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GODZILLA’S RETURN:  THE NEW NUCLEAR 

POLITICS IN AN INSECURE JAPAN 

Andrew L. Oros 

INTRODUCTION: G ODZILLA RETURNS TO A NEW JAPAN 

n 1954, Toho Studios introduced the Japanese public to Japan’s first postwar 
big-screen monster, Godzilla (or Gojira , in Japanese).  The studio’s timing 

could not have been better, given the public uproar over another event in 1954, 
the so-called Fukuryu-maru Incident.  It was a perfect marriage of popular 
culture and popular politics in the newly democratizing Japan.  In the film, the 
monster Godzilla was awakened from centuries of sleep by American nuclear 
tests around Godzilla’s home somewhere in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.  
The monster, mutated by exposure to nuclear radiation, then travels to Tokyo to 
wreak havoc on the city.  In real life, on March 1, 1954, an American atomic 
weapons test on the Bikini atoll in the mid-Pacific inadvertently showered 
radioactive fall-out on a Japanese fishing vessel, the Fukuryu-maru No. 5, 
severely injuring its crew.  While American audiences would embrace 
Godzilla’s destruction of hapless Japanese and their cities, Japanese were well 
aware of what created the monster—Godzilla was the beast unleashed on Japan 
due to atomic experimentation, an incarnation of the force unleashed a decade 
earlier on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. 

Although Godzilla was embraced in Japan, as elsewhere, for its action and 
special effects, a deeper message was apparent to many in the audience: nuclear 
weapons could not be a part of any viable future for humanity.  This firm belief 
held by many Japanese, who directly experienced the horrors of war, has fueled 
the domestic politics of nuclear weapons (and to a lesser extent, nuclear power) 
in Japan for half a century.  For example, Japan’s Atomic Energy Basic Law of 
1955 states: “The research, development and utilization of atomic energy shall 
be limited to peaceful purposes, aimed at ensuring safety and performed 
independently under democratic management.”1  Subsequently, on December 
11, 1967, Prime Minister Eisaku Sato announced a policy statement referred to 

                                                 
1 Article 2, Atomic Energy Basic Law.  Reprinted in Defense of Japan (2001). 
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as the “three non-nuclear principles” of non-possession, non-production, and 
non-introduction during Diet deliberations on a bill regarding the reversion of 
Okinawa to Japanese administrative control, where the issue of American 
possession of nuclear weapons in Okinawa was a critical issue.2  Sato built on 
these principles in his 1968 New Year’s speech to the Diet by declaring “four 
nuclear policies”—the first of which was the aforementioned three principles, 
followed by: 2) the protection of Japan under the US nuclear umbrella; 3) efforts 
to promote disarmament; and 4) promotion of the peaceful use of nuclear 
energy.3  In 1974, Sato became the first Japanese to be awarded the Nobel Peace 
Prize, in part due to this principled stance.  Finally, the Japanese government 
ratified the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty in June 1976, six years after 
signing the treaty, and after extensive debate over its implications for Japanese 
security policy overall, itself evidence that Japanese nuclear policy was driven in 
part by rational strategic calculation.4 

Public beliefs in Japan, and the resulting domestic political structure, are 
changing, however.  Perhaps it is not coincidence that when Godzilla was 
remade by Toho in 1998, it did not resonate with most Japanese.  Its lack of 
popularity may reflect the vast shift in attitudes, particularly among younger 
Japanese, about what the true threats are to Japan today.  After all, the Godzilla 
of 1998 attacks New York, not Tokyo.  Greater threats loom on the horizon for 
Japan today, and the Japanese public and its elected politicians are confronting 
these threats much more publicly and directly than ever before. 

Perhaps most surprising in recent discussions of Japan’s security options is 
the re-introduction of the “nuclear” option—nuclear both in the literal sense of 
nuclear weapons for Japan, and in the colloquial sense that such a discussion had 
long been thought to result inevitably in a vast explosion of public opposition to 
the idea, and an immediate chastening of any politician who dared suggest it.  
Only a few years ago, in 1999, Prime Minister Keizo Obuchi dismissed his 
parliamentary vice-minister of the Japan Defense Agency (JDA) Shingo 
Nishimura for suggesting a possible nuclear weapons future for Japan, only the 

                                                 
2 These principles later were the subject of a Diet resolution on November 24, 1971, at the time the Diet 

finally voted on legislation related to the reversion of Okinawa to Japanese administrative control.  As with many 
other principled declarations of Japanese security policy, however, such as Diet resolutions on the peaceful use of 
outer space or prohibitions on the export of weapons, these declarations themselves do not have the force of law—
and efforts to pass specific legislation elevating these resolutions as such have failed.  See Oros (2002b), especially 
chapters 4-5, for further discussion of these other Diet resolutions. 

3 See Yuri Kase (2001) for further discussion and references to this period, especially 59-60. 

4 Observers of Japanese security policy were well aware of this debate, and the importance of it, at the time.  
See, for example, Bullard (1974), Endicott (1977), and Okimoto (1975). 
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latest in a series of forced resignations related to public avocation of a nuclear 
Japan.5  Elected officials, government bureaucrats, and especially members of 
Japan’s Self-Defense Forces (SDF) long have feared such a fate for themselves 
dare they mention this strategic option.6  Such fears have limited even academic 
discussion of the nuclear option in Japan, though a number of articles on the 
subject have appeared over the years.7 

Something seems to have changed as Japan enters the twenty-first century, 
however.  To the surprise of both domestic and international audiences, 2002 
will be marked as the year Japan’s nuclear option re-entered acceptable public 
discourse.  On April 6, 2002, former Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) power-
broker and erstwhile tiny Liberal Party head, Ichiro Ozawa, told a group of 
stunned supporters at a meeting in Kyushu that on a recent trip to Beijing he had 
told Chinese leaders that Japan had the potential to develop thousands of nuclear 
weapons at short notice and that Japan “will never be beaten in terms of military 
power.”  Just months later, on June 4, the ruling LDP publicly expressed similar 
sentiments.  Ironically, at a time when Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi was in 
Seoul celebrating the joint Japan-South Korea hosting of the World Cup, his 
Chief Cabinet Secretary Yasuo Fukuda asserted that the government faced no 
constitutional barriers to the acquisition or development of nuclear weapons; the 
three non-nuclear principles were merely declared government policy that could 
be revoked at any time.8  This view had, in fact, been the Japanese government 
position since the mid-1950s, but such a public declaration of this policy 
interpretation was a departure from politics as usual.  In 2003, largely in 
response to a renewed international interest in Japan’s possible strategic 
development of nuclear weapons (which was brought to the fore by recent 

                                                 
5 Another early case is that of former Agriculture and Forestry Minister, Tadao Kuraishi, who was forced to 

resign his post in 1968 for advocating a Japanese nuclear deterrent to protect Japanese fishermen from the 
perceived Soviet threat.  For further details on this case, see Jay Sorenson, Japanese Policy and Nuclear Arms 
(New York: American-Asian Education Exchange, 1975), 27-28. 

6 This does not mean, however, that privately such discussion also was taboo.  Numerous participants in the 
US–Japan security relationship report informal discussion on the subject of nuclear strategy during the Cold War 
period, a practice occasionally noted in published articles.  See, for example, Katsumi Takeoka, “Nihon no 
Anzenhosho to Kaku Gunshuku—Moto Boei Kanryo no Kuno [Japan’s Security and Nuclear Arms—The 
Frustration of a Former Defense Bureaucrat],” Sekai, Vol. 447 (February 1983). 

7 See, for example, Ikutaro Shimizu, “Kaku Sentaku—Nippon Kokka Tare [The Nuclear Option: Japan, Be a 
State!],” Shokun (July 1980) and Matake Kamiya, “Kaigai ni Okeru Kaku Busoron [Discussion of Nuclear 
Weapons from Abroad], Kokusai Mondai, No. 426 (September 1995). 

8 However, this would appear to require a change to the Atomic Energy Basic Law of 1955 which states: 
“The research, development and utilization of atomic energy shall be limited to peaceful purposes…”.  Moreover, 
it would contravene Japan’s international obligations under the 1976 Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. 
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tensions with North Korea over their nuclear weapons development), domestic 
discussion of Japan’s possible development of nuclear weapons has increased 
further, entering even the realm of serious and influential opinion journals.9  

Thus, it would appear then that the nuclear option is not as “nuclear” as it 
once was.  The twenty-first century may thus mark the beginning of a new 
nuclear politics in a newly insecure Japan: newly insecure because of the 
growing emergence and awareness of threats in the region, as well as instability 
and discontinuities in domestic politics.  These factors are interacting in Japan 
today to create new policy space for thinking about the unthinkable: Godzilla’s 
return—a nuclear-armed Japanese “self-defense” force. 

Though it is notable that such discussion is taking place, this is not evidence 
of any fundamental shift in the politics of nuclear weapons in Japan today.  
There are a number of reasons why Japan will not develop nuclear weapons in 
the near future.  It is an outcome that is “severely over-determined” in the lingo 
of social science.  The domestic politics of nuclear weapons in the Japan should 
not be considered a sufficient factor in limiting this policy development, 
however.  Japan’s political institutions have undergone substantial change since 
the end of the Cold War internationally, and the collapse of the “bubble 
economy” domestically.  The true obstacle to nuclear weapons development in 
Japan today is a widespread understanding by political leaders that such a 
policy is neither in their own individual interest as politicians, nor the 
country’s as a whole.  This argument differs, however, from the claim that 
Japan’s “nuclear allergy,” a sort of culturally-determined distaste, will keep 
the question of nuclear weapons off the table indefinitely.  It will not.  This 
chapter further examines why.   

Ultimately, the reasons for a non-nuclear Japan in 2003 are not significantly 
different from the three reasons offered by Tsuneo Akaha in 1984: 1) no clear 
military justification, 2) the strain it would place on Japan’s relations with its 
neighbors, and 3) the domestic political polarization that would result would 
disrupt the resolution of other important political issues.10  In sum, noting that 
there have been substantial changes in Japan’s domestic and international 
political environment that have enabled Japanese once again to discuss a nuclear 
weapons option for Japan does not mean that such an option is likely.  It is not.  
Rather, the important point to note from the recent discussion of a possible 
nuclear Japan is that a new political stage has been established for new security 
policies in general.  We can expect to hear a growing range of issues discussed 

                                                 
9 See, for example, recent pieces in Voice, Shokun, and Ronza. 

10 Tsuneo Akaha, “Japan’s Non-nuclear Policy,” Asian Survey 24: 8 (August 1984), 852-877. 
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in debates over Japan’s future security needs.  Such discussion should not cause 
alarm but rather should be encouraged as the Japanese democratic process 
contends with questions of strategic calculation and Japanese national interest in 
the twenty-first century. 

THE POLITICS OF SECURITY POLICYMAKING 
As in most states, security policymaking in Japan is a deeply political 

process.  Throughout the postwar period, Japanese political activists have 
spanned the full gambit from principled pacifists who believe that Japan should 
possess no armed forces at all (as opposed to being the fourth-largest military 
spenders in the world today) to those who argue for Japan once again to play the 
role of an independent military power, including the possession of nuclear 
weapons.  Between these extremes lie the majority of Japanese voters and 
political leaders, often espousing foreign policy positions which are driven less 
by worldview than by furthering their political or material interests; Japanese 
politicians (like elected officials across advanced industrial democracies) 
commonly employ “pacifist” or “rightist” buzzwords or take ceremonial action 
to appeal to voters—and can be chastened if they do not. 

The Cold War Politics of Domestic Antimilitarism 
In the aftermath of the Second World War from 1945 to 1960, Japanese 

politicians, party supporters, and the general public expended significant time 
debating security questions which played a formative role in the ideological 
shape of the newly-forming democratic party politics of early postwar Japan.  
Since roughly 1960, as Japan’s political system began to recover from the 
contentious deadlock over the question of extending Japan’s security alliance 
agreement with the United States, Japan’s security policymaking has been 
filtered through a set of guiding principles that both evolved and were actively 
negotiated in the preceding fifteen years.  These guiding principles greatly 
limited achievable foreign policy outcomes in the postwar period by specifying 
the degree to which Japan’s reconstituted armed forces, the so-called SDF, and 
its supporters, could become involved in domestic and international 
policymaking.  In place of the militarism of wartime Japan, a new postwar 
politics of “domestic antimilitarism” took root.11 

As discussed in more detail by Akiyama in this volume, Japan’s newfound 
“nuclear allergy” was specific to these circumstances of immediate postwar 

                                                 
11 See Oros (2002b) for an extended discussion of how the framework of this postwar politics developed. 
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Japan, and enabled to continue not just from so-called cultural factors but also 
due to the peculiarities of the US–Japan alliance and Cold War bipolarity, and 
the domestic politics which surrounded them.  Technological factors also were 
important.  Japan simply was not in a position—internationally, economically, 
or technologically—to develop nuclear weapons in the first twenty years of the 
postwar period.  When Japan reached this stage of development, however, the 
question of whether Japan should develop nuclear weapons—or at least preserve 
the option to do so—became a hotly debated political question.  Political 
discussion of whether Japan should sign the newly-negotiated Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty was heated, and the outcome was not preordained.  As 
discussed elsewhere in this volume, ultimately Japan did sign this treaty, and the 
mantra of nonproliferation became a defining theme of Japanese diplomatic rhetoric.  
Coming on the heels of former Prime Minister Eisaku Sato’s receipt of the Nobel 
Peace Prize for his declaration of the three non-nuclear principles, Japan’s non-
nuclear policies quickly became reified as doctrine somehow removed from 
domestic and international politics.  As numerous authors in this volume argue, 
however, this was not the case at the time—domestic and international political 
factors played a central role—and it is not the case today either. 

It is a paradox that while the politics of domestic antimilitarism has long 
permeated the political process in Japan, domestic political actors enjoy 
substantial opportunities to transcend long-standing constraints.  The 
contradiction between appearance and reality in Japan’s arms export and outer 
space-use policies, for example, or the existence of Japan’s so-called SDF more 
broadly, exposes the limits of explanations based on norms or an identity 
surrounding these limits.  As we now know, the case of the non-nuclear 
principles was not an exception to the history of exceptions in Japanese foreign 
policy principles.  The principle of “non-introduction” was knowingly and 
repeatedly was violated by the US military during the Cold War period—a fact 
that was widely suspected by the Japanese public long before there was 
confirmation.12  Moreover, throughout the period of discussion of whether to 
sign the Non-Proliferation Treaty, various Japanese government institutions 
actively studied and analyzed the utility of nuclear weapons to Japanese security 
strategy.  These past practices have important implications for Japan’s post-Cold 
War policies, including on joint theater missile defense (TMD) research with the 
                                                 

12 Takuya Kubo cites a 1979 Asahi Shimbun poll showing that 67 percent of Japanese thought that this 
principle was not being observed, versus only 11 percent who believed that it was.  Takuya Kubo, “The Meaning 
of the US Nuclear Umbrella for Japan” in Franklin B. Weinstein, US–Japan Relations and the Security of East 
Asia: The Next Decade (Boulder: Westview Press, 1978), 113-117.  Akaha (1984) discusses how this issue was 
finessed in the 1960s and 1980s (871-76).  Kase (2001), among others, notes recent evidence obtained from US 
sources that the principle of non-introduction was violated (66, fn. 14). 
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United States, the decision to develop and deploy surveillance satellites,13 and 
the meaning of Japan’s long-standing non-nuclear principles today. 

Japan’s Growing Military Activity and Capability 
Despite widespread discussion about—and fears of—a dramatic break from 

Japan’s constrained security practices during the Cold War, only one long-
standing policy constraint of the Cold War era has been abandoned in the post-
Cold War period: the prohibition of foreign deployment of the SDF, and this 
only after strict new limits on SDF action were put into place.  Although this 
decision certainly set an important new policy precedent, it should not be 
viewed as a departure from Japan’s long-standing politics of domestic 
antimilitarism.  Rather, it should be seen as an example of the continuity of 
policy boundaries between the Cold War and post-Cold War eras given that 
even these new overseas deployments are authorized only under strict new limits 
on the times, places, and activities of SDF members overseas.  Other 
longstanding limitations on Japan’s military policy—such as the arms export 
ban, the peaceful use of outer space policy, the three non-nuclear principles, the 
one-percent (of GDP) ceiling on defense spending, and the limited capability 
and mission of the SDF—remain the declared and (largely) observed policy of 
the Japanese government in the post-Cold War period.   

So why the fuss about Japan’s new purportedly militarist rise—including 
the renewed interest in the question of nuclear-armed Japan?  Part of the answer 
lies in the continuing evolution of such longstanding postwar policies 
constraining Japan’s military role.  Continuing a trend evident since at least the 
1970s, numerous previous policy constraints have been eroded significantly in 
recent years, as discussed below.  Such erosion is a result of a changed 
configuration of political power both domestically and internationally, though 
the evolution itself is not new, but rather accelerated from the late Cold War 
period of the 1970s and 1980s.  The influence of US policy preferences plays a 
leading role in these changes which point in the direction of expanded military 
capabilities for the Japanese state and a deepening of the US–Japan alliance.   
Thus, recent vocal calls from American opinion leaders advocating a nuclear-
armed Japan merit serious attention, though it is important to note that these 
calls have not come from current US government officials. 

One recent policy shift of note within the existing framework of domestic 
antimilitarism is the decision to develop and launch indigenous surveillance 
satellites, or in the politically-correct language of Japan’s security debate, 
                                                 

13 See Oros (2002b) for further discussion of these policies. 
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“information-gathering” satellites.  Another significant case is the proposal for 
and initiation of joint US–Japan research on a ballistic missile defense system 
for the Northeast Asian military theater.  Both of these decisions call into 
question Japanese government commitment to both its existing restrictions on 
arms exports and the military use of outer space, which were born out of the 
politics of domestic antimilitarism in the 1960s and 1970s.14  Other issues which 
encourage speculation about the resilience of Japan’s postwar political 
boundaries include increased cooperation between the US military and Japan’s 
SDF under new “guidelines” and cross-servicing agreements, and increased 
crisis management and foreign intelligence resources.15  Recent statements 
issued in February by current Defense Agency head Shigeru Ishiba that Japan 
should consider a preemptive strike on North Korea’s nuclear facilities, though 
certainly not likely (or necessarily even possible, given the SDF’s limited 
offensive capability) underscore the dramatic shift in rhetoric coming from 
military officials in Japan today. 

Four primary alternative explanations can be identified which attempt to 
explain the broad continuity in Japan’s security policies in the post-Cold War 
period despite dramatic changes in Japan’s domestic and international political 
environment.  Each of these explanations contributes to an account of why 
Japanese policymakers will not decide to embark on a nuclear weapons program 
anytime soon, despite mounting pressures to consider this option.  They are: 1) 
the continuing (and perhaps even increased) power of the political opposition 
(i.e., non-LDP politicians and active civil society groups); 2) the continuing 
influence over policy decisions (both electoral and consumer opinion); 3) 
institutional lag resulting in a continuation of such institutions as Article 9 of the 
Constitution and the limitations on the SDF and JDA; and 4) concerns about its 
international reputation (particularly with China and South Korea, but vis-à-vis 
other states in the international system).  Each of these explanations is linked by 
its synthesis into the existing political boundaries of domestic antimilitarism.   

SOURCES OF A NEW NUCLEAR POLITICS 
The longstanding political framework of domestic antimilitarism continues 

to shape Japan’s foreign policy outcomes today—despite a dramatically altered 
domestic and international political environment—via a number of different 
mechanisms.  Chief among such mechanisms are through its influence on policy 

                                                 
14 Oros (2002b). 

15 On this latter issue, strains on Japan’s crisis management and foreign intelligence activities, see Oros 
(1999; 2002a). 
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rhetoric, its structuring of public opinion, the coalition-building opportunities it 
enables, and its institutionalization into the policymaking process.  The politics 
of nuclear weapons in Japan today operate squarely within these limitations.  
However, like other recently-emerging security policies such as missile defense 
research, the deployment of surveillance satellites, and the foreign dispatch of 
the SDF, the way that the issue of nuclear weapons is handled by longstanding 
domestic political institutions has changed in recent years.  Several factors, 
which have emerged in the past decade, account for this change, including: party 
politics in an apparent state of permanent flux, a greatly changed international 
environment, and a general erosion of Japanese confidence in government 
institutions.  Each of these factors contributes to, on the one hand, renewed 
discussion of the nuclear option in Japan, and, on the other, great reticence (or 
outright inability) in following a dramatically new path to ensure Japan’s 
security by developing nuclear weapons. 

Party Politics in Flux 
The mid-1990s witnessed great turmoil in Japan’s party politics, leading to 

the rise of the first non-LDP government in thirty-eight years, briefly under 
Prime Minister Morihiro Hosokawa in 1993, and then Prime Minister Tsutomu 
Hata in 1994.  The selection of a Socialist prime minister Tomiichi Murayama in 
coalition with the LDP in June 1994, symbolized the fluidity of party alignment in 
a Japan wracked by systemic changes both internationally and domestically.  As 
Pempel observes: “After twenty-five years of exceptional electoral stability and 
party stability, parties split and recombined with the speed and unpredictability of 
amoebae, but totally without policy or socioeconomic logic.”16   

Nowhere was this lack of policy logic more clear than with the ascension of 
Tomiichi Murayama to the prime ministership with LDP support, requiring 
Murayama to reverse over forty years of standing policy of the Japan Socialist 
Party (JSP) against the form of the SDF, the US–Japan Security Treaty, and 
alliance with the United States in general, dating back to their “three principles 
of peace” platform adopted in 1949.17  The idea of neutrality embodied in the 
JSP foreign policy position, however, no longer made sense after the end of the 
Cold War.  Thus, even more than the LDP, the JSP had lost their raison d’être 
with the dissolution of the Soviet Union.  In fact, as Green and Samuels note, 
although the LDP suffered major losses due to large-scale defections from the 

                                                 
16 Pempel (1998), 1. 

17 These three principles were: 1) no separate peace treaties to conclude Second World War hostilities—in 
effect, no peace with the United States without peace with the Soviet Union; 2) no bilateral security pacts—in 
effect, no US–Japan security treaty; and 3) neutrality in the Cold War  (Dower 1993, 9). 
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party in the mid-1990s (particularly in the 1993 House of Representatives 
election), the total number of conservative politicians elected in 1993 increased, 
while the number of socialists elected dropped by half.18   

Given this dramatic change in Japan’s party politics—particularly the near 
demise of the JSP, which consistently sought to limit the redevelopment of 
Japan’s military capacity—one might expect that Japan’s security policy would 
move equally dramatically to the right.  That this did not take place is a puzzle 
requiring an explanation.  In part, the explanation lies in the continued existence, 
and emergence, of opposition parties that persisted in lobbying in support of the 
long-standing limits on security policy for their own electoral advantage. 

In contrast to the JSP, however, the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ), the 
primary opposition party in recent years, is divided on the issue of security 
policy, mirroring the divergent orientations of those who collaborated to form 
the party.  On one end of the party are former Socialists who continue generally 
to oppose any moves toward the greater militarization of the Japanese state, 
despite the JSP’s acknowledgement and acceptance of the Security Treaty at the 
time of Prime Minister Murayama’s ascendancy to the prime ministership.  On 
the other end, there is a more conservative wing of the DPJ that has endorsed the 
Treaty, and tends to want to maintain the US alliance—but also wants more 
general flexibility from the United States and empowerment of Japan in the 
balance of control in the security relationship.  Former DPJ president Yukio 
Hatoyama has publicly called for constitutional revision—including of Article 
9—and also has speculated publicly about whether a strong, healthy alliance 
with the United States would not be better served by a mutual defense treaty in 
which there were no forward-based US troops permanently stationed in Japan.   

Ultimately, it continues to be the LDP that is most supportive of 
incremental steps towards a greater security role for Japan—using each 
international security crisis as a way to move a step closer to that ultimate 
objective, as evidenced by Prime Minister Koizumi’s response to the September 
11, 2001 terrorist attacks on the United States.  However, the more dovish 
elements of the LDP—supported only by a slowly-growing public awareness of 
the evolving security discussions centered on questions of national interest—have 
served as a significant constraint on LDP action, even without the opposition 
parties who have also opposed most moves in this direction.  In addition, although 
the New Komei Party (the former Komeito), the LDP’s coalition partner, has 
become much more accepting of the LDP’s drive for more capability for the 

                                                 
18 Green and Samuels (1994), 4. 
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JDA/SDF and a more assertive Japan in international affairs in general, it still 
serves as a moderating influence on strident LDP policy proposals. 

Politics in an Altered International Environment 
Changes in the international strategic environment, particularly in Northeast 

Asia, also compel Japan to think increasingly in terms of national interest, 
factors discussed in greater detail elsewhere in this volume.  China and North 
Korea are further developing their military capabilities.  Japanese companies 
employ millions of workers around the globe, including tens of thousands of 
Japanese citizens they must keep safe.  There is even vocal questioning of 
whether change is needed to the alliance with the United States; for example, the 
US War on Terror has drawn attention to the possibility of the presence of US 
forces in Japan becoming attractive military targets in and of themselves.  It is to 
be expected that the discussion of nuclear weapons will be a part of Japan’s 
security reconsiderations, particularly in light of the expected continuing—and 
perhaps even deepening—security tensions in the region in the next decade: 
particularly from North Korea and China.  As discussed elsewhere in this 
volume, however, the best course of action for Japan to deal with these new 
security threats is not to escalate the situation by pursuing a nuclear option. 

Tension with North Korea over its re-initiation of its nuclear weapons 
program has contributed greatly to renewed interest in the issue of a nuclear 
Japan.  In one sense, the entire discussion is driven by forces outside of Japan: 
both the incident (North Korea’s nuclear program) and the response (American, 
Chinese, and North Korean discussion of a possible nuclear Japan).  Recent 
comments by Japanese politicians and intellectuals on the issue of a nuclear 
Japan, such as those by LDP Diet member, Shingo Nishimura, are in response to 
the American suggestion that the United States can play a “Japan card” to 
encourage China to push North Korea to the negotiating table—in essence, that 
the threat of US promotion and even assistance of Japanese nuclear weapons 
development will make China work harder to pressure North Korea.19 

To be sure, Japan does face real threats in the twenty-first century, threats 
that are likely to escalate in the coming years.  Moreover, Japanese voters are 
aware of these increasing threats, which have led them to acquiesce in other 
areas to allow for greater military capability and action.  For example, earlier 
tensions with North Korea over its unannounced test-launch of a Taepodong 
missile over Japanese territory in 1998 cemented public support for the long-
                                                 

19 Shingo Nishimura and Tsutomu Nishioka,“Amerika no Kaku wo Mochikome [Bring in US Nukes],”. 
Voice (April 2003). Also see Terumasa Nakanishi and Kazuya Fukuda’s urging for Japan to play this card in the 
February issue of Voice, echoing the calls of Washington Post columnist, Charles Krauthammer, and US senator, 
John McCain, voiced publicly in January.    
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simmering question of developing indigenous surveillance satellites (the first 
round of which was launched in March 2003).  The 2002 comments by Ichiro 
Ozawa to Chinese leaders about a possible nuclear Japan should be understood 
as a signal from Japan that it will not ignore rising levels of threat from China.  
However, it is not clear even to Japanese (or foreign) military strategists, and 
certainly not to Japanese voters, how a nuclear weapons Japan will create a safer 
environment in the future.  As one noted columnist has written: “The shock 
waves of a Japanese acquisition of nuclear arms would ripple out to the rest of 
Asia and would be so strong that Japanese efforts to exert diplomatic influence 
would be set back a half century.”20 

Erosion of Confidence at Home and Abroad 
Japan’s domestic economic problems of the past decade have demanded 

considerable attention from Japan’s policymakers and elite opinion leaders.  
Moreover, continuing economic stagnation has contributed to a definitive crisis 
in confidence of Japanese citizens in their basic financial and government 
institutions.  These factors have greatly inhibited Japan from developing policies 
and capabilities to play a greater military role in the region after the Cold War’s 
end, and have particular bearing on discussions of nuclear weapons. Without 
public confidence in the government’s ability to safely develop and maintain 
nuclear weapons, and clear trust that decision-makers will use good judgment in 
the possible use, or threat of use, of such weapons, the issue of nuclear weapons 
development is a non-starter.  The Japanese government and military have a 
special hurdle to jump in this area given Japan’s militarist past.  Relatedly, 
Japan’s continuing economic stagnation also raises the simple issue of cost.  The 
Japanese government is struggling to maintain even the current level of defense 
spending, while the spending list itself has significantly expanded to include—
among many new options—new Aegis destroyers, surveillance satellites, mid-
air refueling aircraft, and further research on TMD.  It is politically 
inconceivable that further funds could be secured for the development of another 
expensive new weapons program—regardless of the specific issues that nuclear 
weapons raise politically. 

Lack of confidence in longstanding institutions is not limited to the 
economic sphere, but extends naturally into other areas of domestic politics, 
including the very structure of party politics.  The end of the Cold War 
internationally and the collapse of the bubble economy domestically presented a 

                                                 
20 Richard Halloran, “Japan Not Likely to Enter Nuclear Weapons Arena,” Honolulu Advertiser, January 26, 

2003. 
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serious challenge to the long-ruling LDP, which had based its nearly forty years 
in power on a platform of anti-communism and economic growth.  Without the 
anchor of the LDP to guide security policymaking in the new post-Cold War era, 
Japan lacked the ability to move in any single new direction to respond to 
changes abroad and at home.  With conflicting pulls for the first years of the post-
Cold War international system compounded by an ongoing process of political and 
economic reform at home, the familiar politics of domestic antimilitarism have 
continued to shape Japan’s responses to pressing foreign policy concerns.  

A succession of political scandals in the past decade has also eroded public 
trust and Japanese public confidence in their governing institutions.  Most of 
these scandals were centered on the ethics of public officials regarding 
campaign contributions, staff usage, or general influence peddling—issues long 
apparent in Japanese politics (and other advanced industrial democracies).  
Another category of scandals had a greater effect: those calling into question the 
trustworthiness or basic competence of government, such as controversies over 
the initial incidence and subsequent cover-up of a public blood supply tainted by 
HIV, the revelation of serious construction code violations in the aftermath of 
thousands of deaths after the Kobe earthquake, lack of enforcement of health 
and safety standards leading to unnecessary deaths due to tainted milk products, 
and a series of deaths in public hospitals due to basic management deficiencies.  
In the midst of all of these scandals were several directly relating to nuclear 
issues: the near melt-down of a nuclear reactor at Tokaimura,21 and the 
appearance of documented evidence confirming long-suspected violations of the 
non-nuclear principle of introduction by US forces during the Cold War.  In this 
political climate, it seems especially unlikely that public opinion would coalesce 
around a large new government program that would require a high degree of 
public confidence and trust. 

Adding to domestic questions over the trustworthiness and competence of 
the Japanese government are a chorus of international concerns in this area.  
Such concerns are most evident in the regular protests by Koreans and Chinese 
that Japan has not shown sufficient remorse for its actions in the Second World 
War, and this calls into question the intentions of an increasingly capable 
Japanese SDF.   Another related criticism from abroad is the view that Japan has 
not lived up to its own constitution (and non-nuclear principles), and thus cannot 
be trusted in its other declarations related to its non-development of nuclear 
weapons.  Critics point to the widely-held view of Japanese lawyers that the 
SDF circumvents the dictates of Article 9 of the Japanese constitution, and also 
                                                 

21 In October 1999, Japanese workers mistakenly added too much nuclear fuel to a small container, creating 
a chain reaction that hospitalized three nuclear plant employees and put thousands of others in the town of 
Tokaimura, north of central Tokyo, at great risk. 



62     GODZILLA’S RETURN 

 

     

    

point out the perceived hypocrisy of Japan urging other states to forego nuclear 
weapons while Japan remains protected under an extended US nuclear deterrent.  
Although strong responses can be made to each of these claims by foreign states, 
the perception remains a problem for Japanese diplomacy—one that would be 
greatly exacerbated by Japan developing nuclear weapons. 

CONCLUSIONS: LOOKING TO THE NEXT GENERATION 
Generational change—driven in part by the restructuring of Japan’s 

economic and political institutions—is having a profound effect on the way 
Japan views its place in the world. It is producing a less anti-military Japan and 
one that is more independent, which some associate with a rising nationalism in 
Japan today.  One result is a more public dialogue in Japan today about what 
policies are in Japan’s national interest, reopening a phrase that long had been 
assumed to mean “catching up with the west” economically and refraining from 
engaging in global debates over security threats to the region and to the international 
system as a whole.  This is a stunning reversal from the past half a century of 
Japanese foreign policy, and naturally results in a broad discussion that inevitably 
includes the issue of nuclear weapons—even if only to dismiss that course. 

In twenty-first century Japan, many of the underpinnings of a foreign policy 
of compliance and complacency have been undercut.  Japan is rich, not poor.  
The horror of the Second World War has receded, and with it, so has the 
resonance of anti-military sentiments.  The decision to send naval forces to the 
Indian Ocean to support the current US-led fight against terrorism stands in 
sharp contrast to Japan’s response to the 1991 Gulf War when Japan could only 
make financial contributions because of its restrictions on the use of force 
abroad and was upset by the little thanks it received from allies.  It is telling that 
more than 90 percent of politicians under age 40 favor some degree of 
constitutional revision, including to Article 9—though, importantly, there as yet 
is no consensus on the exact nature of any one revised version.   

Many Japanese are ready for Japan to take the next step beyond what was 
authorized in the 1992 law to allow SDF participation in UN peacekeeping 
operations: to allow the SDF to operate in areas of conflict under UN 
authorization.  The step after that would be to recognize that Japan too has the 
right to participate in collective self-defense, though that step is not for the near 
future. One recent sign of fading antimilitarism: The December 2001 sinking of 
a suspected North Korean spy ship provoked only perfunctory domestic outcry, 
despite being the first instance of Japanese forces firing on a ship outside 
Japan’s territorial waters since the Second World War.  This evolution of policy 
and attitudes inexorably affects discourse on nuclear weapons, or at least creates 
space for such a discourse.   
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Given these shifting domestic and international forces which have led to a 
renewed discussion of the nuclear option in Japan today, it is reasonable for 
other states (and even Japanese themselves) to ponder whether they can rely on 
the notion of a continued non-nuclear Japan for the foreseeable future.  Closer 
examination of this question beyond the media headlines clearly suggests that 
Japan can be expected to remain non-nuclear within any foreseeable security 
scenario imagined for the next decade, and likely far beyond—including a 
continuing tension over North Korea’s nuclear development programs and a 
likely rise in China’s nuclear capabilities.  The question of a nuclear Japan is 
likely to continue to be raised in the years to come, however—both from abroad, 
and from within Japan itself.  This is due to the emergence of a new, active, and 
open discussion of Japan’s security needs in an era of new security threats, one 
which displays a notable focus on strategic calculation and national interest.  It 
is not due to the sudden rise of support for nuclear weapons or nationalist 
sentiment that would fuel such support in the future.  Godzilla is not likely to 
return to Tokyo anytime soon, but Japanese and non-Japanese alike will 
continue to hear his name evoked in discussions of future Japanese security 
policy in the years to come. 
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The Socio-Political Roots of  
Japan's Non-Nuclear Posture   

Nobumasa Akiyama 

INTRODUCTION 

Objective 

he purpose of this chapter is to explore the early development of the 
postwar socio-politico structure within which Japanese sentiments against 

nuclear weapons were nurtured, embedded, and mediated.  The chapter will 
focus on how popular anti-nuclear feeling combined with incipient national 
interest concerns within Japan’s new and developing “1955 political system,” 
producing ambiguous Japanese government nuclear policies.  In particular, it 
will try to explain that the so-called “nuclear allergy ” phenomenon has been 
transformed into actual government policies in more ambiguous and complex 
ways than is commonly recognized.  An analysis of the 1950s and 1960s is 
important in understanding the foundations of the nature of the current Japanese 
non-nuclear posture as it took shape in debates on defense issues in the 1950s. 

Japan’s non-nuclear posture is often perceived to be rooted in strong 
national consensus based on emotional reactions to the 1945 bombings of 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the 1954 Daigo Fukuryu-maru incident.1  
However, Japan’s non-nuclear posture is not simply an automatic consequence 
of such emotional factors, nor does it merely reflect naive aspirations for peace 
(although political actions or statements in Japan sometimes indicate otherwise).  
Rather, the formation of Japan’s non-nuclear posture in the postwar period 
emerged through complicated political processes, producing government 
policies and actions that are not mere reflections of popular idealism.  It is 
therefore necessary to examine the mechanism and political structure through 
which these emotional factors were assimilated into the process of policy choice.  
By doing so, this chapter tries to explain both the structural strengths and 
                                                 

1 The Daigo Fukuryu-maru, or the Lucky Dragon No. 5, was a fishing boat exposed to the effects of a 
Hydrogen bomb test by the United States at the Bikini Atoll in 1954.  This triggered powerful nationwide 
movements against hydrogen and atomic bombs. 
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