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During the Cold War, Japan conducted several assessments regarding 
the feasibility of developing its own nuclear weapons. Each time, these 
studies concluded that although Japan had the technology and materials 
to produce nuclear weapons, the economic, political, and security costs 
were prohibitive and it would remain a nonnuclear state. However, these 
studies often contained an important caveat: Japan would not develop 
nuclear weapons “at present,” leaving the door open for this path should 
there be drastic changes to the security environment or deterioration of 
the U.S. extended deterrence commitment. Thus, while much of the Jap-
anese public had a “nuclear allergy,” many of Japan’s conservative leaders 
did not and actively considered a nuclear option. Japanese leaders also 
made it clear that the U.S. alliance and the nuclear umbrella were vital 
to Japan’s security.

While Japan decided not to develop nuclear weapons, it also largely 
relinquished strategy and management of the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
to Washington.1 Though maintaining a public position that supported 
nuclear disarmament, “consecutive Japanese governments adopted a 
posture of being a reluctant recipient of the U.S. extended nuclear deter-
rence, which was regarded as a ‘necessary evil’ particularly during the 
Cold War.”2 The third of the nonnuclear principles committed Japan to 
keeping U.S. nuclear weapons out of Japan, but it is now clear that U.S. 
ships carrying nuclear weapons were allowed to dock in Japanese ports. 

C H A PT E R F O U R

Japan and the U.S. Nuclear Umbrella
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98 Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella

The United States maintained a large nuclear arsenal in Okinawa until 
1972, and Japanese officials continued to seek reassurances regarding 
the nuclear umbrella. For years, Japanese leaders had relatively little dia-
logue with U.S. officials over the details of the nuclear umbrella, includ-
ing what would trigger a U.S. nuclear response and U.S. plans for how to 
use nuclear weapons. Over the past decade, U.S. and Japanese defense 
planners have significantly increased their collaboration toward a more 
shared understanding of the role of the nuclear umbrella in Japanese 
security. In the end, the nuclear umbrella became an important part of 
the overall Japan-U.S. and regional security architecture. Despite the 
inherent credibility problems of the U.S. commitment to defend Japan 
with nuclear weapons, the nuclear umbrella helped to maintain regional 
stability, was an important political signal to Japan of the importance 
of the alliance, and convinced Japanese leaders that they need not have 
their own nuclear capability.

This chapter will examine the role of the U.S. nuclear umbrella in 
Japanese defense planning, including Tokyo’s assessment of its secu-
rity environment, Japan’s security strategy and the role of the U.S. 
nuclear umbrella in that strategy, Japanese efforts to enhance extended 
deterrence, and finally, the obstacles to and likelihood of Japan’s ever 
developing its own nuclear weapons capability.

UNDE R THE N U C LE AR UMBR E LL A: JAPANE SE PL ANNIN G 
AND SEC URIT Y C ALC UL ATION S

Nuclear weapons and the U.S. nuclear umbrella are a central part of 
Japanese security considerations and defense policy. Japanese leaders 
quietly thought about the merits of acquiring nuclear weapons but 
ultimately decided to forgo them, relying on the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
instead, while retaining a latent capability through its civilian nuclear 
program.

In the early days of the U.S.-Japan alliance, there was little dis-
cussion about the U.S. nuclear umbrella. The 1960 Treaty of Mutual 
Cooperation and Security made no mention of extended deterrence 
or the nuclear umbrella, noting only that Tokyo and Washington 
would maintain and develop “their capacities to resist armed attack” 
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Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella  99

(Article III), consult from time to time and “whenever the security 
of Japan or international peace and security in the Far East is threat-
ened” (Article IV), and “an armed attack against either Party in the 
territories under the administration 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” (Article V).3

Japan’s nuclear worries increased dramatically with China’s first 
nuclear test in 1964, followed by nuclear-capable missile tests and 
Beijing’s first H-bomb test. To address these fears, in January 1965, 
Japanese leaders made a formal request to President Lyndon Johnson 
for the U.S. nuclear deterrent to defend Japan. Johnson provided the 
commitment, but did so quietly. Johnson made a general public com-
mitment in 1966 regarding China’s nuclear weapons, declaring that 
“the leaders of China must realize that any nuclear capability they can 
develop can—and will—be deterred. We have already declared that 
nations which do not seek national nuclear weapons can be sure that 
they will have our strong support, if they need it, against any threat of 
nuclear blackmail.”4 In 1967, Satō asked for confirmation during his 
summit meeting, and Johnson gave the same reply, reassuring him of 
the U.S. nuclear commitment. Satō believed that the nuclear umbrella, 
in addition to the formal alliance, was essential to address the fears 
that a nuclear-armed China could intimidate Japan and be a psycho-
logical threat that pushed Japan to neutrality in the region.5

In 1968, Satō promulgated the Four Pillars, with the last pillar publi-
cally acknowledging Japan’s reliance on the U.S. nuclear umbrella. Japan 
continued to study the possibility and implications of going nuclear but 
decided to maintain its security through the alliance with the United 
States and the nuclear umbrella while maintaining a latent capability to 
develop nuclear weapons should future circumstances warrant.6

Since that time, Japan has reasserted the importance of the U.S. 
nuclear commitment in its most important defense planning docu-
ment, the National Defense Program Guidelines. Japanese officials 
have produced this document on five separate occasions, in 1976, 1995, 
2004, 2010, and the latest version in 2013 (the first two were called the 
National Defense Program Outline).
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100 Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella

The National Defense Program Guidelines

The first National Defense Program Outline, published in 1976, stated 
that while there was little likelihood of full-scale military conflict involv-
ing Japan, “against [the] nuclear threat Japan will rely on the nuclear 
capability of the United States.”7 In the context of the Cold War, Tokyo’s 
chief security concerns were the Soviet Union and China. Japanese 
leaders were also concerned about a possible U.S. retrenchment from 
Asia following the Vietnam War. North Korea had yet to test a nuclear 
weapon and had little capability to reach the Japanese home islands.

Following the end of the Cold War, in 1995 Tokyo issued another 
National Defense Program Outline, which reiterated its reliance on 
the U.S. nuclear deterrent in wording similar to that of 1976.8 With the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, Moscow had receded as a threat but was 
replaced by North Korea, which now possessed medium-range Nodong 
missiles capable of reaching most of Japan with conventional and chem-
ical warheads as well as a nascent nuclear program, though one that was 
constrained by the 1994 Agreed Framework.

The 2004 document, now called the National Defense Program 
Guidelines (NDPG), followed in the wake of the September 11 attacks on 
the United States and acknowledged that the security environment was 
changing with a broader array of threats, particularly that of interna-
tional terrorism. Though the Russian threat continued to recede, North 
Korean military activities “constitute a major destabilizing factor to 
regional and international security, and are a serious challenge to inter-
national non-proliferation efforts.” Regarding China, the NDPG warns, 
“we will have to remain attentive to its future actions.”9 The 2004 NDPG 
stressed the importance of the Japan-U.S. alliance and, after affirming 
adherence to the three nonnuclear principles, stated that “to protect its 
territory and people against the threat of nuclear weapons, Japan will 
continue to rely on the U.S. nuclear deterrent.”10

Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) leaders were preparing to release 
a revised NDPG in 2009. However, after a crushing defeat of the LDP 
in the historic election of August 2009, the Democratic Party of Japan 
(DPJ) delayed final approval and released its own NDPG in Decem-
ber 2010. The new NDPG outlined the growing North Korean threat 
following its second nuclear weapons test in May 2009 along with 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 16:02:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella  101

ongoing work on various missile programs. Relations with China were 
also continuing to deteriorate, particularly over the Senkaku/Daioyu 
islands, in what Japanese officials and analysts called gray zones, where 
tensions persist over unresolved territorial disputes that are neither 
peace nor war.

The 2010 NDPG marked an important shift in Japanese defense 
strategy. Instead of relying, as in the past, on a “Basic Defense Force 
Concept” that “places priority on ensuring deterrence through the exis-
tence of defense forces per se,” the Japan Self-Defense Force (JSDF) 
shifted to a “ ‘Dynamic Defense Force’ that focuses on [the] ‘operation’ 
of defense forces, and . . . increasing SDF activities as well as ensuring 
the quantity and quality of equipment.” Regarding “dynamic deterrence,” 
the 2010 NDPG asserts that Japan will ensure “deterrence by showing 
Japan’s will and high-performance defense capabilities through timely 
and appropriate conduct of various activities.”11 A Japanese report 
preparatory to the NDPG noted that the new security environment 
“increased the importance of ‘dynamic deterrence’ through which a 
defense force demonstrates high operational performance in normal 
circumstances by conducting timely and appropriate operations, such 
as surveillance and preparation against airspace violation, in contrast 
to the traditional ‘static deterrence’ focused on quantities and size of 
weapons and troops.”12 Thus, Japan committed to demonstrating its 
deterrence capability rather than relying solely on the possession of 
certain capabilities.

The document reaffirmed Japan’s commitment to the three non-
nuclear principles along with support for international efforts to achieve 
nuclear disarmament and a nuclear-free world, but noted “at the same 
time, as long as nuclear weapons exist, the extended deterrence pro-
vided by the United States, with [a] nuclear deterrent as a vital element, 
will be indispensable.”13 In addition, in the wake of the two North Korean 
nuclear tests in 2006 and 2009, Japan pledged to play a greater role 
in supporting the U.S. security guarantee: “In order to maintain and 
improve the credibility of the extended deterrence, Japan will closely 
cooperate with the United States, and will also appropriately implement 
its own efforts including ballistic missile defense and civil protection.”14 
Thus, Japan sought to increase its contribution to U.S. extended deter-
rence rather than simply rely on Washington’s security guarantee.
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In December 2012, the LDP regained control of the Japanese Diet 
vaulting Shinzo Abe back into the prime minister’s office, a position 
he had held for a year in 2006–07. To distance itself from the previous 
DPJ government, the Abe administration released a revised NDPG in 
December 2013. The document repeated similar themes from the past, 
including concern for “gray zone” issues and identification of North 
Korea as “a serious and imminent threat to Japan’s security,” along with 
elevated concern for China’s growing and more modern military capa-
bilities accompanied by its uncertain intentions. Regarding China’s 
actions in the maritime and air domains, because “Japan has great con-
cerns about these Chinese activities, it will need to pay utmost attention 
to them.”15 However, planners believed “the probability of a large-scale 
military conflict between major countries . . . presumably remains low” 
and the alliance with the United States continued to be a “cornerstone.”16

Regarding nuclear weapons, Japan restated its commitment to 
the three nonnuclear principles and that it would continue to “play a 
constructive and active role in international nuclear disarmament and 
non-proliferation efforts” to assist in “creating a world free of nuclear 
weapons.” However, “extended deterrence provided by the U.S. with 
nuclear deterrence at its core, is indispensable.”17 In some respects, 
this language is stronger than previous iterations, placing the nuclear 
umbrella at the center of U.S. extended deterrence. Moreover, to “main-
tain and enhance the credibility of extended deterrence,” Japan would 
closely cooperate with Washington and undertake its own measures, 
such as ballistic missile defense and civil defense measures.18

U.S. Assurances of the Nuclear Umbrella

Since the 1960s, the United States has periodically, but quietly, pro-
vided assurances to Japanese leaders of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. Given 
Japan’s past experience with nuclear weapons, formal public acknowl-
edgment of the umbrella was more difficult than was the case for South 
Korea. For Japan, statements affirming the U.S. nuclear umbrella were 
contained in the 1978 and 1997 Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defense Coop-
eration, a document that provides the outline of alliance roles and mis-
sions. In both cases, the documents include a terse and somewhat vague 
statement that “the United States will maintain its nuclear deterrent 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 16:02:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella  103

capability.”19 Other public pronouncements began to appear in the joint 
statements of the Security Consultative Committee (SCC) meetings 
that included the U.S. secretaries of defense and state along with their 
Japanese counterparts. The 1997 and 2000 SCC joint statements did not 
contain a specific reference to the nuclear umbrella, but the 2002 state-
ment noted, “The Ministers stressed that North Korean use of weapons 
of mass destruction, such as nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons 
would have the gravest consequences.”20 Though a veiled reference to 
the use of U.S. nuclear weapons, the statement was not a clear indicator 
of nuclear extended deterrence.

In 2005, the joint statement was more specific: “U.S. strike capa-
bilities and the nuclear deterrence provided by the U.S. remain an 
essential complement to Japan’s defense capabilities in ensuring the 
defense of Japan and contribute to peace and security in the region.”21 
There was no mention in the May 2006 statement, but in 2007, after 
North Korea’s first nuclear test in October 2006, the joint statement 
was explicit: “U.S. extended deterrence underpins the defense of Japan 
and regional security. The U.S. reaffirmed that the full range of U.S. 
military capabilities—both nuclear and non-nuclear strike forces and 
defensive capabilities—form the core of extended deterrence and sup-
port U.S. commitments to the defense of Japan.”22 After North Korea’s 
test, Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice had used similar wording 
when she declared, “The United States has the will and the capability 
to meet the full range—and I underscore full range—of its deterrent 
and security commitments to Japan.”23 Throughout the Cold War, the 
nuclear umbrella had been part of the general deterrence preparations 
to defend Japan from the Soviet Union and China. With North Korea’s 
first nuclear test and its disruptive impact on regional security, deter-
rence shifted toward an immediate deterrence problem, prompting 
more pointed statements of the nuclear umbrella.

In subsequent years, the SCC statements contained similar declara-
tions. The April 2015 communique, after reaffirming the U.S. “rebalance” 
to the region, noted that “central to this is the ironclad U.S. commitment 
to the defense of Japan, through the full range of U.S. military capabil-
ities, including nuclear and conventional.”24 In addition, in response to 
the third North Korean nuclear test in February 2013, President Obama 
pledged to Japanese prime minister Abe in a phone call that “the United 
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States remains steadfast in its defense commitments to Japan, including 
the extended deterrence offered by the U.S. nuclear umbrella,” accord-
ing to a White House summary.25 The explicit statements of the nuclear 
umbrella also provided reassurances in the face of more aggressive 
Chinese behavior. As a result, the U.S. nuclear umbrella has taken on a 
more public and prominent position in the alliance and in U.S. extended 
deterrence for Japan.

THE ROLE OF THE N U C LE AR UMBR E LL A  
IN JAPAN’S SEC URIT Y PL ANNIN G

Since the mid-1960s, the U.S. nuclear umbrella has been an important 
element of Japanese security planning, but Japanese leaders gave little 
thought to the details. In its early years, the nuclear umbrella was rel-
atively informal, with little direct Japan-U.S. coordination. With grow-
ing concern over North Korea’s nuclear and ballistic missile capabilities 
followed by increasing hostility with China, Japanese defense planners 
have been very concerned with the implementation and credibility of 
the U.S. nuclear umbrella. Given these regional threats, there is a sense 
that Japan is more vulnerable with an “eroding security position,” requir-
ing increased attention to the umbrella.26

In many respects Japan and South Korea are linked through the 
U.S. nuclear umbrella and their bilateral alliances with the United 
States. However, when it comes to assessments of the role of the nuclear 
umbrella, there is some divergence in their views. For South Korea, 
addressed in Chapter 5, the focus is on the immediate military threat 
from North Korea. In Japan, the immediate security concern is also the 
DPRK, but China is seen as a long-term security problem. We now turn 
to a specific discussion of the roles the nuclear umbrella plays for Japan 
in addressing these security concerns.

First, the U.S. commitment to defend Japan with nuclear weapons 
has been a tool to address the growing nuclear weapons and ballistic 
missile capability of North Korea. One Japanese official believed that 
North Korea would likely not launch against the South but rather that 
Japan or a U.S. base in Japan was the most likely target of a North Korean 
nuclear strike.27 According to a U.S. analyst, North Korea is an immediate 
military threat and a direct operational challenge to Japanese security.28 
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In 1998, North Korea launched a long-range Taepodong missile that 
traveled over Japanese airspace and unnerved Japanese citizens. The test 
outraged Japan, and according to one U.S. analyst, “the Japanese public 
recognized for the first time that someone was out to get them.”29

The 2006 North Korean nuclear weapon test added to Japanese 
anxiety. North Korea has 150 to 200 intermediate-range Nodong mis-
siles that can reach most of Japan, and this may be the first missile 
system Pyongyang has outfitted with a nuclear weapon. The Nodong 
can also be used with conventional, chemical, or biological munitions. 
Since 1993, North Korea has conducted multiple tests of the Nodong, 
which could reach Japan within seven to ten minutes, causing horren-
dous damage to Tokyo or other Japanese cities with little notice.30 There 
is serious concern in Japan about the rationality of North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un, including whether he understands deterrence theory 
or the credibility of the U.S. defense commitment. The U.S. nuclear 
umbrella provides a direct deterrent threat by promising overwhelming 
destruction should North Korea ever use conventional, chemical, bio-
logical, or nuclear weapons.

Second, the U.S. nuclear umbrella addresses the longer-term and 
perhaps more serious security concerns associated with Sino-Japanese 
rivalry.31 China’s nuclear weapons program in the 1960s was the impe-
tus for the first formal, though secret, U.S. statement on the nuclear 
umbrella. In the years since, the likelihood of a Chinese, or for that mat-
ter Russian, attack on the Japanese home islands has become negligible. 
Instead, concerns have shifted south to the maritime environment of the 
East China Sea and Japan’s southernmost islands, the Senkakus.

Worries regarding China are less about an overt military threat 
than in the case of North Korea. Indeed, some U.S. experts and officials 
maintain that when Japanese officials talk about North Korea, they are 
really talking about China. According to one U.S. official, China is the 
big existential threat, and there is a “deeply ingrained hostility” between 
China and Japan.32 There is also a sense of frustration that little can 
be done to deter North Korea, so it is better to concentrate on China. 
Japanese analysts fear that China will use its nuclear weapons capability 
to intimidate and blackmail Japan on issues such as the Senkakus in 
ways that are more troublesome than a direct military attack.33 Fears 
continue to grow that China will act more aggressively in the maritime 
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arena, and dangers of an inadvertent clash or conflict through miscalcu-
lation continue to grow. According to one Japanese analyst, China will 
not use nuclear weapons against Japan, but the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
is needed to neutralize Beijing’s political power and influence.34 Thus, 
China is more of a long-term political and security concern of general 
deterrence than Pyongyang, which is an immediate military threat. The 
U.S. nuclear umbrella is seen as helping to counter Beijing’s political 
and military leverage and reduce any intimidation by China, allowing 
for greater freedom of action in the face of growing Chinese power. 
Contrary to views about North Korea, there is greater confidence that 
Chinese leaders are rational, understand deterrence, and desire stability 
to support their need for continued economic growth.

Finally, the U.S. nuclear umbrella is an important political signal 
with crucial implications for the Japan-U.S. alliance and the regional 
security architecture. The U.S. defense commitment and the overall alli-
ance relationship has many political, economic, and military dimensions. 
The nuclear umbrella is one part of a large and complex alliance rela-
tionship. Not only does the credibility of the nuclear umbrella support 
the alliance, but the overall health of the alliance in turn helps to bolster 
the nuclear umbrella. One former U.S. official noted that Japanese con-
cerns are not specifically about the credibility of the nuclear umbrella 
but more about the overall state of the alliance. If the larger alliance 
were unreliable, that would be a problem for the nuclear umbrella.35 
The nuclear umbrella, he notes, is an article of faith. Don’t remove it or 
test it; it has to be a given. While it is “soothing,” it is not entirely clear 
that the United States would use nuclear weapons. Rather, it is a fun-
damental underpinning of the alliance, despite the question of whether 
it would ever be implemented.36 If the United States chose to alter its 
nuclear guarantee, it would be a serious disruption of the status quo and 
raise fundamental questions about the alliance and the U.S. commit-
ment. Currently, the alliance is in good condition, and Japanese leaders 
are relatively confident of the U.S. security guarantee and the alliance. 
However, Japanese leaders and analysts watch closely to observe any 
potential changes in the nuclear umbrella, which they might perceive as 
a weakening of the broader U.S. commitment.37 Important actions that 
have helped in this regard were the prompt U.S. assistance provided 
in the wake of the March 2011 tsunami and President Obama’s pledge 
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that Japanese administration of the Senkaku islands fell within the scope 
of Article V of the alliance. The April 2015 Japan-U.S. Defense Guide-
lines were another important indicator of the depth of the U.S. defense 
commitment. The document contained an early declaration of nuclear 
deterrence: “The United States will continue to extend deterrence to 
Japan through the full range of capabilities, including, U.S. nuclear 
forces.”38 The nuclear umbrella is an element of this multifaceted rela-
tionship that is as important for the political signal it sends to Japanese 
leaders and the public as it is for its military benefit.

STR E N GTHE NIN G THE U.S .  N U C LE AR UMBR E LL A

U.S. Credibility

For years, the United States provided the nuclear umbrella quietly and 
with little discussion about the details. As one Japanese official at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs described it, “when it comes to the nuclear 
umbrella, it is like a talisman from the United States. Japan is not sure 
how it works but they put their faith in it and believe it will protect 
them.”39 As the North Korean nuclear threat grew and concerns over 
China increased, worries and discussion within Japan about the nuclear 
umbrella and extended deterrence intensified. One U.S. scholar noted 
that “Japan hadn’t really thought through the implications of deter-
rence, escalation ladders, and nuclear use.”40 During the 2000s, many 
Japanese worried about the growth of North Korea’s capability and 
questioned U.S. resolve as North Korea appeared to be methodically 
crossing various redlines with few apparent consequences.41 As a result, 
Japanese officials and the general public had significant questions about 
the details and credibility of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. Indeed, some 
conservatives even began raising the possibility that Japan should again 
consider acquiring its own nuclear weapons.

To address these concerns, in July 2009 U.S. and Japanese offi-
cials announced the start of a formal dialogue to focus on U.S. nuclear 
weapons and the defense of Japan. This type of formal planning group 
exists within NATO, called the Nuclear Planning Group, but no such 
organization existed for Japan or South Korea. The Extended Deter-
rence Dialogue (EDD), as it was called, was intended to “begin a deep 
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discussion about the elements of nuclear deterrence”; Assistant Secre-
tary of State Kurt Campbell stated that “our goal here is to make a very 
strong commitment to Japan about the fact that the nuclear deterrence 
of the United States is extended, the nuclear umbrella remains strong 
and stable, and our commitment to Japan is absolutely unshakable.”42 
The EDD has continued meeting approximately twice each year but has 
received relatively little press coverage, at Japan’s request.43 The meet-
ings have been well received and useful for both sides. Regarding the 
February 2015 meeting, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs stated 
this was an “opportunity for the two governments to frankly exchange 
views on how to secure alliance deterrence as part of their security and 
defense cooperation.” In addition, Japan “can deepen understanding on 
its mechanisms and coordinate its security policy with the U.S. govern-
ment.”44 The previous year, the U.S. State Department commented that 
the EDD “reinforces the credibility of the U.S. defense commitment to 
Japan, including thorough discussions about strategic and conventional 
capabilities, and helps to promote regional stability from a near- and 
long-term perspective.”45

The EDD has enabled U.S. and Japanese officials to share ideas 
about nuclear weapons, extended deterrence, strategy, and planning 
to develop more of a shared understanding of these concepts. In addi-
tion, the meetings have provided an opening to have a broader discus-
sion about nuclear issues and U.S. policy that in the past were taboo.46 
These meetings have also been occasions for conducting simulations 
and table-top exercises to facilitate testing and discussion of extended 
nuclear deterrence. U.S. officials and analysts note that the EDD has 
been critical in providing a bridge to understanding nuclear issues. 
Indeed, simply announcing and then holding the dialogue has gone a 
long way toward reassuring the Japanese public.47

In a number of respects, Japan has been easier to reassure than 
South Korea. Japan has been less in need of regular public declarations 
and actions to reaffirm the deterrence commitment and was often sat-
isfied with quieter statements of assurance. One U.S. official noted that 
while Japan wants dialogue and insight into U.S. planning, they are con-
tent to “only see a little behind the curtain.”48 Japan has also been more 
willing to stay at the theoretical level, with less need for specific reas-
surances than South Korea. This is likely due in part to Japan’s distance 
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from the North Korean threat but also to greater certainty regarding its 
alliance with the United States. For years, Washington has referred to 
the U.S.-Japan alliance as the linchpin of its presence in Asia, providing 
critical forward basing for U.S. forces in the region. Thus, Japan has con-
siderable confidence in its position with Washington. Meetings of the 
EDD are ongoing, however, and remain useful in maintaining dialogue 
regarding security and the nuclear umbrella.

Though Japan has needed fewer public reassurances of the nuclear 
umbrella, Japanese officials have been interested in specific weapons 
systems as a sign of the capability and credibility of the U.S. commit-
ment. Washington has used the EDD as an opportunity to show Japa-
nese officials the specific systems of the U.S. nuclear umbrella. In May 
2012, the Japanese EDD delegation received a briefing at U.S. Strategic 
Command in Nebraska and was shown the control center for an ICBM 
at Malmstrom Air Force Base in Montana. The following year, Japanese 
officials visited Naval Base Kitsap in Washington State and boarded an 
Ohio-class submarine that carries the nuclear-tipped Trident II ballistic 
missile. In 2014, the EDD met in Albuquerque, New Mexico, and visited 
the Sandia laboratories.49 In part, these measures were a response to 
some Japanese conservatives having raised the possibility of acquiring 
their own nuclear weapons. In addition, these demonstrations followed 
the retirement of the U.S. Navy’s Tomahawk Land Attack Cruise Mis-
sile (TLAM/N), which many Japanese officials viewed as essential and 
whose elimination they believed damaged nuclear deterrence. Prior to 
the meeting, U.S. officials noted that the visit and dialogue would help 
Washington and Tokyo “to deepen their understanding of the strategic 
weapons systems that support U.S. extended deterrence guarantees, and 
how the United States ensures its strategic forces remain safe, secure 
and effective.”50 One U.S. analyst commented that “Japan loves to see 
the nuclear facilities; seeing the capability reassures them and makes the 
nuclear umbrella real.”51

One particular system that was of great interest to Japan was the U.S. 
Navy’s TLAM/N. The cruise missile, built in the 1970s, had the capability 
to launch from surface ships and submarines, carrying a conventional 
or nuclear warhead. The nuclear version of the missile, referred to as 
the TLAM/N, carried a W80 warhead with a yield of 200 KT. In 1991, 
under the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives, George H. W. Bush ordered 
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the removal of a substantial number of tactical U.S. nuclear weapons 
from deployments abroad, hoping Moscow would do the same.52 In 1994, 
the Clinton administration’s Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) called for 
removing nuclear weapons from the entire surface fleet; attack subma-
rines retained the capability to launch a TLAM/N, but they were not 
carried out to sea and remained in storage. In the early George W. Bush 
years, the navy argued for retiring the TLAM/N, but officials in the 
National Security Council and the Pentagon objected and were able to 
keep the system alive.53

The issue surfaced again during deliberations of the Congressional 
Strategic Posture Commission in 2009. Rumors had already surfaced that 
Washington was considering retiring the TLAM/N, and Japanese officials 
lobbied the commission to retain the system. A Japanese press account 
cited a “source close to Japan-U.S. diplomatic affairs” as saying, “Intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles are devastating but inaccurate, and they inflict 
too many civilian casualties. A nuclear-powered submarine can gradu-
ally approach the target, allowing time for diplomatic negotiations while 
applying military pressure. If the submarine is close enough, it could have 
the option to launch highly accurate nuclear-tipped cruise missiles.”54 
Indeed, the final report of the commission reflected these concerns.

In Asia, extended deterrence relies heavily on the deployment of 
nuclear cruise missiles on some Los Angeles class attack subma-
rines—the Tomahawk Land Attack Missile/Nuclear (TLAM/N). 
This capability will be retired in 2013 unless steps are taken to 
maintain it. U.S. allies in Asia are not integrated in the same way 
into nuclear planning and have not been asked to make commit-
ments to delivery systems. In our work as a Commission it has 
become clear to us that some U.S. allies in Asia would be very con-
cerned by TLAM/N retirement.55

Later, Japan’s foreign affairs minister Katsuya Okada wrote a letter to 
Secretary of State Hillary Clinton that did not squarely confirm oppo-
sition to TLAM/N retirement but did appear to pass on the reserva-
tions of others in the government. Okada noted that Japan is dependent 
on the U.S. security commitment and the nuclear umbrella and that 
“it is necessary that trust in this deterrence be backed up by sufficient 
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capability.” However, Okada continued that while the Japanese govern-
ment “has expressed no view” on the matter, if “hypothetically, such a 
view was expressed, it would clearly be at variance with my views, which 
are in favor of nuclear disarmament.” Should the TLAM/N be retired, 
he requested “ongoing explanations of your government’s extended 
deterrence policy, including any impact this might have on extended 
deterrence for Japan and how this could be supplemented.”56

In many respects, the TLAM/N debate demonstrates the dichotomy 
of Japanese nuclear policy. While Tokyo has long been an advocate for 
denuclearization, the TLAM/N, according to one Japanese analyst, is an 
important capability that is a crucial symbol of U.S. credibility.57 A U.S. 
analyst maintained that Japan saw the TLAM/N as “their weapon,” pro-
viding a tangible capability below strategic nuclear weapons that could be 
used to retaliate in the event of a nuclear strike.58 Despite Japanese con-
cerns, the TLAM/N was formally retired in the Obama 2010 NPR, noting:

This system serves a redundant purpose in the U.S. nuclear 
stockpile. It has been one of a number of means to forward-deploy 
nuclear weapons in time of crisis. Other means include forward-
deployment of bombers with either bombs or cruise missiles, as 
well as forward-deployment of dual-capable fighters. In addition, 
U.S. ICBMs and SLBMs are capable of striking any potential 
adversary. The deterrence and assurance roles of TLAM-N can be 
adequately substituted by these other means, and the United States 
remains committed to providing a credible extended deterrence 
posture and capabilities.59

Or, as one former Obama administration official remarked, “it was a 
crappy system and the United States didn’t need it.”60

Though Japanese officials and analysts are relatively confident of the 
U.S. security commitment and the nuclear umbrella, concerns remain 
regarding its credibility. First, Japanese security is affected significantly 
by the state of U.S.-China relations. Should ties between Beijing and 
Washington warm while Japanese relations with China remain frosty, 
Japanese leaders fear the United States would be reluctant to confront 
China. Beijing would sense this and, in turn, would be less worried about 
U.S. retaliation, thereby reducing the credibility of the U.S. security 
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guarantee for Japan.61 In particular, U.S. economic ties with China could 
make Washington reluctant to stand up for Japanese interests in the face 
of Chinese bullying, prompting a separate deal with China at Japan’s 
expense.62 Given the current state and direction of U.S.-Sino relations, 
there is far less anxiety in Tokyo over this possibility.

Second, similar to concerns during the Cold War, Japan fears “decou-
pling” from the U.S. nuclear umbrella as Chinese and North Korean 
nuclear forces grow and the U.S. homeland becomes more vulnerable to 
their strategic nuclear forces.63 Thus, the old adage of whether the United 
States would sacrifice Los Angeles or San Francisco for Tokyo remains in 
play. As North Korea’s capabilities grow, particularly its ability to hit the 
continental United States with a nuclear-tipped missile, would Washing-
ton be reluctant to respond in kind or even with conventional weapons 
knowing it risks a North Korea nuclear strike? Indeed, if North Korea 
believed U.S. retaliation was a precursor to regime change, Pyongyang 
would be very willing to use nuclear weapons to defend the country.

China has long had the ability to reach the U.S. homeland with a 
nuclear-tipped missile. Moreover, Beijing is working hard to modern-
ize and improve that capability through the expansion of its ICBM 
and SLBM force. Chinese leaders have maintained that their goal is to 
develop a minimum deterrence force that does not need to match the 
number of warheads in the U.S. and Russian arsenals. However, there is 
some skepticism that Beijing will stick with this nuclear posture in the 
years ahead, particular if relations with Washington were to deteriorate.

For a time, there was particular concern that if Washington and 
Moscow were to conclude further arms control reductions beyond the 
New START agreement that further reduced their arsenals, the Chi-
nese might change their mind about minimum deterrence. The current 
state of U.S.-Russian relations make it very unlikely there will be further 
reductions, and indeed Vladimir Putin has indicated his determina-
tion to increase Russia’s nuclear capability,64 a sentiment that has been 
echoed by Donald Trump for the U.S. arsenal. Yet for a time, some Jap-
anese analysts were concerned that either as a result of further arms 
control reductions that bring U.S. nuclear forces closer to the size of the 
Chinese arsenal or simply a decision to abandon minimum deterrence, 
Beijing might be tempted to match the U.S. stockpile and seek parity.65 
The result would be the same as during the Cold War, with a mutual 
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assured destruction (MAD) standoff that would weaken the credibil-
ity of the U.S. nuclear umbrella and the overall U.S. defense commit-
ment. As one Japanese official noted, once a condition of MAD existed 
between the United States and China, Beijing could deter Washington 
from intervening in the Senkakus or the South China Sea and become 
more aggressive if it is no longer vulnerable to a first strike.66 Thus, 
one U.S. analyst noted, “the Japanese are very concerned with Chinese 
numbers and fear that China might one day seek parity with the United 
States; it is U.S. nuclear superiority that gives Japan peace at night.”67 
There is particular worry should U.S. strategic forces drop below 1,000 
warheads.68 A Japanese analyst argued that “even if the United States 
and the Russians reduced their arsenals to 1,000 warheads each and 
the PRC remained at 250, Japan would remain worried and not suffi-
ciently reassured. Washington should not find a solution for Europe at 
the expense of Asia because sometime in the future, Russia and China 
could be on the same side. Thus, the United States needs to maintain 
overwhelming nuclear superiority.”69

Others also understand that while numbers are important, quality 
matters as well. When comparing the U.S. arsenal to that of China and 
Russia, one Japanese scholar argued that U.S. capabilities are far supe-
rior, and so long as this qualitative advantage is maintained, numerical 
reductions will have little effect on U.S. nuclear extended deterrence.70 
Modernization efforts by China and Russia are eroding the qualitative 
advantage, but Washington also has plans to upgrade its nuclear force 
over the next several decades.71 Thus, with an expanded Chinese nuclear 
arsenal that can already reach the U.S. homeland, Japanese analysts fear 
Beijing could intimidate the United States and prevent Washington 
from coming to Japan’s defense.72 Japan has similar concerns as North 
Korea develops its ability to reach the U.S. homeland and possibly neu-
tralize the U.S. commitment.

Circumstances for Using Nuclear Weapons

An element of Japanese concern regarding the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
is when Washington might consider the use of nuclear weapons. After 
President Obama’s Prague speech and in the run-up to the release of the 
NPR, Japanese leaders feared these views echoed a reluctance to ever 
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use nuclear weapons. In particular, there was concern that the United 
States would use the NPR review as an opportunity to issue a “no first 
use” guarantee so that nuclear retaliation would only follow the use of 
nuclear weapons. In addition, there were worries that the NPR would 
include a declaration that the “sole purpose” of nuclear weapons was to 
respond to nuclear use and that they would not be used in retaliation 
for a conventional strike or the use of chemical or biological weapons. 
Japan has historically expected that the United States would be willing 
to use nuclear weapons, and officials were unhappy with the U.S. decla-
ration contained in the 1994 Agreed Framework agreement with North 
Korea stating that Washington would not threaten or use nuclear weap-
ons against the DPRK. In 2003, Japan filed a formal request with the 
United States to refrain from making such a statement again. Japanese 
leaders understood the doubts about nuclear use but believed strategic 
ambiguity was important, so that absolutes such as “no first use” and 
“sole purpose” should not be part of stated doctrine.73

As the NPR took shape, the Obama administration reached out to 
allies for their input, and Japanese officials made their concerns known. 
In the end, the Obama administration opted for a nuanced declaration 
that pleased most Japanese defense analysts for not going too far but 
also received significant criticism by others in Japan and the United 
States for not going farther in renouncing nuclear weapons. Rather 
than “no first use,” the NPR crafted a “negative security assurance” that 
pledged to refrain from threatening or using nuclear weapons against 
nonnuclear weapons states in compliance with their NPT obligations.

Doubts surfaced on this position as a result of events in Syria. In 
2013, Syrian forces used sarin gas to kill hundreds in areas opposed to 
President Bashar al-Assad’s rule. The year before, Obama had drawn a 
“redline” for Syrian use of chemical weapons, and many expected air-
strikes or some other military action in retaliation. The administration 
asked Congress for authorization to use military force, but Secretary of 
State John Kerry indicated that the Assad regime could avoid airstrikes 
if it turned over all of its chemical weapons. Russia quickly stepped in 
to help broker a deal that forestalled U.S. retaliation. While the events 
in Syria are very different from a possible chemical weapons attack on 
Japan or South Korea, some wondered about the U.S. commitment to 
respond to chemical weapons use.74
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While the NPR did not adopt “sole purpose” or “no first use” pos-
tures, the document contained the caveat that “the United States wishes 
to stress that it would only consider the use of nuclear weapons in 
extreme circumstances to defend the vital interests of the United States 
or its allies and partners.”75 It was not clear what was included under the 
extreme circumstances label.

The pronouncements of the NPR generated a great deal of discus-
sion among Japanese leaders and analysts, and there was no consensus. 
For some, the “negative security assurance” was a good comprise and 
accommodation of Japan’s concerns over the nuclear umbrella. Katsuya 
Okada, Japanese foreign minister at the time, noted that “through this 
NPR, the U.S. reassures its commitment to its allies, including Japan 
and partners to provide deterrence, including that by nuclear weap-
ons.”76 However, others feared the posture weakened deterrence in 
regard to chemical and biological weapons. Ken Jimbo wrote, “Japan 
highly appreciates that the NPR did not adopt a universal policy that 
[the] ‘sole purpose’ of U.S. nuclear weapons is to deter nuclear attack on 
the U.S. and its allies. Given North Korea’s potential capability to attack 
Japan with chemical and biological weapons, it is still crucial for Japan 
that the U.S. reserved the right to use nuclear weapons in response to a 
CBW attack.”77 One Japanese analyst noted simply that “we need nuclear 
weapons to deter North Korean chemical and biological weapons.”78

Japanese assessments also raised concern about the reduced role of 
nuclear weapons and the overall credibility of the U.S. nuclear commit-
ment. In the years since the release of the 2010 NPR, Japan’s comfort 
level with U.S. extended deterrence has risen, requiring fewer public 
and direct pronouncements from Washington to reassure Japanese 
leaders and the public of its commitment. Continued dialogue in the 
EDD along with formal reassurances in the SCC, the 2015 Guidelines for 
Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation, and the overall health of the alliance 
have buttressed Japanese confidence in the nuclear umbrella. Overall, 
there is greater assurance in Tokyo regarding the U.S. defense commit-
ment, given the strong relationship and the large U.S. forward presence 
in Japan. Indeed, some have expressed an understanding that the likeli-
hood of the United States using nuclear weapons was always very low, 
and as one Japanese analyst pointed out, if Washington hit North Korea 
with a nuclear weapon and fallout drifted over Japan, the Japanese public 
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would be very unhappy.79 Though the likelihood of nuclear use is small, 
as another Japanese analyst remarked, “it is the calculated ambiguity [of 
the nuclear umbrella] that is needed to counter the intimidation and 
military threat Japan faces.”80 As a result, as the NPR notes, Japan also 
sees the importance of conventional weapons in deterrence calculations 
and the need for continued U.S. conventional superiority in addition to 
the nuclear umbrella as crucial elements in overall strategic thinking 
and planning.

JAPANE SE E FFORTS TO E NH AN C E  
E XTE NDE D DETE R R E N C E

In the 2010 NDPG, Japan made an important addition to its previous 
position that it would rely on the U.S. nuclear deterrent against the 
threat of nuclear weapons. While reliance on the U.S. nuclear umbrella 
remained, Tokyo also declared that it would “implement its own efforts 
including ballistic missile defense and civil protection” to enhance the 
credibility of U.S. extended deterrence.81

In the 2010 NDPG, Japanese defense planners made a significant 
shift in their strategic thinking, adopting the idea of a “dynamic defense 
force”: “Clear demonstration of national will and strong defense capa-
bilities through such timely and tailored military operations as regular 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance activities (ISR), not just 
maintaining a certain level of defense force, is a critical element for ensur-
ing credible deterrence and will contribute to stability in the region sur-
rounding Japan.”82 In addition, as the security environment has become 
more complex, “Japan’s future defense forces need to acquire dynamism 
to effectively deter and respond to various contingencies, and to proac-
tively engage in activities to further stabilize the security environment in 
the Asia-Pacific and to improve the global security environment.”83 As a 
result, Japan began a process of expanding its own defense capabilities 
and hence the ability to assume a greater share of defense responsibili-
ties. Sheila Smith noted, “Gone is the old idea that Japan should simply 
maintain a basic defense posture that could be ramped up if and when 
a threat should appear.”84 In addition, dynamic defense allows Japan to 
provide increased contributions to the U.S.-Japan alliance, a relation-
ship that remains critical to Japanese security. Thus, Richard Samuels 
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noted, “Japan is strengthening itself as an alliance partner while also 
hedging against the day when U.S. capabilities might slip below U.S. 
commitments.”85

Ballistic Missile Defense

In 1998, North Korea launched a Taepodong missile that traveled over 
Japanese airspace. Japanese leaders were furious, and the public was 
shocked by this demonstration of their vulnerability to DPRK missiles. 
As a result, Japan committed itself to developing ballistic missile defense 
(BMD) and subsequently joined the United States in collaboration on 
a regional BMD system. One U.S. analyst noted that joint cooperation 
and planning are difficult for the U.S.-Japan alliance because it lacks 
the integrated command structure of the Combined Forces Command 
that is present in the U.S.-ROK alliance; for Washington and Tokyo, this 
comes together with BMD.86

Since North Korea’s 1998 ballistic missile launch, Japan has poured 
billions into BMD. Japanese BMD is a multitier system that includes 
PAC-3 interceptors designed for shooting down incoming ballistic 
missiles in the terminal phase of their flight and Aegis-class destroy-
ers equipped with SM-3 Block II missiles capable of shooting down 
high-altitude ballistic missiles in the middle one-third of their flight 
path. Japan currently has four Kongō-class destroyers equipped with 
BMD capability, has two more currently being outfitted, and plans to 
build two more with these capabilities in the next decade, for a total of 
eight.87 Japan and the United States are currently working jointly on a 
more advanced SM-3 Block IIA interceptor that is expected to be ready 
by 2018.88 Finally, Japan has a complex system of radars for detecting, 
tracking, and coordinating responses to a missile launch that are tied 
to U.S. radar systems, including two U.S. X-band (AN/TPY-2) radars 
located in Japan.

While Japanese and U.S. ballistic missile defense is directed largely 
toward North Korea, China has expressed strong concerns regarding 
these efforts. To this point, China has opted for a minimum nuclear 
deterrent that maintains a relatively small number of survivable sys-
tems. Chinese military leaders fear that BMD undercuts their strate-
gic deterrent, an argument that may provide a rationale in the future 

This content downloaded from 198.91.37.2 on Mon, 27 May 2019 16:02:10 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



118  Japan and the  U.S .  Nuclear  Umbrella

for China to significantly increase its nuclear weapons force. Put more 
bluntly, in Beijing’s mind, the North Korean threat provides Washing-
ton and Tokyo with a convenient excuse to undertake measures that 
are directed as much against China as against North Korea. Also, there 
are concerns in Beijing that Japan-U.S. cooperation on BMD and other 
defense matters encourages Japan to be more obstinate in its claims to 
the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. According to one Chinese academic, “the 
joint missile defense system objectively encourages Japan to keep an 
aggressive position in the Diaoyu Islands dispute, which sends China a 
very negative message. Japan would not have been so aggressive without 
the support and actions of the U.S.”89 Despite Chinese objections, Japan 
will continue its enthusiastic pursuit of BMD.

Conventional Strike

From time to time, some Japanese leaders and analysts have also raised 
the possibility of acquiring a conventional strike capability to allow for 
preempting an imminent threat, typically a ballistic missile strike, before 
the launch occurs. Most attention here has been focused on North 
Korea’s growing ballistic missile capability. Though China remains a 
serious concern for Japanese defense planners, there is little likelihood 
Tokyo would direct a preemptive strike against Chinese forces.

International law does allow for states to preempt an imminent 
attack without first having to absorb the assault. In addition, several 
Japanese administrations have stated that Article 9 of the constitution 
does not prohibit this option. In 1956, Prime Minister Ichiro Hatoyama 
provided the first explication:

If Japan were in imminent danger of an illegal invasion, and the 
method of invasion were a missile attack against Japan’s national 
territory, I simply cannot believe that the spirit of the Constitu-
tion requires that we merely sit and wait to die. In such a case, I 
believe that we should take the absolute minimum measures that 
are unavoidably necessary to defend against such an attack, so that 
in defending against a missile attack, for example, if no other suit-
able means are available, striking the missile base should be legally 
acceptable and falls within the range of self-defense.90
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The intent of this statement has been reaffirmed by subsequent admin-
istrations in 1959 and 1999. While there is some disagreement over 
whether these interpretations mesh with Japan’s defense strategy of 
“exclusive defense-oriented policy” (EDOP),91 the legal basis for possess-
ing a conventional strike capability to preempt an imminent attack has 
been fairly well established. Despite the legal grounding and occasional 
proposals to pursue this capability, Japanese leaders have refrained from 
doing so for several reasons. First, despite the size and advanced tech-
nology of the JSDF, EDOP has meant eschewing weapons that are offen-
sive strike systems and confining acquisition to defensive capabilities. 
As a result, Japan has no ballistic missiles or cruise missiles to use for a 
conventional strike. Instead, the JSDF would have to rely on its fleet of 
F-15J Eagles.92 However, if trying to penetrate North Korean airspace, 
Japanese pilots would face a formidable challenge in the DPRK’s air 
defense system consisting of more than 10,000 surface-to-air missiles. 
In part to address this deficiency, Japan has indicated plans to purchase 
more than forty of the stealthy F-35 Joint Strike Fighter.

However, Japan will need more than aircraft. An effective conven-
tional strike capability requires a network of ISR assets, which Japan 
does not possess. To acquire these capabilities would be very expensive 
and burden its defense budget, which already finds it difficult to meet 
a growing list of requirements. Moreover, much of the North Korean 
missile force the JSADF would need to target are on mobile launchers 
that are notoriously difficult to track and hit even with extensive ISR 
assets. In addition, Japanese fighters would not have the range to reach 
North Korean targets and return safely without aerial refueling, assets 
that Japan does not have. In the past, as well as under the current Guide-
lines for U.S.-Japan Defense Cooperation, the division of roles and mis-
sions within the alliance confined Japan to purely defensive responses, 
particularly BMD, while the United States would “conduct operations 
to support and supplement the Self-Defense Forces’ operations,” pre-
sumably any strike operations away from the home islands.93 However, 
the 2013 NDPG also notes that “Japan will study a potential form of 
response capability to address the means of ballistic missile launches 
and related facilities, and take means as necessary.”94 Though Japanese 
officials continue to explore the possibility of acquiring the necessary 
assets,95 it would be a difficult and costly endeavor that would likely stir 
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up regional anxieties as well as provoke a contentious debate within 
Japan. Indeed, some Japanese analysts have raised concerns that if Japan 
should acquire a conventional strike capability, it would actually lead to 
a decoupling of the U.S. nuclear umbrella because Japan would be able 
to assume a greater share of deterrence on its own without the need for 
the umbrella.96

In the end, Japan will continue to study the acquisition of conven-
tional strike capabilities and has established the legal basis to do so, 
but operational and budgetary challenges will make this a long-term 
project. Instead, Japan will continue to rely on U.S. forces for this mission. 
Pinkston and Sakurai may be most prescient in their analysis: “Tokyo 
is so constrained that Japan’s domestic debate on preemption against 
North Korea is mostly for domestic consumption as Japanese politicians 
and policy makers seek to establish their credentials as tough leaders in 
the face of a rising North Korean threat.”97

Civil Defense

Finally, Japan has undertaken several efforts to enhance its civil defense 
response should a WMD attack ever occur. In 2004, in response to the 
North Korea threat and the possibility of terrorist attacks, the govern-
ment began to take steps to protect the public by providing a better 
system of civil defense. The first measure was the Civil Protection Law, 
which provided guidance for national and local government response to 
an attack through evacuation and relief operations. In subsequent years, 
Tokyo passed follow-on legislation that set up civil protection plans. 
These actions were followed with planning measures by prefectural gov-
ernments and other institutions. Finally, the national government set 
up a communications system to issue warnings and evacuation orders.98 
Implementation of these measures remains an ongoing process.

WOULD JAPAN EV E R DEV E LOP ITS OW N  
NUC LE AR WE AP ON S?

The short answer to this question is “not likely,” though scholars disagree 
over the reasons.99 For years, analysts have spoken of a “nuclear allergy” 
in Japan resulting from World War II that prevented Japanese leaders 
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from discussing nuclear weapons, much less consider acquiring them. 
Though constrained from discussing the issue publicly, Japan’s conser-
vative leaders often discussed the issue privately, believing Japan must 
keep the option open.100 Yet for Japan to make the decision to go nuclear 
would require a drastic deterioration of its security environment accom-
panied by a collapse of the Japan-U.S. alliance. In many respects, a Jap-
anese decision to head in this direction is what Campbell and Sunohara 
call “the ultimate contradiction.” Japan’s “standing as a non-nuclear nation 
is a virtual bedrock of the nonproliferation regime” yet “at the same time, 
suspicion and speculation have persisted that, given the right set (really 
the wrong set) of international and domestic conditions, Japan might seri-
ously consider the nuclear option.”101 Japan clearly possesses the technol-
ogy and infrastructure for a breakout through its extensive civil nuclear 
energy program should it desire to do so.102 Estimates of Japan’s necessary 
breakout time range from a few months to a year or two.

The disaster that followed the March 2011 tsunami and nuclear 
catastrophe at Fukushima-Daiichi nuclear power plant raised the possi-
bility that Japan might permanently shut down its nuclear reactors and 
scrap its nuclear energy industry entirely, removing its breakout capa-
bility. Yet in the end, Japan remains committed to its nuclear energy 
program and in August 2015 restarted its first nuclear power plant since 
shutting them all down in 2011. A few months after the disaster, former 
Defense Minister Shigeru Ishiba stated, “I don’t think Japan needs to 
possess nuclear weapons, but it’s important to maintain our commer-
cial reactors because it would allow us to produce a nuclear warhead in 
a short amount of time. It’s a tacit nuclear deterrent.”103 Maintaining a 
civilian nuclear program even after the tragedy at Fukushima has a clear 
connection to maintaining some level of nuclear breakout capability and 
nuclear deterrent. Referring to the LDP’s determination to maintain a 
nuclear energy program, Narushige Michishita argued, “What they are 
saying in a tacit manner is that 98 percent of our program is peaceful, 
but we have the potential for something else.”104

Japan would face some serious operational and political obstacles 
should it seek nuclear weapons. Japan’s people are concentrated in sev-
eral densely populated urban areas that makes them very vulnerable to 
a nuclear exchange. To have an effective deterrent, Japan would need 
many weapons, and given Japan’s lack of geographical depth, there are 
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few places to deploy these systems, making them vulnerable to a first 
strike. Acquisition of the necessary weapons systems, especially strate-
gic bombers and ballistic missiles, would violate the constitution and the 
EDOP.105 Some disagree that nuclear weapons are acceptable as a defen-
sive system used only for retaliation, and there would likely be a highly 
divisive debate in Japan should any government head in this direction 
under any but the most dire circumstances. Even in the wake of what 
many would argue is an increasingly aggressive China, Prime Minister 
Abe had a difficult time obtaining public support for a constitutional 
reinterpretation of collective self-defense. Finally, “going nuclear” would 
also entail leaving the NPT and damaging Tokyo’s reputation as a non-
proliferation stalwart. Economic sanctions would likely follow, as well as 
restrictions on Japan’s nuclear industry.106

For all these reasons, Japan would incur a heavy cost, domesti-
cally and internationally, should it move to acquire nuclear weapons. 
Every time Japanese leaders have examined this possibility, they have 
acknowledged this reality and chosen instead to rely on the U.S. defense 
commitment. As one study notes, “In the context of the gulf between 
Japanese public opinion, which is largely ill-disposed toward nuclear 
weapons and security hawks at the elite level eager to push back against 
this ‘nuclear allergy,’ the END [extended nuclear deterrent] offered and 
continues to offer a neat and practical solution.”107 Thus, Japan will con-
tinue to rely on the U.S. alliance and the nuclear umbrella while also 
slowly increasing its own conventional capabilities and leaving the door 
open for nuclear acquisition. In the end, Samuels and Schoff provide 
the most pointed analysis: “Although Japan’s nuclear hedging strategy 
is likely to continue in the near future, U.S. policy makers (and those 
throughout the region) should not be sanguine about this strategy con-
tinuing indefinitely. Japan’s choices will be determined ultimately by 
how well potential threats can be managed and by the strength of the 
U.S. commitment to extended deterrence.”108

C ON C LUSION

Japan’s position with regard to nuclear weapons is unusual. While the 
“nuclear allergy” remains a potent force in Japanese society and Japan 
has been a staunch advocate of the elimination of nuclear weapons,109  
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it has relied on the U.S. nuclear umbrella and has been concerned about 
the credibility of the U.S. commitment to use nuclear weapons to defend 
Japan. In addition, despite a strong aversion to nuclear weapons among 
the public, Japanese leaders have been far less “allergic” and have period-
ically examined the possibility of acquiring nuclear weapons, with some 
advocating strongly for moving in this direction. In the end, these studies 
concluded it was not in Japan’s interests to go nuclear at this time and 
that Japan should continue to rely on the U.S. umbrella while retaining 
the ability to go nuclear should circumstances warrant.

Despite Japanese reliance on the U.S. nuclear umbrella, periodically 
the commitment has been questioned amid fears that U.S. resolve to 
use nuclear weapons was slipping. Yet Washington has worked hard to 
reassure Japan of its commitment, not only the nuclear umbrella but the 
overall security commitment under the alliance. The Japan-U.S. alliance 
remains on solid ground, and U.S. bases in Japan along with the broader 
defense commitment are central to Washington’s ability to maintain a 
forward presence and “rebalance” to the Asia-Pacific region. The U.S. 
nuclear umbrella remains only one part of a much larger relationship 
that helps to reassure Japan of the U.S. commitment. Even with a rela-
tively small chance the United States would ever use nuclear weapons 
(a reality that some Japanese analysts acknowledge), when combined 
with a robust alliance, the nuclear umbrella provides a significant 
degree of reassurance while also furnishing enough strategic ambigu-
ity to contribute to deterrence. The political dimensions of the alliance 
are strong, in part because of the nuclear umbrella, and in turn Japan 
sees the nuclear umbrella as reasonably credible because it is part of a 
healthy alliance relationship. At the same time, the nuclear umbrella 
helps to reassure Japan so that it does not feel the need to acquire its 
own nuclear weapons.
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