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capabilities and the possible ways in which it may do so. His report first evaluates how Japan might
augment its defensive capabilities (and invest in offensive weapons) were it's military relationship
and security guarantees with the United States to dissolve. He then assesses possible changes to
Japan's conventional military capabilities were the United States to maintain its 'nuclear umbrella'
over Japan--and whether or not this arrangement could be compatible with a Northeast Asian
Nuclear Weapons Free Zone.

Shinichi Ogawa is a visiting professor at Ritsumeikan Asia Pacific University.

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the
Nautilus Institute. Readers should note that Nautilus seeks a diversity of views and opinions on
significant topics in order to identify common ground.

II. Report by Shinichi Ogawa

"Conventional Deterrence and Japan’s Security"
by Shinichi Ogawa

Introduction

This paper first explores whether or not Japan’s own conventional defense can provide Japan with a
reasonably reliable deterrent.  The exploration deals with rather an extreme scenario, since a
defense posture wherein Japan relies solely on its own conventional forces implies the breakup of
the U.S.-Japan alliance, withdrawal of U.S. forces from Japan, and that Japan no longer enjoys U.S.
extended nuclear and conventional deterrence.

The report subsequently discusses conventional deterrence for Japan based on the U.S.-Japan
defense cooperation under the shadow of implicit U.S. extended nuclear deterrence.  In view of the
growing tendency that the U.S. would refrain from threatening to use its nuclear weapons with the
exception of highly limited scenarios, studying various requirements for a successful conventional
deterrence has become all the more important.

Japan’s Home-grown Conventional-only Defense

A Japan that no longer enjoys the U.S. defense umbrella but is still determined to be non-nuclear has
to examine the viability of indigenous conventional-only defense and deterrence.  In order to attain a
certain degree of conventional deterrence Japan must first revise its long-standing defense doctrine
and posture.  Under the post-World War II Japanese Constitution, Japan has limited its defense
capability to a “minimum necessary capability for self-defense” and defined its defense posture as
“exclusively defensive-defense.”  The minimum necessary capability for self-defense may vary with
the prevailing international situation, military capabilities of would-be adversaries, and military
technologies available, but offensive weapons designed to be used only for the destruction of
another country, such as long-range offensive missiles, long-range bombers, and attack aircraft
carriers are not allowed under any circumstances.  This prohibition, coupled with a doctrine of
exclusively defensive-defense, has led to additional self-restraint on the part of Japan, which refrains
from deploying any power projection capability or offensive military capability that can strike other
countries’ territories.  The present guidelines for U.S.-Japan defense cooperation, adopted in 1997,
can read that Japan’s Self-Defense Force (SDF) assumes defensive operations in and around Japan,
while U.S. forces provide the strike power necessary for defending Japan.[1]
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Without this U.S. defense commitment, Japan would have to develop its own offensive capabilities to
a certain extent in order to build its own deterrence.  A purely denial defense posture lacking both
offensive and retaliatory military capabilities is inherently a much weaker deterrent than the one
that combines both defensive and offensive capabilities.  If a prospective attacker were faced with
simply with a defensive power, it could estimate how much effort it would have to invest and what its
probable losses would be in order to defeat the enemy forces.  If, however, the challenger were
confronted with some offensive and retaliatory capabilities, it would be more difficult for the country
to estimate the total costs it would have to pay.  Precisely this uncertainty makes the threat of
offense and retaliation a strong deterrent.  Japan’s exclusively defensive-defense posture is a sort of
political concept and indicates that Japan will not engage in an aggressive war or in a surprise
attack and that Japan will only fight in self-defense.  However, a majority of the Japanese public
tends to extend the political concept to actual military operations and interprets it as prohibiting the
SDF from launching offensive operations.  There should be no undue restraint imposed on military
operations as such once the political decision to employ the SDF has been made.  There is no reason
why a politically defensive posture cannot have a militarily offensive power and strategy.  Such
power and strategy is indispensable for building Japan’s own deterrent capacity.

The second requirement for achieving Japan’s conventional deterrence is to augment its newly
acquired offensive capability by developing and deploying advanced sensors and high-tech precision-
strike weapons, supported by computerized information processing.  Thanks to revolutionary
advances in military and information technology, America’s conventional weapons attained an
extraordinary destructive power by the beginning of the 1990s.[2]  Today’s U.S. conventional forces
seem to have a combination of range, accuracy, survivability, and lethality that allows them to strike
deep into adversaries’ territories.  In order to design conventional-only deterrence, Japan has to
develop and deploy powerful high-tech conventional weapons with the destructive capabilities closer
to those fielded by the United States.

Several difficult problems, however, defy Japanese efforts to attain credible high-tech conventional
deterrence.  First, high-tech conventional weapon systems, to be sufficiently compelling, might be
financially costly to implement.  In order to make a conventional threat that is by nature a less
frightening one into an awesome threat, Japan has to allocate a large amount of funds to a range of
high-tech conventional weapon systems such as theater-range precision-guided munitions (PGM),
including the needed delivery platforms and supporting systems.  In view of Japan’s severe fiscal
condition that suffers from a huge amount of national debt reaching almost 200 percent of the value
of its annual GDP, bearing the new costs for developing and fielding high-tech weapons and
their means for delivery simply looks prohibitive.  The fact that the annual Japanese defense budget
in the last ten years has not increased a bit,[3] despite the worsening condition of its security
environment, vividly illustrates Japan’s fiscal difficulties.

Second, even if Japan should somehow succeed to some degree in developing and deploying lethal
high-tech conventional weapons, it is still likely to face difficulty convincing its adversaries of the
destructive power of the newly acquired weapons.  This is simply because, in contrast to U.S. forces,
the SDF under the strict constraints on the use of force will not have sufficient chances to
demonstrate their destructive power.[4]  New, untried capabilities may have little deterrent impact.

Other problems that may emerge in the process of Japanese conventional buildup are the possible
negative reactions from neighboring countries.  Because of a series of wars Japan waged in the end
of the 19th century and first half of the 20th century, Japan’s deployment of power projection
capabilities, even for deterrent purposes, is likely to invite countermeasures from the two Koreas
and probably even from nuclear-armed China and Russia, thereby creating a serious security
dilemma.  In order to avoid such a quandary, Japan may be forced to compromise on its development

3



program of high-tech conventional weapons.  Alternatively, Japan may advocate multilateral arms
control to restrain some conventional weapons, for the purpose of mitigating the prospects of an
arms race in Northeast Asia.  Such an undertaking, however, would prove to be impractical due to
vast differences of conventional force structure among Northeast Asian states and difficulties caused
by the nuclear weapons that some regional states deploy.  In view of these financial, political, and
historical barriers, Japan is unlikely to be able to develop and field high-tech conventional forces
necessary for home-grown conventional deterrence.

Moreover, even though high-tech conventional weapons have acquired upgraded destructive power,
nuclear weapons, with their quick and vast destructive power, are still more effective than
conventional weapons in making strategic strikes.  Consequently, a conventional-only defense gives
a nuclear-armed aggressor a decisive war-winning capability; deterrence vis-à-vis a nuclear-armed
adversary is hard to be successful through exclusively conventional means.  Further, questions
remain in the so-called "intra-war deterrence" situation or capabilities to stop combat action from
escalating.  Under circumstances where a nuclear-armed adversary is already experiencing effects
of Japanese high-tech conventional strikes as part of an ongoing war, it is doubtful that a threat of
additional high-tech conventional strikes could powerfully deter the opponent's use of nuclear
weapons.  It is doubtful that conventional weapons, albeit enhanced in their strike capabilities, can
reliably dissuade a nuclear-armed state from escalating conventional war to the nuclear level; the
country with conventional-only defense would be forced to back down if the nuclear-armed
adversary threatens to use nuclear weapons strategically during conventional hostilities. 
Furthermore, due to the horrifying experiences in Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Japanese public at
large suffers from psychological weakness toward nuclear threat and coercion.  Nuclear-armed
adversaries can exploit this Japanese vulnerability in a crisis or during wartime.

To exclude nuclear weapons from deterrence calculus, Japan may propose an establishment of a
region-wide, legally binding negative security assurance (NSA) regime.  Nevertheless, even if Japan
was successful in such an undertaking, such a regime is still not assuring enough for the Japanese
public since there is no viable means to verify nuclear-armed states’ commitment not to use nuclear
weapons.  For a country like Japan that cannot rule out the danger of facing a nuclear threat,
conventional-only defense cannot generate enough assurance of its security.  As long as nuclear
weapons continue to exist in neighboring states, Japan needs a nuclear-based deterrent to cope with
them.

Characteristics of U.S. Extended Nuclear Deterrence to Japan

In the Cold War days, in contrast to Western Europe, the U.S. and Japan did not find it absolute
necessary to deploy U.S. nuclear weapons on Japanese territory in maintaining the credibility of the
U.S. nuclear umbrella.  The reason was as follows.  Japan never faced a Soviet conventional threat of
the same type and magnitude as that confronted by Western Europe.  The Soviet conventional threat
posed to Japan was alleviated considerably by Japan’s island position and the existence of China,
which then had pinned down considerable Soviet forces.  Thus, the conventional military balance,
specifically that of air and naval forces confronting the Soviet Union, were not adverse when
considering the forces of the U.S. and Japan combined; consequently, the U.S. did not need to rely
heavily on nuclear weapons to defend Japan.  The nuclear shield Japan enjoyed was, in essence, a
U.S. retaliatory nuclear deterrent against a Soviet nuclear first use on Japan, which did not
necessarily require deployment of U.S. nuclear weapons on Japanese territory.[5]  Japan’s three non-
nuclear principles, announced in December 1967 for domestic political reasons and contains a
provision of non-introduction of nuclear weapons into Japan, did not seriously damage the credibility
of the U.S. nuclear commitment.

Judging from our experience in the Cold War, as long as the combined Japanese and U.S.
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conventional forces can maintain an adequate air and naval balance vis-à-vis a neighboring nuclear-
armed state, the requisite function of the U.S. extended nuclear deterrence for Japan would continue
to be the prevention of the first use of nuclear weapons by a nuclear adversary.  Such a purely
retaliatory deterrent posture does not require a particular type of nuclear weapon or specific
deployment and employment policy.  The existential nature of U.S. nuclear deterrence would be
sufficient.  In addition, such deterrence can be buttressed by periodic U.S. declarations of its nuclear
commitment to Japan.  Moreover, overwhelming counterforce capabilities of U.S. strategic nuclear
forces, compared with those of other nuclear-armed states, make the existential U.S. extended
nuclear deterrence even more workable.

The aforementioned discussion suggests that if Japan and the U.S. continue to maintain an adequate
air and naval balance in comparison with opponents, the non-introduction clause of Japan’s three
non-nuclear principles does not hamper the U.S. policy of extending nuclear deterrence.  If that is
the case, we can further argue that a carefully designed nuclear-weapon-free zone (NWFZ) covering
Japan and South Korea [6] is not incompatible with U.S. extended nuclear deterrence to Japan and
South Korea, providing once again that each of the two countries, with U.S. assistance, maintains
conventional military capabilities necessary for coping with a conventional assault from a
neighboring nuclear adversary.

A question remains, however.  What will become of U.S. troops stationed in Japan and South Korea
when the two countries attempt to establish a NWFZ?  From Japan and South Korea’s point of view,
U.S. conventional forces deployed in each country are the ultimate symbol of U.S. resolve and
commitment to their security.  Indeed, stationing of combat-ready U.S. conventional forces on their
soil exerts a powerful deterrent effect on a nuclear-armed opponent by negating the scenario that a
nuclear-armed adversary could launch a conventional attack against Japan or South Korea and, after
achieving a quick victory, could issue a nuclear threat in with the expectation that the U.S. would
choose not to intervene.  Accordingly, Japan and South Korea will find it difficult to trade Japan- and
Korea-based U.S. forces for creating a NWFZ.

A neighboring nuclear opponent, on the other hand, may view that engaging fully with forward-
deployed U.S. forces in the Asia Pacific region including those stationed in Japan and South Korea
can threaten its homeland security and/or inescapably link, however remote, to nuclear dimensions. 
Thus, the neighboring nuclear weapon state argues that stationing of a sizable U.S. force in a state
party to a NWFZ contravenes the spirit of NWFZ, if not its provisions.  In addition, if the U.S.
deploys in Japan or South Korea longer-range PGMs with a considerable counterforce capability
against the nuclear forces of the nuclear opponent, such a line of argument unavoidably grows.  If so,
it is not surprising that the nuclear-armed opponent tries to mutilate or deny a legally binding NSA
to Japan and South Korea, thereby negating one rationale for establishing a NWFZ.

One may invoke Australia’s unique position to disprove the afore-mentioned argument.  Both China
and Russia have given a legally binding NSA to Australia, [7] a party to the South Pacific Nuclear
Free Zone Treaty and a staunch ally of the United States.  While Australia has not placed combat-
ready U.S. troops on its territory (except for periodic joint training), it has been hosting joint military
facilities related to U.S. nuclear employment policy such as the one at Pine Gap for ballistic missile
early warning information and other intelligence collection.[8]  However, Australia is located in the
Southern Hemisphere and is largely immune from strategic competitions staged in Northeast Asia
where the national interests of China, the United States, South Korea, Russia, and Japan converge.

Conventional Deterrence under the Existential U.S. Nuclear Umbrella

America’s 2010 Nuclear Posture Review (NPR) Report has announced a strengthened NSA vis-à-vis
non-nuclear weapon states that are compliant with the NPT, but declared as in the past to maintain
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an option for a nuclear response to a non-nuclear assault by a nuclear-armed state or non-nuclear
weapon state not compliant with the NPT.  At the same time, however, the NPR stresses that the U.S.
would consider the use of nuclear weapons only “in extreme circumstances,” and only when the
“vital interests” of the U.S. and its allies are at stake.  Furthermore, it confirms that the U.S. is
determined to further strengthen its conventional weapons capabilities with the objective of making
deterrence of a nuclear attack on the U.S. or its allies the “sole purpose” of its nuclear arsenal.[9]  In
short, the chance of U.S. nuclear response, except in the case of a nuclear attack on it or its allies, is
likely to be highly limited on condition that adversaries’ non-nuclear attack remains incapable of
making a strategic strike.

Decreasing the weight of nuclear component in U.S. extended deterrence should not be interpreted
as damaging its credibility.  Rather, relying a lot on nuclear weapons may lead adversaries to doubt
U.S. resolve.  The historical fact that several non-nuclear weapon states initiated war against
nuclear-armed states illustrates the limitation of nuclear deterrent against conventional attack.[10]
The history of non-use of nuclear weapons suggests that the gravity of moral and political
consequences accompanying the use of nuclear weapons outweighs the military advantage of using
them.  Nuclear weapons have shown inherent limitations in preventing war between nuclear powers
and non-nuclear weapon countries.  Moreover, the longer the history of non-use of nuclear weapons,
the more incredible would be the threat to use nuclear weapons against non-nuclear weapon states,
thus downgrading deterrent value of nuclear weapons.

The trend that the U.S. extended deterrence will rely more on conventional means does not
necessarily make it less credible.  Conventional weapons can exert their own deterrent effect.  In
contrast to nuclear weapons, high-tech conventional weapons permit selective attacks and minimize
secondary damages and, therefore, are more usable, thereby making their deterrent threat more
credible.

While conventional weapons have their own deterrent power, success of extended conventional
deterrence in itself cannot be an easy task to achieve: whereas threats for central deterrence are
inherently credible, threats for extended deterrence have to be made credible.[11]  One past study
on extended deterrence argues that out of fifty-eight cases of attempted extended deterrence from
1885 to 1984, the failed deterrence counts as many as twenty-four cases.[12]  The other past study
contends that deterrence is most often defeated by the flawed calculations of the challengers.[13] 
Then what type of weapons, deployment posture, employment strategies, and relations between
protector and protégé can dissuade the challenger from launching military actions, or conversely
can be most conducive to the success of extended conventional deterrence?

          First, Japan, in addition to maintaining an overall air and naval balance, with U.S. assistance,
vis-à-vis each of the neighboring nuclear adversaries, must reconfirm that one indispensable element
for a successful extended deterrence is the deployment of U.S. combat-ready troops on Japanese
soil.  As mentioned before, stationing protector’s force on the soil of a protégé is the ultimate, visible
symbol of defender’s will to commit to the protégé’s defense.  Further, Japan has to maintain and
help manage U.S. military bases and facilities in Japan to ensure their smooth functions.  Without
access to en route and in-theater logistical and basing support, the U.S. cannot conduct pre-planned
military operations and bring in necessary reinforcing force in wartime.

Another important U.S. backup is the continued deployment of strike power in the Asia Pacific
region, which Japan has kept away from for political reasons.  These include carrier-based air wing,
land-based fighter aircraft that can carry out land-attack mission, Guam-based bombers with
precision-strike capabilities, and newly deployed nuclear-powered guided missile submarines
(SSGNs)—former ballistic missile submarines converted to carry conventional cruise missiles. 
Unlimited expansion of deep-strike high-tech conventional weapons is provocative and thus not
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desirable; but some of these weapon systems can execute effective counter-offensive and
counterforce operations, thereby buttressing deterrence by denial.[14]

Third, Japan has to deploy a requisite level of conventional force in and around the remote island
areas of potential conflict for preventing its opponent from achieving a quick fait accompli and for
fighting until the U.S. brings in a reinforcing force.  This appeal applies to the area of the Senkaku
Islands that China has long claimed.  The Senkaku issue poses Japan a daunting task for deterrence
success.  For one thing, the disputed area is very close to mainland China.  China’s advantage in
geographical closeness may lead the Chinese leadership to believe that it can capture the Islands by
force, through rapid operations.  States contemplating conventional aggression typically seek a
quick, low-cost victory.  Accordingly, it is the local and immediate military balance in the conflict
area that would most influence China’s calculations regarding a quick victory.[15]  Thus, it is crucial
for Japan to ensure that China does not believe itself to have a local military advantage.  To avoid
further China’s miscalculation and to buttress deterrence still more, Japan, arguably with U.S.
support, needs to prepare for protracted conventional hostilities, by improving its sustainability of
war fighting through securing fuel and ammunition supplies.  Higher probability of a drawn-out
fighting effectively dissuades adversary from challenging the status quo ante.[16]

Yet the Senkaku issue poses Japan a still more intractable problem in the context of deterrence:
China is dissatisfied with the status quo and has been laying claim to the Senkaku as its own
territory.  In view of prevailing nationalism and/or anti-Japanese nationalism observed in the Chinese
society, the Chinese leadership may, especially if they face some domestic problems in the future
that seriously challenge their legitimacy, feel compelled to capture the Senkaku in order both to
accommodate anti-Japanese nationalism and to salvage their failing regime.  In such a situation, the
Chinese leadership may take substantial risks of fighting a prolonged war against Japan and the
United States, for fear of intolerable loss its lukewarm action might bring about.  In order to deal
with such Chinese military actions, Japan and the U.S. have to prepare for sufficient capabilities for
defeating China in the early stages of hostilities so that China cannot hope to seize the Islands in a
drawn-out war.[17]

Fourth, in order to bolster conventional deterrence, Japan must pursue development and deployment
of enhanced ballistic missile defense (BMD) system, even granting that it is not an easy task for
Japan to develop and deploy BMD systems that can surpass offensive ballistic missile force in terms
of cost-effectiveness ratio.  Aside from nuclear-armed ballistic missiles, the military significance of
ballistic missile is largely dependent upon its accuracy.  If circular error probable (CEP) of ballistic
missile is, say, around one kilometer, its military effects are insignificant, excepting its effects as a
means for political terrorization.  However, as the accuracy of ballistic missile substantially improves,
ballistic missiles can become capable of fulfilling conventional missions.  It is not easy to estimate
when Japan’s neighboring states can attain the degree of accuracy sufficient for carrying out such
mission, but it is a matter of time that they achieve substantially higher ballistic missile accuracy.  If
Japan’s neighboring states deploy conventionally-armed ballistic missiles capable of striking
accurately Japan's political center or nuclear power plants scattering along the coast of the Sea of
Japan, Japan could be inversely deterred.  In addition, if U.S. forces stationed in Japan are vastly
vulnerable to the threat of ballistic missile attack, they cannot conduct flexible military operations. 
To maintain smooth and efficient operation of the U.S.-Japan military cooperation, it must be avoided
that U.S. forces on Japanese soil are taken as a hostage of ballistic missile threat.

The potential threat of land-attack cruise missile (LACM) is more imminent than that posed by
ballistic missiles.  Cruise missiles are cheaper as well as easier to be made more accurate and
longer-ranged than ballistic missiles.[18]  They are more suitable for carrying chemical weapons
than ballistic missiles.[19]  Major possessors of cruise missiles in Northeast Asia are Russia, China,
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and North Korea, of which Russia and China have been deploying land-attack varieties.  North
Korea’s cruise missiles are anti-ship missiles, but no one can deny the possibility that Pyongyang
may develop and deploy land-attack versions.

The PAC-3 system is supposed to have a certain capability for intercepting cruise missiles.  Cruise
missiles, however, cannot always be captured by sensor/radar since they are, unlike ballistic missiles,
flying at a low altitude.  In addition, fire signals can hardly be detected and launch sites are not
fixed.  For that reason, in addition to the PAC-3 system another defense measure against cruise
missiles must be taken.  To cope with cruise missiles, it is effective to intercept a cruise missile in
depth along its flying route.[20] Instead of separately operating interceptors from fighter plane,
surface vessels, or ground base, it will be vital to create a battle management system for tied-up
operation of air-, sea-, and land-based intercepting missiles by providing a unified command, control,
and combat capability to aircraft such as those equipped with airborne warning and control system (
AWACS).[21]

Concluding Remarks

          Whereas credibility of extended nuclear deterrence is largely dependent on the resolve of
protector, the credibility of conventional deterrence is based on military capabilities, the threat to
deny an adversary the ability to achieve its military objectives through defensive and offensive
operations.  Ideal force structure for a successful conventional deterrence, however, requires some
degree of punishment capability against non-military high-value targets, since some adversary may
be ready to accept greater casualties and willing to fight longer and harder.[22]

There are some other important yardsticks Japan should note in preparing for conventional defense
and deterrence.  It is crucial for the SDF to maintain higher readiness and enhance interoperability
between the SDF and U.S. forces.  In addition, the SDF should promote joint military exercise with
U.S. forces, thereby ensuring smooth combined operations during hostilities.  U.S.-Japan joint
military drills are particularly important, since the SDF and U.S. forces are not fully integrated and
operate through a respective chain of command.

Furthermore, it is desirable that the Japanese government return to the previous position that it
would cope on its own with limited and small-scale aggression, such as attacks on offshore
islands.[23]  That posture could have an effect of conveying Japanese resolve to safeguard its
territorial integrity not only against a potential adversary but also to the United States, thereby
strengthen the U.S. will to commit to Japan’s defense.  However, the 1995 National Defense
Program Guidelines (NDPG) and the NDPG onward and the 1997 Guidelines for U.S.-Japan Defense
Cooperation anticipate U.S. military involvement and assistance from an early phase of such limited
and small-scale conflicts.  Too much dependence breeds contempt and distrust.

Although extended conventional deterrence is largely based on military capabilities, non-military
dimensions of extended deterrence are no less important than military capabilities.  Closer economic
and political ties between the U.S. and Japan reinforce the credibility of American guarantee to
Japan.  While strong bonds of mutual identification and sympathy, or “we feeling,” between the two
nations add still more to the credibility, cultural and historical differences between the two countries
lie in the path of achieving such strong bonds.  Thus the government and people of Japan, along with
efforts to advance mutual sympathy, have to strive for closer and mutually beneficial economic and
political cooperation.[24]

Finally, the U.S. and Japan must make further efforts to stabilize the security environment of the
Asia Pacific region, thus alleviating the security challenges that deterrence and defense mechanisms
have to be invoked.  In particular, it is quite important for the two countries to build mutual trust
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and develop cooperative relationships with China and Russia, both of which have a significant
influence on the security of Japan and the region at large.
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