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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY: Public discourse in South Korea and Japan has 
begun to include discussion of the development of nuclear capabilities. This 
policy change in the regional nuclear discourse, together with attempts by North 
Korea and Russia to legitimize the use of tactical nuclear weapons, should raise 
concerns not just in Asia but in the Middle East as well. 

For many decades, it was only the superpowers -- the United States, the Soviet 
Union/Russia, and China -- that held nuclear weapons. No other states in 
northeast Asia had any nuclear capability, despite their concerns about the nuclear 
threat posed by the superpowers.  

Japan and South Korea had a security alliance with the United States that included 
US forces deployed on Japanese and South Korean soil. It also included a nuclear 
umbrella that obviated the need for either country to develop nuclear weapons of 
their own.  

In 2006, North Korea held its first nuclear test. Despite the change in the regional 
nuclear equation, Japan and South Korea did not question the US nuclear 
umbrella; nor did they openly debate the idea of developing an independent 
nuclear capability that would not be dependent on the United States. 
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For the past few years, the nuclear discourse in Japan and South Korea has been 
held behind closed doors, out of the public domain. This changed when doubts 
were raised about Washington’s security commitment amid rising concerns in 
Seoul and Tokyo that the nuclear umbrella is not deterring the North Korean 
nuclear and missile threat. Specifically, Washington has not been able to prevent 
dozens of North Korean missile launches over the past two years.  

North Korea is not the only threat that led to the change in the nuclear discourse, 
especially in Tokyo. The Chinese threat, together with rising concerns about 
Russia and its war in Ukraine, have led Tokyo to reevaluate its defense policies, 
particularly with regard to obtaining nuclear capabilities.  

The nuclear discourse in South Korea and Japan has expanded beyond their 
borders to include scholars in the United States who support the logic of a nuclear 
option for Tokyo and Seoul.      

Concurrently with the Tokyo-Seoul discourse on developing nuclear weapons, 
North Korea has been talking about developing and using a tactical nuclear 
weapon. Moscow has similarly threatened to use a tactical nuclear weapon if 
Ukraine threatens its interests.  

When Pyongyang and Moscow claim they will not use a “regular” nuclear weapon 
that would cause the deaths of thousands but would only use tactical nuclear 
weapons, they are trying to minimize the perceived impact of a tactical nuclear 
weapon in order to legitimize its use in a conventional war like the one in Ukraine. 
The North Korean threat to use a tactical nuclear weapon to upgrade its nuclear 
deterrence vs. the United States should raise concern in Washington, Tokyo, and 
Seoul. The legitimizing of the use of tactical nuclear weapons in conventional war 
is a slippery slope leading toward the legitimizing of the development and use of 
nuclear weapons by any state. 

Moscow’s and Pyongyang’s attempts to normalize the use of tactical nuclear 
weapons have implications for the Middle East. If they succeed in this mission, 
they will indirectly legitimize Iran’s acquisition of a nuclear weapon.  
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