
	
	 	 Further Reflections on North Korea’s Threats and Japan’s Security 
 
A consensus appears to have emerged at least among the commenters of a note on 
“Arguments for Cancelling 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games”i that 
the risk of North Korea’s attack against Japan would not be a justifiable ground for 
canceling the Games based on clausula rebus sic stantibus. A major assumption, 
either explicit or implicit, of the commenters is the rational behaviour of the North 
Korean leadership which can be debated. 
 
It would also be worth reflecting on an argument of one commenter that “an 
effective missile defense system would perhaps be more important than a few more 
bunkers.” 
 
Actually, this important issue for Japan’s national security is discussed in a separate 
brief note “A Reflection on Japan’s Security”ii which was not distributed widely. 
As pointed out in (2) of the note, Japanese (and American) anti-ballistic missiles 
cannot shoot down all of North Korean missiles, particularly if a large number of 
them are simultaneously launched with “lofted” trajectories by North Korea’s 
newly developed technologiesiii. 
 
In this situation, one commenter (Swiss) of the latter note sees “no other options 
than to still trust on the validity of the dissuasion through the American alliance and 
on renewed diplomatic efforts in conjunction, also, with the approach of the new 
South-Korean Presidency”iv.  
 
On the other hand, another commenter (German) thinks that the US will not put the 
security of Japan or Europe ahead of the security of its own people. He considers 
that “Japan cannot just leave the issue to Donald Trump”. 
 
Different views have been expressed on the issue of how Japan should secure or 
strengthen its own deterrence capabilities to cope with growing external military 
threats. 
 
One commenter (New Zealander) argues that “the Peace Constitution of Japan is a 
uniquely shining example to inspire the world and it is possibly the best guarantee 
for Japan's further peaceful existence. Building shelters against nuclear attacks 
would be internationally interpreted not as a defensive measure but as a preparation 
for foreseeably more aggressive militarization”. According to this view, Japan, 
actually not protected by shelters and similar means, may have to accept a scenario 
of North Korea’s attacks against Japan which may either result from escalation of 
unintentional military conflicts, say at the South and North Korean border, or occur 
in retaliation for intentional military actions by the US against North Korea, causing 
a large number of civilian victims in Japan as well as in South Korea. 
  
In this regard, a notable observation of another commenter (German) is that “we 
may accustom ourselves with the nuclear power status of North Korea as we have 
done with India, Pakistan, Israel and a few others”. This view may lead to a 
suggestion that Japan should better follow North Korea in becoming another 
nuclear power, which is in line with Donald Trump’s assertion during his 
Presidential campaign.  
 



In the same vein, in contrast to my argument in (1) of the note, there is a view that, 
to strengthen deterrence capabilities, Japan should announce that it would take 
preemptive actions against North Korea (not relying on nuclear weapons, 
but with conventional weapons only) if there were signs that its attacks against 
Japan are imminent. According to my reading of Article 9 of Japan’s present 
Constitution, such action cannot be taken without amending it. But some argue 
that Japan’s self-defense force can legally take preemptive actions against 
enemies even under the present Constitution.  
 
                             *********** 
 
Your answers on the following questions in light of various considerations noted 
above would be highly appreciated. 
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              Five Questions on Japan’s Security  
 
1. Do you agree that Japan should strengthen its deterrence capabilities beyond 

what is suggested in (1) of my note “A Reflection on Japan’s Security?v 
 

2. More specifically, do you agree that Japan should be armed with nuclear 
weapons? 

 
3. If not, do you agree that Japan should take such action as prior warning that it 

would take preemptive actions against North Korea (not relying on nuclear 
weapons, but with conventional weapons only) if there were signs that its 
attacks are imminent? 
 

4. How are the effectiveness of shelters and the costs and benefits of their 
construction and maintenance assessed in your country?vi 

 
5. Would building shelters against nuclear attacks be internationally interpreted 

not as a defensive measure but as a preparation for foreseeably more aggressive 
militarization in Japan? vii 

 
                
                      Answers	
 
1.A	British	economist 

 
I expect that none of us is sufficiently expert in the field of conventional and 
nuclear warfare to be able to give definitive answers.  
 
For my part, my answer to question 1 is yes, but perhaps invests in a large number 
of cruise missiles with conventional warheads. From what I understand, they are 



nearly impossible to detect and shoot down, are very accurate, and can be launched 
from both fixed sites on land and mobile sites on land, sea and air. But do not build 
up an army, navy and air force large enough to successfully invade N. Korea. It 
would be very expensive, and too many other countries would feel nervous. 
 
To question 2, my answer is no. It might deter N. Korea, or it might tempt that 
country to launch a first strike. It would also make other countries nervous. A 
Japanese nuclear missile capable of easily reaching Pyongyang could also probably 
reach Shanghai or Vladivostok. 
 
To question 3, my answer is yes; see my answer to question 1. 

  
For question 4, shelters would allow more citizens to survive than otherwise, but 
there would still be few survivors in major cities or military bases after a nuclear 
attack. In the UK, about 3 million “Anderson” sheltersviii were built during 
WWII by householders in their gardens. They could not survive a direct hit, but 
provided adequate protection against a nearby bomb blast. In Japan, I expect that 
there already exist a few very deep shelters for those deemed to be very important, 
with their own supplies of power, food and water, and the means for returning to the 
surface when safe to do so.ix 

 
For question 5, I do not think that building large numbers of shelters would be 
regarded as aggressive.	
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２.	An	American	economist 
 
The various issues you have raised are complex and I don't have answers so I 
hesitate to go much further as regards things like nuclear weapons for Japan (I 
assume that in fact they could be produced in an emergency in a very short time). 
But a couple of things seem clear to me. 
 
(1) Most of the post-war international architecture that presided over post-war 
recovery in OECD countries, containment of the red army and withdrawal of the 
European empires was put together by the Truman administration. The Marshall 
Plan and NATO were key but Japan's constitution and recovery, especially during 
the Korean War boom, were part of that. The glue that held it together was the red 
army and when the USSR collapsed that glue dissolved. Everything should have 
been rethought and Article 9 of Japan's constitution should have been part of that. 
 
(2) The elephant in the room here is China. Anything that either Japan or the US 
does with regard to North Korea needs to take account of how that will be perceived 
in China and follow-on consequences. This is where things get very complicated, 
since changing Article 9 and nuclear weapons will quickly attract attention. If Japan 
proceeds with nuclear weapons it needs to prepare the political ground pretty 
carefully. The ripple effects of how does Japan deal with North Korea can quickly 
reach the South China Sea.  
 
(3) Whatever Japan does also needs to consider how the US might respond and, in 
particular, to what degree Japan can count on the US for support. My guess is that 



commitment to mainland Japan, i.e. the 4 main islands, is pretty strong. I wouldn't 
say that about S. Korea, which I personally think should be left more to its own 
devices and, in any case, would be better placed than the rest of us to deal 
constructively with North Korea. I am less convinced that the US would take sides 
on some of these island disputes with China (Senkakus?). I think the US will take 
free naval passage throughout the region, including the S. China Sea, pretty 
seriously. 
 
(4) Does Taiwan fit into this story? I am assuming too that Russia stays completely 
out of the picture. 
 
(5) The NZ comment that building shelters looks aggressive strikes me as odd. I 
suppose I understand it but I am more worried that you lean to an overly defensive 
posture with the heavy emphasis on shelters.	
 
(6) The Swiss files are interesting. 
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３.A	German	economist	
 
Your questions about Japan's defense options are too far out of my field of expertise, 
although, in principle, I believe that Japan, as Germany, cannot anymore use the 
WWII as an excuse to opt for the lowest profile possible. At the same time, I 
strongly feel that an effective strategy must be multi-dimensional. 
  
It should not only be based on the need of shelters for the population, on military 
defense systems and on the capacity for a first and/or second strike, but also on 
sophisticated, political and military intelligence services and on an active diplomacy 
vis-à-vis potential enemies and allies. To determine the appropriate balance 
between the various relevant dimensions is a formidable challenge, and it is 
important to note that the balance chosen may by itself change the quality and the 
degree of the threat. 
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4. I have hesitated to reply because I know nothing about nuclear security. But I am 
a friend of Japan, so here goes. 	
	
If we draw the lesson from the collapse of Soviet power because of Western 
softpower, it seems likely that North Korea will succumb in the medium-term to the 
technico-economic progress of Japan, South Korea and China. Added to that, 
Japanese culture has lessons not only for SE Asia but for the world as a whole as 
the global system searches for a new, more humanistic model of progress. In this 
logic, Japan should keep the Olympic Games as a symbol of Japanese softpower 
(Ruth Benedict, “The Crysanthenum and the Sword”).  
 
In the immediate future, everything depends on U.S. diplomacy and an effective 
anti-missile system.	It is too late to follow the Swiss model, and Anderson Shelters 



protect against blast (We had one in our garden during WW2), but not against 
nuclear pollution. 
 
	 																																																		(29 August 2017)  
 
                                            
i See: http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK2.pdf and 
http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK3.pdf. 
 
ii See: http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK1.pdf. 
 
iii Masahisa Sato, a defence expert and newly appointed senior vice minister for foreign affairs, 
recently tweeted that it would be “difficult” to shoot down North Korean missiles launched 
with “lofted” trajectories, even if Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force’s Aegis destroyers, equipped 
with SM-3 anti-missile defense systems, were deployed in the Sea of Japan.  
See: https://headlines.yahoo.co.jp/hl?a=20170819-00000030-jij-pol.  

iv See: http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK1a.pdf.	  
 
v See: http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK1.pdf. 
 
vi On shelters and the concept of “protection civile” and “défense aérienne passive” in Switzerland, 
see information kindly provided by Paul Fivat, former Swiss ambassador to Japan. 	  
 
https://www.swissinfo.ch/fre/a-chacun-son-bunker/7485678, 
http://pages.rts.ch/la-1ere/programmes/on-en-parle/18-04-2014#5746786, and 
http://www.vd.ch/themes/securite/protection-civile/abris/construction/. 
 
vii See a New Zealander’s comment in: http://office.shigehara.online.fr/en/articles/NK1a.pdf 
viii See:http://www.bbc.com/future/gallery/20170825-the-bunkers-built-to-survive-an-apocalypse. 
  
ix See: 
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20170821-how-prepared-are-we-for-the-impact-of-a-nuclear-war. 
 


