Dong, North Korea also possesses
hundreds of shorter-range Nodong missiles that could also reach Tokyo
and other Japanese cities. The Pyongyang government has warned Japan
that it lies “within the striking range of” North Korea and therefore
should behave well.48 Japanese leaders have expressed repeated concern
about North Korea’s missile program. In March 2003, Shigeru Ishiba,
director general of Japan’s Defense Agency, even affirmed that the Japan-
ese government could legitimately launch a preemptive strike against
North Korea if government leaders had concluded that an attack against
Japan was imminent.49

Ishiba’s remarks reflect the potential devastation Japan could suffer
from even a single North Korean missile if it were armed with a nuclear
warhead. The CIA estimates that the North Korean government has
made more progress toward developing nuclear weapons than any other
potential proliferator.50 During 2003 North Korean representatives
acknowledged that they have abandoned their pledge not to develop
nuclear weapons. Indeed, they claimed that they have reprocessed 8,000
spent plutonium fuel rods. Although such boasts remain unproven, U.S.
officials estimate that North Korea’s large-scale plutonium-reprocessing
facility at Yongbyon could produce sufficient plutonium for approxi-
mately half a dozen bombs within twelve to eighteen months.51 For years
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media reports have indicated that U.S. intelligence feared that North
Korea already had developed one or two nuclear bombs in the early
1990s. The IAEA believes that Pyongyang recently produced sufficient
plutonium to produce two additional bombs.52 Analysts fear that unre-
strained by a workable arms control regime, Pyongyang could conceivably
develop tens of nuclear weapons—or more—by the end of the decade.53

The Japanese government has taken a number of steps to impede and
reverse North Korea’s nuclear ambitions. A favorite tool has been diplo-
macy. Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi visited Pyongyang in September
2002 to convince North Korean leaders to refrain from additional missile
testing. Koizumi and other Japanese officials repeatedly have joined with
their foreign counterparts to issue joint declarations calling on North
Korea to dismantle its nuclear weapons program “in a prompt and veri-
fiable manner.”54 The government has stated, “Japan cannot accept, by
any means, any development, acquisition or possession, test and transfer
of nuclear weapons by North Korea.”55 Japanese representatives also
actively participated in the August 2003 Six Party Talks that attempted to
achieve settlement of the security problems on the Korean Peninsula. 

Beyond diplomatic measures, the Japanese government has imposed
economic sanctions against Pyongyang for its nuclear activities, such as
supporting the decision by the Korean Peninsula Energy Development
Organization to suspend heavy fuel oil shipments in November 2002.
Japan also has participated in the Proliferation Security Initiative (PSI),
which aims to prevent North Korea and other countries from importing
or exporting materials related to weapons of mass destruction (WMD). A
Japanese Coast Guard ship played a prominent role in the Pacific Protec-
tor exercise that took place in September 2003 under the PSI’s auspices.56

Prime Minister Koizumi also has promoted a series of bilateral and mul-
tilateral accords with other Asian countries designed to strengthen inter-
national efforts to interdict illegal transfers of WMD and missile-related
materials. These initiatives have included calls for enhanced intelligence
sharing and greater support for the PSI.57

Unfortunately, thus far the efforts of Japan and other countries have
proven inadequate to ensure that North Korea does not develop a
nuclear arsenal that could target neighboring states. If Japanese leaders
conclude that North Korea has acquired the ability to launch nuclear
weapons against Japan, they might feel compelled to develop their own
nuclear arsenal to deter such an attack. Such a reaction would be even
more likely if Taiwan or South Korea had already established a precedent
by acquiring their own nuclear arsenals. 
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If the United States decided to attack North Korea in a preemptive
strike without first gaining Tokyo’s approval, Japanese leaders might no
longer feel comfortable entrusting Japan’s ultimate security to Washing-
ton, a situation that also might lead them to abandon the policy of
nuclear abstention. Ironically, an absence of consultation in such a grave
situation would likely provoke a deep rethinking of the benefits of the
alliance regardless of whether U.S. military strikes against North Korea
were ultimately successful. The risk of a North Korean attack on Japan in
any military conflict on the peninsula would be significant because the
United States would confront the demanding task of deterring or pre-
venting North Korea from escalating the conflict at the same time that U.S.
forces were pursuing a conventional military victory over the North
Korean military. Finally, even Korea’s peaceful reunification under South
Korea’s leadership might not avert Japan’s nuclearization if the new
Korean government insisted on maintaining its inheritance of nuclear
weapons and ballistic missiles.

While ordinary people worry more about the danger posed by a
nuclear North Korea, many Japanese leaders are ultimately more con-
cerned about a potential long-term Chinese threat to Japan. A 2003
Defense Agency white paper observed, “China has been modernizing its
nuclear and missile forces as well as its naval and air forces. Careful
deliberation should go into determining whether the objective of this
modernization exceeds the scope necessary for the defense of China, and
future developments in this area merit special attention.”58 Ichiro
Ozawa, president of the Liberal Party, was more blunt. In April 2002 he
suggested that Japan might need to exploit its vast stockpile of pluto-
nium to produce thousands of nuclear weapons to counter future Chinese
aggression.59 In fact, some members of the conservative camp are using the
current situation with North Korea to beef up Japan’s readiness and
overall capabilities to cope with such a threat.

China is continuing to modernize its own WMD and ballistic missile
arsenal, presenting an increasing threat to Taiwan, a de facto U.S. (and,
by extension, Japanese) ally.60 However, it is also true that these Chinese
missile deployments are raising anxieties elsewhere in the region, includ-
ing among Japan’s strategic thinkers. In particular, given the mobile
nature of these systems, there is a worry that these missiles could be used
to blackmail Japan in some tense future diplomatic situation. In addi-
tion, Chinese technology firms persist in seeking to sell WMD-related
material or technology to foreign buyers, some of which could be rogue
regimes or nonstate actors hostile to Japan and the United States. Some
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Chinese business entities are adopting increasingly sophisticated means to
avoid detection—and U.S. sanctions.61 While it is unlikely that this pro-
liferative behavior would directly trigger a Japanese response, there is the
potential for surreptitious Chinese nuclear activities to undermine the
nonproliferation regime and thereby raise the risks of Japan rethinking its
nuclear options. 

The Chinese government’s foreign policy ambitions will decisively
affect the kind of challenge confronting future Japanese policymakers. A
Chinese government satisfied with the status quo in East Asia would
present less of a threat than a revisionist regime that sought to better its
regional position, even at the risk of international disorder. Although the
dispute is in abeyance, China and Japan continue to contest control over
the Senkakaku (Diaoyutai) Islands, and the Japanese remain concerned
about China’s ambitions in the South China Sea. Even a Chinese govern-
ment that focused its revisionist aims against Taiwan alone could trigger
events that could lead to Japan’s deciding to acquire nuclear weapons—
especially if the United States had tried but failed to avert or resist a
Chinese attack on the island. 

Conversely, the Japanese also worry that in the future the United
States might develop closer ties with China—the emerging economic and
military leader of East Asia—than with Japan.62 Anxiety over “Japan
passing” has become a regular feature in Tokyo’s preoccupations over a
rising China, along with worries that China is beginning to replace Japan
in American regional diplomatic priorities. Some Japanese fear that if
these trends continue, a crisis in confidence could ensue. While it is today
difficult to imagine a scenario that could lead to such a profound alien-
ation between the United States and Japan, in the future such a develop-
ment might prompt the Japanese to seek the independent means of
defense that nuclear weapons would provide.

At some future point, a revitalized—or even regressing—Russia also
could contribute to a Japanese rethinking of its security options. Russian-
Japanese relations remain poor because of Russia’s unwillingness to
return to Japan the four islands constituting the Northern Territories.
The dispute over the islands has prevented the two countries from sign-
ing a peace treaty formally ending their World War II–era conflict. Hopes
that Japanese and Russian businesses could cooperate to exploit the
riches of Russia’s Far East have run aground against the unfavorable
investment climate and high crime rate in the region. 

Although former Russian president Boris Yeltsin told then Japanese
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prime minister Ryutaro Hashimoto in 1997 that Russia no longer targeted
nuclear missiles at Japan, a future Russian government could easily
reverse this policy.63 The collapse of Russia’s conventional forces since
the Soviet period has also led Russian leaders to rely increasingly on
nuclear weapons as their country’s main defensive bulwark. For example,
the current Russian government has renounced the Soviet policy against
the first use of nuclear weapons. Recently, Russian officials have also
asserted the right to launch preemptive strikes in response to imminent
threats. From Tokyo’s perspective, Russia’s long-term role in the evolving
international system remains uncertain, especially in a post-Putin era.
Ironically, Russia’s weakened military and the recent major Russian-
American strategic arms reductions also make it more plausible for the
Japanese to reason that they could develop a nuclear deterrent robust
enough to survive a Russian first strike.64

A more pressing concern for the Japanese is the threat of international
terrorism posed by Islamic fundamentalism in the wake of September 11,
2001. The threat of terrorism in Asia and elsewhere has provided the
ostensible rationale for Japanese officials to introduce measures to
enhance Japan’s ability to contribute to international security efforts,
even in regions far beyond Japan’s borders such as Afghanistan and now
Iraq. Although Japan had been methodically but intensively revising its
approach to security for over a decade, the recent international security
environment—including new terrorist threats and the potential for bal-
listic missile attacks—has catalyzed ongoing deliberations in the Diet
over how to increase the nation’s option to play a more active role to meet
these new challenges. 

As discussed above, in 1992 the Japanese Diet passed a law permitting
the SDF to participate in UN peacekeeping operations. In 1995 the new
National Defense Program Outline instructed the SDF to acquire the
capabilities necessary to operate outside Japanese territory.65 In 1997 the
Japanese government announced revisions to the guidelines that gov-
erned defense cooperation between Japan and the United States. Among
other things, the new guidelines specified that Japan would provide “rear
area support” for American forces engaged in an East Asian military
contingency.66

In 1999 Japan enacted legislation that allowed the government to con-
duct joint operational planning with the United States for contingencies
that occurred outside its national territory “in situations in areas sur-
rounding Japan that will have an important influence on Japan’s peace and
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security.”67 The Anti-Terrorism Special Measures Law of 2001, which was
renewed in 2003, enabled the SDF to dispatch warships to the Indian
Ocean to provide logistical support (primarily at-sea refueling) for allied mil-
itary operations in Afghanistan as part of Operation Enduring Freedom.68

In December 2002, the Prime Minister’s Commission on Japan’s
Cooperation for International Peace recommended expanding the SDF’s
role in international peacekeeping operations. The Iraq Special Measures
Law of July 2003 permits the government to deploy ground troops in
Iraq to provide logistical support for the allied military campaign in that
country.69 As discussed below, the Japanese government also has shown
increasing interest in cooperating with the United States to develop
defenses to protect Japan from a ballistic missile attack from North
Korea (and, perhaps in the not so distant future, China).

Thus far, the United States and other countries have supported Japan’s
increased involvement in global security affairs because they perceive
these steps as compatible with Japan’s assumed role within the Japanese-
American security alliance and other international institutions. Such
compatibility is not guaranteed, however, and future scenarios may see
threats arise that the Japanese elite feel Japan can best manage outside the
alliance. In any case, Japan’s vigorous measures to manage these threats
by abandoning past practices demonstrates the willingness of its leaders
to institute major changes in Japan’s security policies in situations where
they perceive international circumstances so warrant. This capacity and
willingness suggest that in the face of even more severe regional or global
threats, the Japanese government might reluctantly feel compelled to also
alter Japan’s nuclear weapons policies.

U.S. Foreign and Security Policy

Although the credibility of the U.S. nuclear deterrence guarantee has
never been tested (in the form of actual nuclear use) in the case of Japan,
or any other country, it continues to lie at the heart of the security rela-
tionship between the United States and Japan. Indeed, the guarantee, and
the Japanese-American security alliance in which it is embedded, pro-
vides the most important reason why Japan has not sought to develop an
independent nuclear weapons capacity. Thanks to their continued faith in
American foreign and security policy, successive Japanese administra-
tions have refrained from fully developing the military potential com-
monly associated with a “normal” state (that is, having the potential to
wage war for both offensive and defensive purposes). 
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If anything, Japanese-American security relations have become even
stronger in recent years. For example, the Japanese have become increas-
ingly supportive of U.S. ballistic missile defense efforts (at least in terms
of defending Japan and the American forces based there).70 In September
1998, Japan started a joint research and development program on theater
BMD with the United States. At present, Japan’s Defense Agency antici-
pates beginning to deploy a BMD system, consisting of ground-to-air
Patriot Advanced Capability-3 missiles and an Aegis-equipped destroyer
with Standard Missile-3 missiles, as early as fiscal year 2007.71 In the
meantime, Japan’s government and private industry are collaborating
with their U.S. counterparts on BMD research and development. 

But the persistence of a Japanese-American alliance so robust that it can
indefinitely dissuade Japanese leaders from acquiring nuclear weapons
cannot be guaranteed. The alliance has been plagued by long-standing dis-
putes on a number of issues. Americans have attacked what they see as
Japan’s protectionist trade policies, export-led growth strategies, and
alleged “free riding” on the United States to manage international secu-
rity problems. For their part, the Japanese have persistently worried
about Washington dragging them into a military conflict against their
wishes. Furthermore, since the advent of the alliance, prominent members
of the Japanese elite have displayed discomfort with the way it seems to
diminish Japan’s independent weight in world affairs or circumscribes
the Japanese government’s ability to pursue its preferred policies on a
number of important global issues.72

Some of Japan’s most able and influential diplomats will privately
complain that they have been treated like a second-class nation in the
international arena, mainly because Japan does not have an “ultimate
power” (that is, nuclear weapons). Some Ministry of Foreign Affairs offi-
cials confess they experience this treatment most strongly when U.S. offi-
cials exclude them from important decisionmaking processes. While
most officials inside the ministry strongly uphold the importance of the
U.S.-Japan alliance, some diplomats fear that the day will come when
Japan can no longer rely on the United States, and they want Japan to be
prepared to defend its interests in that eventuality.

The arguments of certain advocates of an independent Japanese
nuclear weapons capacity resemble those employed by some West Euro-
peans during the cold war. After the Soviet Union developed its own
nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them against the American
homeland, many European strategists came to doubt the credibility of
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the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence guarantee that lay at the foundation
of the NATO alliance. They feared that the only way to avert a “decou-
pling” of America’s and Europe’s defense was for Western European
countries to develop an independent nuclear capacity. These concerns
played an important role in prompting Britain and later France to develop
their own independent nuclear arsenals and induced U.S. leaders to take
measures to enhance NATO’s involvement in America’s nuclear weapons
policies. They also prompted the United States to deploy American inter-
mediate-range nuclear forces in West Germany, Britain, and Italy. 

For reasons similar to those of their European counterparts, some
Japanese have doubted the United States would risk New York for
Tokyo. Kumao Kaneko, former director of the Nuclear Energy Division
of the Foreign Ministry, has written that the “United States would be
highly unlikely to use its nuclear arms to defend Japan unless American
forces in Japan were exposed to extreme danger.”73

More recently, the crisis on the Korean Peninsula and the long-term rise
of China also have caused some American officials to worry how foreign
policy concerns are prompting Japanese leaders to reevaluate Japan’s
policy of nuclear abstention. During a hearing before the House Interna-
tional Relations Committee in June 2003, Under Secretary of State for
Arms Control and International Security John Bolton warned that “the
balance of opinion of those who have looked at the region carefully is that
a nuclear capable North Korea could well produce a decision in Japan to
seek a nuclear weapons capability.”74

Vice President Richard Cheney has also touched upon the issue, saying
that “the idea of a nuclear-armed North Korea with ballistic missiles to
deliver those will, I think, probably set off an arms race in that part of the
world, and others, perhaps Japan, for example, may be forced to consider
whether or not they want to readdress the nuclear question.”75

Senator John McCain said that “we should make clear to China and
others the consequences of acquiescing to North Korea’s nuclear ambi-
tions, including Japan’s emergence as a nuclear power.”76 Former secretary
of defense William Perry also expressed his concern that if North Korea
acquired nuclear weapons, Japan might also feel compelled to pursue the
nuclear option.77

These sentiments reflect, in part, a genuine belief that a North Korean
nuclear capability could prompt Japan to acquire a nuclear capacity of its
own. However, such public statements have other motives, such as height-
ening China’s anxieties in an effort to get Beijing to constrain Pyongyang,
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or even indirectly pressuring the Bush administration to engage more seri-
ously in preventing North Korea from pursuing nuclear weapons.

A direct military confrontation between the United States and China
could also prove disastrous for the Japanese-American alliance. More
than likely, Washington would expect more assistance from Japan than
Tokyo would be willing to provide—leading to recriminations on both
sides. In addition, the Japanese could lose faith in America’s ability to
manage international security crises that could affect Japan’s vital inter-
ests. An American failure to defend Taiwan against China could also lead
Japanese leaders to reevaluate their reliance on the U.S. extended deter-
rence guarantee to ensure Japan’s security. 

Even the recent efforts by the U.S. Department of Defense, under Sec-
retary Donald Rumsfeld, to revise America’s global military posture have
engendered anxiety in Japan and other countries. For example, when it
became known that the Pentagon was considering withdrawing some
U.S. military forces from South Korea, some South Korean officials indi-
cated they were losing confidence in the U.S. security commitment to
their country.78 Former national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski
warned that such actions could trigger not only Seoul but also Tokyo to
consider a nuclear weapons option: “Conceivably, if we withdraw from
South Korea, then South Korea either will have to defend itself somehow,
in which case it may need nuclear weapons, and that would certainly fur-
ther intensify pressure on Japan to respond.”79

Japanese leaders also might lose confidence in the United States
should Washington pursue an agreement with Pyongyang that seemed to
ignore or downplay legitimate Japanese concerns. For example, a U.S.
pledge never to attack North Korea could call into question America’s
ability to fulfill its extended deterrence guarantee to Japan should North
Korea attack Japan directly. Masashi Nishihara, president of Japan’s
National Defense Academy, has warned:

A nonaggression pact would conflict with the Japan-US Security
Treaty. A North Korea without nuclear weapons would still possess
biological and chemical weapons and could use them to attack
Japan. In such an event, the U.S. forces in Japan could not help
defend Japan in accordance with their bilateral treaty, since the
United States would already have promised not to attack North
Korea. Tokyo could no longer rely on its alliance with Washington
and thus might decide to develop its own retaliatory weapons.80
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The Bush administration is well aware of these anxieties, however,
and it is likely that the United States would only offer an assurance to
Pyongyang that was carefully conditioned on North Korea not attacking
the U.S. or any of its allies.

Breakdown of the Global Nuclear Nonproliferation Regime

The Japanese have long held that the best way to avert further nuclear
proliferation is for the established nuclear powers to make substantial
progress toward their own nuclear disarmament. It is easier for Japan to
justify remaining non-nuclear if it looks like the nonproliferation regime
is, on the one hand, reducing gradually the salience of nuclear weapons as
an instrument of power and influence and, on the other, serving as an
effective barrier to new entrants into the nuclear club. 

Japan is concerned, however, by signs that the nonproliferation
regime is eroding. Those signs include the slow pace of nuclear disarma-
ment, the Bush administration’s decision to consider developing new
nuclear weapons with much smaller yields (which could make them
more usable as well as more credible deterrent weapons), and Congress’s
refusal to ratify the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty (long supported by the
Japanese government and public), as well as the perception that there is
little penalty associated with defying nonproliferation norms. Most dis-
turbing for the Japanese has been the way North Korea was able to pur-
sue a covert nuclear weapons program while nominally an adherent to the
NPT. But the Japanese were also upset at the lackadaisical international
response to the Indian and Pakistani nuclear tests of 1998. Japan and
other countries also have become increasingly alarmed by Iran’s nuclear
ambitions.

Of course, the Japanese and other nations appreciate that American
concerns about the ineffectiveness of the nonproliferation regime are not
without foundation. Foreign Minister Yoriko Kawaguchi has said that
“the most important task for nations today is to prevent threats to the
safety of their people by keeping deadly and destructive weapons,
whether chemical, biological, or nuclear, from falling into the hands of
states that support terrorism or of the terrorists themselves.”81 Moreover,
the Japanese government knows that its desire for nuclear disarmament
must be balanced by the need for its main ally, the United States, to
retain an adequate nuclear deterrent.

Still, Japan believes the regime is eroding and must be strengthened, lest
an avalanche of nuclear weapons testing and development adversely
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affect Japan’s interests. Tokyo’s initial response has been to continue its
efforts to shore up the existing nuclear nonproliferation regime through
diplomacy and foreign economic assistance.82 For example, in November
2002, Japan hosted the first meeting of the Asian Senior-Level Talks on
Nonproliferation.83 In addition, Japan has been a founding participant in
the Proliferation Security Initiative, which seeks to promote international
agreements and partnerships that would enable the concerned countries
to interdict planes and ships suspected of carrying WMD, missiles, and
their related equipment and technologies. But a perception that the
regime had collapsed beyond repair could prompt Japan’s leaders to con-
clude reluctantly that they, too, had to join the nuclear bandwagon.

Domestic Factors

As the only people to have had a nuclear weapon used against them, the
Japanese have long maintained a pacifist stance when it comes to nuclear
and military issues. Even with the current debate regarding constitu-
tional reform and Japan’s becoming a normal state (that is, remilitarizing),
the Japanese public has not lessened its resistance to an independent
nuclear capability. The depth of this antinuclear sentiment is such that
only major changes in the international or domestic environment, and
probably only a combination of such changes, could engender a domes-
tic political environment more permissive toward Japan’s acquiring
nuclear weapons.

Domestic factors do exist, however, that could lead to such a develop-
ment. For example, although broadly supportive of the Japanese-Ameri-
can alliance, the Japanese people have expressed discontent with some of
its manifestations. A substantial portion of the Japanese public, for
instance, opposes the American military presence in Japan and would
like to see it much reduced or even eliminated entirely. Such feelings are
especially prevalent on the island of Okinawa, where the American mili-
tary occupies approximately one-sixth of the island and American troops
repeatedly behave improperly in the eyes of the local population. 

This sentiment could very well increase if the United States continues
with its plans to integrate its East Asian military bases more deeply into
the global war on terror (thereby making the bases in particular and
Japan in general more likely terrorist targets) and sustains unpopular
American military operations in the Middle East.84 Likewise, should U.S.
forces have to withdraw from the Korean Peninsula as a result of a deci-
sion by the government of either South Korea or a newly reunified
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Korea, the Japanese government would find it hard to justify Japan’s
becoming the sole Asian country hosting American military bases. How-
ever, if Washington carried out a major reduction in the U.S. military
presence without sufficient consultation with or approval of the Japanese
government, it could be an inducement for Japanese leaders to reconsider
a nuclear weapons option.

Political changes that occur for reasons unrelated to international
developments also could prompt Japan to reevaluate nuclear options.
For example, a hawkish political figure such as Shintaro Ishihara, the
popular Tokyo metropolitan governor who said that Japan should be
prepared to develop nuclear weapons if China continued to modernize its
nuclear arsenal, could emerge as the leader of a future Japanese govern-
ment.85 Should this occur, the domestic barriers to Japan’s acquisition of
nuclear weapons would weaken. 

Even without such an event, antinuclear sentiment among the Japan-
ese public already is experiencing a secular decline as the victims of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki—and the popular preoccupation with these
attacks—gradually fade away.86 In a July 2003 poll, 37 percent of the
1,436 respondents said that Japan should consider acquiring nuclear
weapons if North Korea declared that it had them, too.87

There is also the delicate issue of Japan’s anxieties about its future
prospects. Once the proud citizens of a considerable global power, many
Japanese now struggle with concerns over international irrelevance. The
notion of “Japan passing” is more than an itinerary issue for foreign dig-
nitaries visiting East Asia. It reflects a mindset that suggests an ebbing of
influence in global politics brought on by domestic malaise. Endemic and
growing Japanese regime pessimism could lead a future generation of
leaders in Tokyo to consider acquiring the ultimate hedge against irrele-
vance and perpetual insecurity—nuclear weapons.

Finally, although public sentiment against nuclear weapons remains
strong, its ability to fully inhibit the decisions of Japanese leaders should
not be exaggerated. For many decades, despite its government’s pro-
fessed policy of nuclear disarmament, Japan has relied on the United
States to defend Japan, even with nuclear weapons if necessary. Antimil-
itarism in Japan has not prevented the country from becoming the
fourth-highest military spender in the world. Nor have antinuclear senti-
ments impeded Japan’s extensive reliance on civilian nuclear power. Just
as the Japanese people today appreciate that Japan has no choice but to
rely on nuclear power to meet its energy needs, so in the future they
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might accept that international threats left Japan with no choice but to
develop nuclear weapons. 

Technological and Related Infrastructure Issues

Japan has often been described as a “virtual” nuclear weapons state
because it possesses the scientific, economic, and technological infra-
structure to rapidly develop a nuclear arsenal should the government
decide to do so. (Other terms to describe Japan include a “para-nuclear”
state and a country that practices “nuclear hedging.”88)

According to the Federation of American Scientists, “Japan could pos-
sibly produce functional nuclear weapons in as little as a year’s time.”89

Analyst Ariel E. Levite maintains that for some time Japan has remained
“within a few months of acquiring nuclear weapons.”90 Japanese scientists
mastered the techniques of civilian nuclear power production many
decades ago. As early as 1967, a secret Japanese study concluded that
Japan could produce the material necessary to make an atomic bomb by
extracting plutonium from its civilian nuclear power plants.91 In June
1974, Prime Minister Tsutomu Hata told reporters, “It’s certainly the
case that Japan has the capability to possess nuclear weapons but has not
made them.”92

Since then, Japan has acquired a growing surplus of reactor-grade plu-
tonium, now estimated at more than five tons, sufficient to manufacture
hundreds of nuclear weapons.93 Such reactive material could by itself be
manufactured into a nuclear device, or it could be refined further into a
higher grade more suitable for making bombs.94 The Japanese also could
produce, without much difficulty, weapons-grade uranium through stan-
dard enrichment techniques. As early as 1971, the quasi-governmental
Japan Nuclear Cycle Development Institute began uranium enrichment
operations using gas centrifuges at the Tokaimura Reprocessing Plant.95

Today, Japan has one of the most advanced and largest (ranking third
in the world in terms of installed capacity) civilian nuclear power pro-
grams in the world.96 Although the IAEA heavily scrutinizes the pro-
gram, Japan could, in accordance with article 10 of the treaty, withdraw
from the NPT with three months’ notice by claiming that its “supreme
interests” were at risk.97 (Unlike Germany, Japan has not signed any
other international agreements that explicitly renounce its right to
develop nuclear weapons.98) Japanese concerns about their continued
access to Middle Eastern oil likely will ensure a prominent place for
nuclear energy in Japan for the foreseeable future.
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Japan also has been a long-standing participant in space rocket
launches. It launched its first earth-orbiting satellite in 1970 and has
launched many commercial and research satellites since then. Recently, the
launch of North Korea’s Taepo Dong over Japan, combined with other
disturbing international developments, prompted Japan to develop and
launch, beginning in March 2003, its own surveillance satellites.99 Their
intelligence-gathering capabilities would prove invaluable for assisting
with target selection and strategic and tactical warning should Japan
pursue a nuclear arsenal. Several of Japan’s current space launch vehicles
could, with some effort, serve as the basis for developing long-range bal-
listic missiles capable of carrying nuclear warheads. From a technical
perspective, these missiles ideally would be capable of being launched
from a submarine, which would make them less vulnerable to preemption
than if they were deployed in immobile, land-based silos, but Japan
would need to develop and manufacture the required missile-carrying
submarines. Given their extensive experience and capabilities with
nuclear material and supercomputing, Japanese scientists presumably
would not find it difficult to develop a reliable nuclear warhead even if
they refrained from testing it. Similarly, both the Nippon Electric Corpo-
ration and IHI Aerospace are able to develop and manufacture reentry
vehicles.100

The current protracted stagnation of the Japanese economy could
serve as a barrier to Japan’s undertaking an expensive program to
develop a full-fledged operational nuclear arsenal. But Japanese leaders
could make the sort of calculation that members of the Eisenhower
administration reached decades earlier: that possessing nuclear weapons
could allow Japan to spend less on its conventional military forces
(though, obviously, they would not abandon Japan’s policy of nuclear
abstention just to realize such savings, given the much greater impor-
tance of the other potential costs and benefits such a decision would
entail). In addition, should the Japanese-American alliance collapse,
which is almost a prerequisite for Japan’s pursuing the nuclear option,
then Japan would no longer need to provide host-nation support for the
U.S. troops based on Japan.

Although Japan has the economic and technological basis to develop a
nuclear arsenal, it would require several months for it to develop the
institutional infrastructure required for such a force. In particular, it
would need to work out appropriate command and control procedures to
govern the use of nuclear weapons. Important issues, such as who could
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authorize nuclear weapons use and under what conditions, would need
resolution, as would both positive and negative launch controls and the
content of Japan’s nuclear doctrine more generally. As with the efforts
required to modify its space rockets into ballistic missiles, however, such
requirements would not present an insurmountable deterrent to a Japan-
ese government that had decided it had to acquire nuclear weapons. 

Implications for U.S. Foreign Policy

American policies toward Japan and other regions of the world will have
the greatest impact on whether the Japanese decide to acquire nuclear
weapons in the future. The United States can best avert such a develop-
ment by pursuing three policies.

First, American officials must overcome any doubts among the Japan-
ese about the credibility of the U.S. extended deterrence guarantee. As for-
mer Japanese prime minister Morihiro Hosokawa observes, “It is in the
interest of the United States, so long as it does not wish to see Japan
withdraw from the NPT and develop its own nuclear deterrent, to main-
tain its alliance with Japan and continue to provide a nuclear
umbrella.”101 U.S. officials should reaffirm at every opportunity Wash-
ington’s willingness to defend Japan against external threats. 

In the near term, such reassurance will likely focus on the perceived
threat from North Korea. Pyongyang’s development of a nuclear arsenal
represents the most immediate factor that could prompt Japan to
develop nuclear weapons. Over the long term, convincing the Japanese of
Washington’s continued ability and willingness to defend them against a
potential Chinese military threat may become a delicate American prior-
ity. Although a national missile defense system that provided protection
solely to the United States might intensify Japanese concerns about a
possible decoupling of Japanese-American security ties, the deployment of
theater BMD in Japan could reinforce the American security guarantee
against both North Korea and China, provided such a move did not
accelerate their arms buildups.102 Even more important, although
changes in the U.S. global military posture may be warranted in light of
ongoing political and technological developments, the continued deploy-
ment of substantial American military forces on Japanese territory would
provide a very visible and very effective mechanism for demonstrating
the credibility of U.S security guarantees. 

Second, the American government must make clear its continued
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commitment to combating the proliferation of weapons of mass destruc-
tion. Vigorous counterproliferation measures such as the newly adopted
Proliferation Security Initiative should be maintained and strengthened.
But it is also essential to reassure the Japanese about Washington’s com-
mitment to preserve the NPT and reinvigorate the global regime and
international institutions against nuclear weapons possession and use.
Traditional arms control obviously presents only one tool to combat
WMD proliferation, but its value as an instrument to reassure the Japan-
ese and others strongly committed to nonproliferation norms should not
be discounted. Policy continuity in this and other areas between U.S.
administrations also would help counter concerns about American uni-
lateralism and unpredictability.

Finally, and perhaps most controversially, American leaders and influ-
ential commentators both within and outside the government should
never signal to the Japanese, even inadvertently, that they actually favor
Japan’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. Many Japanese appreciate that
without U.S. approval or at least acquiescence, Japan would find it very
difficult to proceed along the difficult path toward acquiring an opera-
tional nuclear arsenal. Although the temptation invariably arises to play
the “Japan card” (that is, to warn that unfavorable international devel-
opments such as North Korea’s creation of a nuclear arsenal might
prompt the Japanese to acquire nuclear weapons) to frighten Chinese
and Russian officials into more vigorously opposing North Korea’s
development of nuclear weapons or ballistic missiles, the long-term risks
of such a stratagem outweigh the short-term negotiating gains.103 The
Japanese persist in looking to the United States for leadership in how to
manage international security threats, and Americans should continue
those responsible policies that have gained them their well-deserved role
as stewards of international peace and security. This standing is perhaps
most critical to maintain in Japan as East Asia confronts important polit-
ical and security challenges here now and over the horizon.
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