
Early research on nu-
clear proliferation typically asserted that states’ decisions to acquire nuclear
weapons were a simple function of their international security needs, assum-
ing adequate technical capacity to act on those needs. Starting in the mid-
1980s, however, scholars started to notice that the causes of states’ nuclear
weapons choices were not so straightforward.1 Today, the overwhelming ma-
jority of scholarly work on nuclear proliferation argues that states do not di-
rectly respond to the international environment in making their nuclear
weapons choices, but rather that they “ªlter security challenges through one or
more domestic prisms.”2 The particular “domestic prisms” noted by scholars
include top state leaders’ national identity conceptions,3 the economic interests
of their core political support bases,4 the empire-building desires of state bu-
reaucracies,5 and wider societal norms.6

The recent research on the role of domestic actors in shaping states’ nuclear
preferences has greatly enhanced scholars’ ability to explain the patterns of
proliferation and nonproliferation around the world. One limitation of the re-
cent literature, however, is that different theoretical models have tended to as-
sert, or to assume, the primacy of one or another type of domestic actor in
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determining states’ nuclear choices. Therefore, case study authors attempting
to apply these insights have typically ended up either privileging one model
over the others or retreating into vague claims of “multicausality.”7

In this article, I offer a demand-side analysis of nuclear proliferation and
nonproliferation that turns away from the prior models’ narrow focus on
gauging the preferences of speciªc domestic political actors. Instead, I high-
light the proliferation implications of the systems of political actors that consti-
tute domestic nuclear policy arenas. In particular, I argue that the likelihood of
a decision to acquire the bomb by a given state depends crucially on the state’s
institutionalized level of nuclear policy ºexibility, which in turn stems above
all from the overall number of historically constructed “veto players” who
must agree before a radical nuclear policy change can happen.8 It is a standard
claim in recent comparative politics studies that, to quote Andrew MacIntyre,
“the wider the dispersal of veto authority, the greater the risk of policy rigid-
ity.”9 Yet this perspective has been almost totally absent from the nuclear pro-
liferation literature, which has implicitly assumed that a state’s nuclear
policies will reºect whatever the prevailing political winds happen to be at the
moment.10

The previous literature on the preferences of domestic actors is still vitally
important. After all, key political actors must have a strong will to build a nu-
clear arsenal, or else that step will not be taken. But my point in this article is
that when the nuclear policymaking arena contains a large number of en-
trenched veto players, they all need to agree before a nuclear weapons project
can be set in motion. This dramatically lowers the chances of such action
occurring. Ceteris paribus, the more veto players, the less likely the decision to
seek nuclear weapons.

The historical institutionalist, veto players approach introduced in this arti-
cle has great potential to improve efforts at proliferation forecasting, a central
ambition of intelligence analysts and one that scholars have shown increasing
interest in as well.11 The key insight for forecasting is that the more institution-
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alized veto players in a given country, the less likely that any subtle political
shifts will lead suddenly to the state’s acquisition of nuclear weapons. The ex-
istence of many domestic veto players may not rule out a state’s potential to go
for the bomb, but it does relegate such a scenario to the “perfect storm” cate-
gory that is common in Hollywood movies but extremely rare in real life.

Another key implication of the historical institutionalist, veto players
approach being applied here is to strongly reafªrm the importance of not col-
oring analyses of states’ proliferation intentions with inferences drawn from
supply-side developments. Scholars often point to the acquisition of sensitive,
dual-use nuclear technologies as evidence that a state is, at the very least, start-
ing to warm up for a transcendental decision to get nuclear weapons. It is cer-
tainly true that states do sometimes engage in nuclear hedging strategies.
Yet the historical institutionalist, veto players perspective raises the possibility
that what may appear at ªrst glance to be nuclear hedging is actually merely
the legacy of past choices combined with contemporary policy rigidity—and
if this is the case, then the proliferation implications can be quite benign. In-
deed, the chances of ultimate nuclear weapons acquisition by a nonnuclear
weapons state that has a large ªssile material production operation but also
high levels of nuclear policy rigidity (i.e., many veto players) are probably
much lower in the long run than the chances of acquisition by a state that has
only a minor nuclear infrastructure but retains high levels of nuclear policy
ºexibility (i.e., few veto players).

This article demonstrates the empirical relevance of the above general theo-
retical points ªrst through a global overview of the shape of nuclear policy-
making arenas, and then through a detailed examination of the puzzling case
of Japan. Japan has one of the largest and most advanced nuclear infrastruc-
tures in the world and is often ºagged as a potential proliferation threat.12 In-
deed, because of the advancement of its nuclear technology, Japan is even
often designated as a “virtual” nuclear weapons state.13 Particularly worri-
some to analysts has been Japan’s long persistence in building a complete—
but also, so far, completely civilian—nuclear fuel cycle, which has led to its ac-
cumulation of a very large stockpile of separated plutonium. Although this
was once a common policy mix, most other states have long since abandoned
it either by getting nuclear weapons (e.g., India) or by abandoning the old
dream of building the “plutonium economy” (e.g., Germany). Policymakers
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and analysts often surmise that Japan will also eventually “resolve” this con-
tradiction in its policy in one way or another, with pessimists tending to think
it will do so by acquiring the bomb and optimists tending to think it will do so
by curtailing its plutonium economy ambitions.14 By contrast, my historical
institutionalist, veto players analysis leads me to argue that Japan’s traditional
nuclear policy orientation could well continue indeªnitely. Although there has
been considerable change in the shape of the Japanese nuclear policymaking
arena over the past ªfty years, that change has overwhelmingly been in the di-
rection of the further strengthening and increase in the number of veto players,
making it ever harder for political elites to bring about a radical break from the
state’s traditional nuclear policies. It is therefore extremely difªcult to foresee
Japan either “going nuclear” or “going nonnuclear,” however popular either
of those options may become. In addition, the existence of so many veto play-
ers means at least that Japan could not make such a radical policy shift without
a long period of discussion and political wrangling, in which international ac-
tors could also have their say.

To some readers, it may seem counterintuitive to be discussing Japan’s po-
tential acquisition of nuclear weapons at a time when the country is reeling
from the devastating 2011 disaster at the Fukushima Dai-Ichi nuclear plant.
This serious crisis, however, will eventually pass, and this article is focused on
the long-term importance of a state’s institutionalized level of nuclear policy
ºexibility. Moreover, the article’s focus on nuclear policy ºexibility has impli-
cations not only for nuclear weapons decisionmaking, but also for other sorts
of radical policy shifts, such as a potential decision to end the quest for the
“plutonium economy” or even to leave the nuclear energy ªeld altogether—
ideas that have been raised in the wake of the Fukushima disaster.

The Shape of Nuclear Policymaking Arenas: A Global Overview

Over the years, scholars have sporadically investigated the question of
whether democracies or dictatorships are more likely to seek the bomb, but
most studies have found the variable to have weak causal effects.15 These neg-
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ative ªndings have probably discouraged further research into the effects of
domestic institutions on proliferation.

The lack of a clear historical divide between the nuclear policy choices of de-
mocracies and dictatorships becomes less surprising, however, when one real-
izes that the modal institutional framework for nuclear policymaking was
traditionally remarkably undemocratic, even in the most advanced democra-
cies. Starting with the Manhattan Project, whose nature and purpose were kept
largely hidden from Congress until after Hiroshima,16 most states historically
attempted to separate the nuclear issue from the grubby give-and-take of nor-
mal politics and to place it instead into the supposedly responsible hands of
the top leader.17 The extreme pyramidal structure of nuclear policymaking
institutions—usually spearheaded by the state’s “Atomic Energy Commis-
sion” (AEC), which was placed under the direct control of the top leader—was
justiªed as a necessity in light of the great importance of this complex technol-
ogy for future national development, and the great dangers that could arise
from the technology’s mishandling or misuse. Even in the many states that
both publicly and privately rejected the idea of trying to build nuclear weap-
ons, nuclear institutions were generally built in line with the top-down, cen-
tralized, secretive Manhattan Project model.18

The key point here is that even though the regime-type variable may not be
signiªcant, this should not be taken to mean that domestic institutional vari-
ables are not signiªcant. For instance, take the case of India’s nuclear institu-
tions, whose origins are well documented by Itty Abraham’s The Making of the
Indian Atomic Bomb.19 India’s foundational Atomic Energy Act of 1948 was in-
tended to produce a centralized, undemocratic, secretive nuclear estate. First,
it made all atomic research, technology, and materials, including raw minerals
in the ground, the monopoly of the Indian central government. Second, it cre-
ated a specialized Indian Atomic Energy Commission, with a collegiate direc-
torate, under the direct control of the prime minister. Third, it gave the
commission a spectacular degree of autonomy from other parts of the state, in-
cluding the right to conduct its own international diplomacy; exemptions from
standard workplace, health, environment, industrial, and other sorts of regula-
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tions; and a practically unlimited ability to deploy “state secrecy” claims to
block parliamentary oversight.20 This, even though India was a democracy
and at that time still strongly against nuclear weapons.

Nuclear institutions were extremely well insulated from democratic pro-
cesses in countries from the United States to India because nuclear policy was
deemed too weighty to be left up to the passions of politics. Ironically, the re-
sult was that nuclear policy in many states was left up to the passions of the
top political leadership. Facing few if any institutionalized veto players capa-
ble of blocking their wishes, top leaders had the freedom to suddenly turn
their state’s nuclear infrastructures toward military ends if they cared to do so.
And in India, at least, they eventually did.21

In addition to giving the top leaders great power, the typical institutional
structure of the nuclear policymaking arena provided nuclear scientists and
engineers far greater inºuence than their colleagues in other technical ªelds.22

On major policy choices, however, top leaders could usually brush aside the
demands of their scientiªc and technical underlings if they did not agree.23

Top-down, centralized, and secretive nuclear institutions, and thus very ºex-
ible nuclear policies, were once ubiquitous around the world, and are still
quite evident in many countries. Advanced industrialized countries with large
nuclear energy and nuclear technology sectors, however, have gradually
moved away from the traditional model. In these states, environmental move-
ments concerned with the risks of nuclear accidents, nuclear waste, and nu-
clear proliferation have gradually forced states to accept checks and balances
in the policymaking process and to make their civilian nuclear efforts more
transparent. Meanwhile, neoliberal forces concerned with the risks of big gov-
ernment have gradually achieved a substantial privatization of the nuclear
industry, although it remains highly regulated. Neoliberal ideas are also respon-
sible for the gradual shift in the locus of nuclear research and development
away from closed state nuclear bureaucracies and to an open-bid contract model
or to international consortia.24 Needless to say, top political leaders and state nu-
clear bureaucracies also still exist as formidable players in these states.

As a consequence, in many advanced industrialized countries, nuclear en-

Veto Players, Nuclear Energy, and Nonproliferation 159

20. Ibid., chap. 2.
21. On the crucial impact of top leaders’ nuclear sentiments in India and elsewhere, see Hymans,
The Psychology of Nuclear Proliferation, chap. 7.
22. On the role of India’s “strategic enclave” in Indian nuclear politics, see George Perkovich, In-
dia’s Nuclear Bomb: The Impact on Global Proliferation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999).
23. On the other hand, for the implementation of those policies, the attitudes of scientiªc and tech-
nical workers were, and remain today, absolutely crucial. For more on this, see Jacques E.C.
Hymans, Achieving Nuclear Ambitions: Scientists, Politicians, and Proliferation (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, forthcoming).
24. On these trends in the U.S. case, for example, see Robert J. Duffy, Nuclear Politics in America: A
History and Theory of Government Regulation (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1997).



ergy has become an open and hotly contested, indeed fractious, policy arena
with several veto players, leading in most cases to much slower and less exten-
sive nuclear development than was the case during the early decades of the
nuclear age.25 I contend that this more complicated shape of the nuclear poli-
cymaking arena can also constrain top leaders from making sudden choices to
switch from civilian to military uses of the atom.

My point here needs to be distinguished from the idea that advanced indus-
trialized countries are less interested in nuclear matters than they once were.
Indeed, at least up until the 2011 Japanese triple disaster of earthquake, tsu-
nami, and nuclear meltdown, many commentators were asserting that the
world was on the cusp of a “nuclear renaissance.”26 After the disaster, many
have opined that the market for nuclear power plants will dry up, as occurred
after the Chernobyl accident of 1986.27 Opinion swings are certainly worth
tracking, but it is also necessary to recognize that in countries with large num-
bers of nuclear veto players, whichever direction the political winds end up
blowing, abrupt, radical nuclear policy reorientations are very difªcult to
achieve and are therefore rare. This point is especially relevant for understand-
ing the historical evolution of nuclear policy in Japan, to which I now turn.

A Rising Number of Veto Players in Japan’s Nuclear Policy Arena

Among the advanced industrialized countries without nuclear weapons arse-
nals, Japan is the one most routinely labeled a potential proliferant state
by both international security scholars and Japan specialists. For instance, in-
ternational security expert Graham Allison writes, “Although Japan’s politi-
cal culture is unambiguously against nuclear weapons, in 2002 then-Prime
Minister Junichiro Koizumi demonstrated how quickly that could change
when he observed publicly, ‘It is signiªcant that although we could have them,
we don’t.’”28 For his part, Japanese politics scholar Richard Samuels notes that
the Japanese government showed willingness to acquire the bomb in response
to the North Korean nuclear test of 2006, but in the end decided to “continue to
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hedge on the military side by cultivating US protection—for now.”29 Many
other authors sound similar notes.30

By contrast, I argue that it would take much more than a mood swing
among top politicians to change Japan’s traditional nuclear policy. This is be-
cause ever since the 1950s there has been incessant growth in the number of
nuclear veto players in Japan, with the result that the country’s traditional nu-
clear policy orientation has become extremely difªcult to change—and next to
impossible to change quickly or quietly. It is certainly important to try to
gauge the nuclear preferences of Japanese political elites, but it is also impor-
tant to identify the other veto players whose preferences would have to align
with those of top politicians for a major nuclear policy change to happen.

starting assumptions

My analysis of the Japanese nuclear policymaking arena rests on four basic as-
sumptions that I draw from the general comparative politics literature on veto
players. In the course of the historical narrative, I also endeavor to show the re-
alism of these assumptions in the case of Japan.

First, as emphasized above, the goal is to identify the number of veto players
because this is directly related to policy rigidity. Ceteris paribus, the more veto
players, the more policy rigidity.

Second, it is necessary to count the number of veto players in speciªc policy
arenas rather than across all policy domains. Quantitative data sets that assess
a single number of veto points to a given state in a given year mask the great
variation in the institutionalization of different domestic policy arenas.31 The
need for sector-speciªc veto players analysis is particularly important when it
comes to nuclear policymaking, in light of the uniqueness of nuclear institu-
tional arrangements.

Third, although the formal theory literature has a tendency to equate the
term “veto players” with politicians or political parties, in fact, veto players
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may encompass a wide variety of political actors. For instance, in the case of
Asian developmental states such as Japan, state bureaucracies are widely rec-
ognized to be very important veto players in many key policy arenas. In these
states, some private corporations may also sometimes enjoy an effective veto
over policies that concern them.32

Fourth, time is a particularly important variable for understanding the
institutionalization of veto players. This is because after veto players emerge,
they tend to beneªt from increasing returns processes that reinforce their
status yet further.33 Therefore, the most appropriate means of developing the
analysis is through a historical narrative.34

Having made my theoretical preliminaries explicit, I now turn to the histori-
cal narrative of the case of Japan.

the nakasone vision: prime minister as sole veto player

As noted above, nuclear institutions worldwide have historically tended to
feature steeply pyramidal structures that place great power in the hands of
the top leader and shut most others out of the policymaking process. In the
case of Japan, too, such a pyramidal, single veto player institutional setup was
the initial vision promoted by the conservative politician Yasuhiro Nakasone,
who more than any other individual was responsible for the shape of Japan’s
early nuclear program.

On August 6, 1945, Nakasone was a young Home Ministry bureaucrat serv-
ing in the Japanese navy on the island of Shikoku. From there, he witnessed
the destruction of Hiroshima: “I saw the mushroom cloud of the atomic bomb.
That image will never fade from my memory. That lit a ªre within me to de-
velop atomic energy.”35 Presumably, as Nakasone contemplated that billowing
cloud, the uses he imagined for atomic energy in Japan extended beyond the
production of clean and affordable electricity.

Over the course of his extraordinarily long and successful career in politics,
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Nakasone was to remain doggedly committed to promoting nuclear research.
He considered it his personal mission to return Japan to its former great power
status, and he believed that mastery of the nuclear fuel cycle was necessary to
that end.36 Although we do not know that it was Nakasone’s settled intention
to arm Japan with nuclear weapons, it is clear that he wanted at least to build
both a technology base and an institutional framework that would permit a fu-
ture Japanese prime minister to make a quick and irrevocable decision for a
military nuclear breakout.37 The prospect of creating the self-sustaining “plu-
tonium economy” was also attractive to Nakasone and other Japanese state
elites because of the lack of domestic energy resources in Japan.38 Finally, cen-
tralizing power over nuclear energy could be an effective lever for prime min-
isters to strengthen themselves more generally in relation to the bureaucracy
and legislature, which was another key political objective for Nakasone.39

In 1954, Nakasone’s Kaishinto (Progressive) Party held a swing vote
position in the national Diet between the two main conservative parties,
the Liberal Party and the Democratic Party (the fused Liberal Democratic
Party [LDP] was not to be founded until 1955). This lucky position allowed
Nakasone to swing the bigger parties over to his top policy priority of nuclear
development.40 In March 1954, the coalition government dedicated signiªcant
startup funding for nuclear development, including uranium prospection in-
side Japan. In May of that year, it established the Preparatory Council for the
Use of Atomic Energy, under Nakasone’s guidance. In October, the Joint Diet
Atomic Energy Committee was formed, with Nakasone as its chairman. And
with the passage of a series of important bills in the Diet over the course of
1955, a legal structure for the nuclear program was established.41
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The general thrust of Japan’s initial institutional setup as voted by the
Diet in the mid-1950s largely followed Nakasone’s vision of a top-down, cen-
tralized, protected nuclear estate. Figure 1 illustrates the initial institutional
conªguration.

As demonstrated in ªgure 1, core nuclear policymaking and research activi-
ties were to be undertaken directly under the watchful eye of the prime minis-
ter. The AEC, appointed by the prime minister, was given full powers to
formulate broad nuclear policy, although its Basic Law required it to promote
“peaceful” applications of the atom—a sop to Japan’s antibomb public opin-
ion.42 The AEC chairman was also to serve simultaneously as director of the
Science and Technology Agency (STA), a ministerial position. The STA, despite
its grand title, was focused narrowly on the nuclear energy dossier.43 The
STA’s main tasks were twofold: ªrst, to assist the AEC’s formulation of Japan’s
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long-term nuclear policy, and second, to translate the AEC’s broad policy
guidelines into speciªc research and development orders to be carried out by
the Japan Atomic Energy Research Institute (JAERI). The products of JAERI’s
research would then be transferred out for use by industry, academia, or other
state institutions. In short, the initial institutional setup created by the Diet
generally followed Nakasone’s vision and placed the prime minister in the
nuclear policy driver’s seat.

the messier reality: three veto players in the 1950s–60s

The ªrst person named as both AEC chairman and STA director was a larger-
than-life character: Matsutaro Shoriki, the president of the Yomiuri newspaper
company and founder of Japan’s professional baseball league.44 According to
the Nakasone vision for nuclear policymaking that had been implemented
by the Diet, Shoriki was supposed to be working for the prime minister. In
practice, however, the newly established institutions of Japanese nuclear poli-
cymaking were not yet strong enough to subordinate such a powerful person-
ality as Shoriki, who wasted no time before implementing his own vision for
the Japanese nuclear policy arena.

Shoriki shared Nakasone’s policy goal of building a big nuclear energy pro-
gram in Japan. But in contrast to Nakasone’s desire to create a top-down, state-
centric nuclear institutional structure, the businessman Shoriki wanted to turn
private industry into a full partner—and indeed a veto player—in the nuclear
policymaking process. In March 1956, Shoriki helped to bring together a wide
range of private-sector actors, notably the utilities such as the Tokyo Electric
Power Company (TEPCO) and the heavy industry manufacturers, under one
banner in the Japan Atomic Industrial Forum (JAIF). The electrical utilities,
which had recently been reborn as private corporations thanks to a decision by
the U.S. military occupation authorities in the aftermath of the war, responded
especially eagerly to Shoriki’s initiative. Their desire to unite in the nuclear
ªeld stemmed from their perception of the emerging state-run nuclear pro-
gram as a potential mortal threat to their newly won autonomy.45

After the formation of the JAIF, industry quickly became not just a pres-
sure group, but an integral part of the nuclear policymaking process. Al-
ready in February 1956, merely a month after the formal establishment of
the AEC, Shoriki and his pro-business allies had begun heavily criticizing
what they termed the “government-owned, government-operated” character
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of JAERI.46 In June 1956, the JAERI was reconstituted as a special statutory cor-
poration formally under the auspices of STA, but now also with industry as a
full partner.47 Private industry’s assumption of a portion of JAERI’s budget
was a small price to pay for neutralizing a key element of the state-centric
Nakasone vision. Rather than sitting at the bottom of the nuclear pyramid as
mere takers of the products of the state’s nuclear research, private industry
was now in a position to oversee that research.

In addition to promoting industry to the status of veto player in the nuclear
policymaking arena, the AEC soon became a veto player in its own right. From
the outset, the AEC had held the statutory responsibility to direct Japan’s nu-
clear policy, but Nakasone had anticipated that it would do so in line with the
wishes of the prime minister through the medium of the AEC chairman/STA
director, whom the prime minister would appoint. The institutional evolution
of the new uniªed conservative party, the LDP, upended these expectations,
however. The new LDP quickly came to be controlled by parliamentary “fac-
tions” that were the “central organizational units within the party.”48 As a re-
sult of the centrality of the party factions, ministerial-level appointments such
as the double-hatted AEC chairman/STA director came to be made only after
intense bargaining among the factions. Therefore, ministers did not owe their
positions to the prime minister, so the prime minister’s power over them was
very weak in comparison to that of prime ministers in other parliamentary de-
mocracies.49 Thus, with the rise of LDP faction politics, another key element of
the Nakasone vision failed to materialize. The AEC was still headed by a poli-
tician, but rather than acting in accordance with the wishes of the prime minis-
ter, they tended to hew to the AEC/STA’s self-interest, because where you
stand depends on where you sit.50

The AEC’s emergence as a veto player was particularly consequential be-
cause of the AEC’s explicit statutory mission to promote the peaceful uses of
nuclear energy in Japan. I noted earlier that this language had initially been a
mere sop to antibomb public opinion, but the AEC’s greater autonomy gave
that language real meaning. For instance, Hiromi Arisawa, an original member
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of the AEC who served for seventeen years, told the Asahi newspaper upon his
retirement in 1972, “We were pressed repeatedly for permission to do basic re-
search on how to make an atomic bomb. They tried to persuade us to do so by
saying that such research was permissible under the Constitution. Naturally, I
always refused.”51 It would be hard to ªnd a clearer indication of the AEC’s
veto power than this.

Note that in contrast to the AEC, the STA was not a veto player, because the
STA was institutionally under the aegis of the AEC, and the two shared the
same head. The STA was certainly powerful as it had a big budget and staff
and manned the AEC secretariat. Nonetheless, its power did not rise to the
level of veto power.

All of the veto players up to the early 1960s—the prime minister usually rep-
resented by the nuclear policy expert Nakasone, the AEC led initially by
Shoriki, and private industry represented by the JAIF—agreed on the primary
goal of building Japan’s nuclear infrastructure quickly and fully, including a
strong intention to master the entire nuclear fuel cycle.52 Therefore, on the
whole, relations among them were amicable, certainly in comparison with
their relations with Japan’s strongly antinuclear (but nearly powerless) left-
wing opposition parties. The Nakasone vision, however, saw the state on top
of private industry, in part to allow a quick shift to a military nuclear program
if necessary. Yet private industry resisted being placed in a subordinate posi-
tion, and the AEC generally concurred with this view.

A clear example of the consequences of the expanding number of veto play-
ers during this period can be seen in the policymaking process that led to the
construction of Japan’s ªrst commercial power reactor, which was the most
important concrete step taken by the Shoriki AEC. After the AEC’s ªrst meet-
ing in January 1956, but without bothering to consult his fellow commissioners
on the issue, Shoriki made the surprise announcement that Japan must pro-
duce commercial nuclear power within ªve years. The only conceivable way
for this to happen would be to import a reactor from abroad.53 This decision
was a major victory for industry, especially the energy-hungry utilities, and it
was a loss for the Nakasone vision of state-led research leading to the imple-
mentation of indigenous nuclear technology.54 Shoriki won a further victory
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for industry over the Nakasone vision when he succeeded in placing responsi-
bility for the new reactor into the hands of the Japan Atomic Power Company,
80 percent of which was to be privately held.55

The above-mentioned decisions were pleasing to industry, but Shoriki then
proceeded hastily to announce his decision in favor of importing a British-en-
gineered “Calder Hall” reactor type.56 This decision went contrary to the
wishes of the Japanese industrial consortia, which had been forming alliances
with American manufacturers and generally favored the technological direc-
tion the Americans were taking.57 The choice for the British reactor, however,
was very much in line with the Nakasone vision, because unlike the en-
riched uranium-fueled, light water–moderated reactors in development in the
United States at the time, the Calder Hall natural uranium-fueled, graphite-
moderated, gas-cooled reactor type could produce great quantities of pluto-
nium, and even weapons-grade plutonium under a special operating mode.58

At the time, the United Kingdom itself was weaponizing the plutonium pro-
duced in the Calder Hall plant hooked up to its electricity grid.59 Calder Hall’s
plutonium capabilities were uninteresting to the utilities, but they were highly
interesting to some state actors and notably to Nakasone, who had one eye on
developing energy independence and the other on the possibility of acquiring
nuclear weapons.60 In short, Shoriki’s decision on the ªrst reactor struck a
careful balance among the interests of the nuclear veto players.

The only problem with Shoriki’s compromise was that the Calder Hall reac-
tor turned out to be a technical dud. By the early 1960s, the reactor project had
become mired in troubles, as skeptical academic scientists had been predicting
all along.61 Faced with the challenge of provisioning energy to a Japanese
economy in full high-growth mode, the utilities could not wait any longer ei-
ther for Calder Hall or for JAERI’s indigenous reactor technology to come
online. They instead demanded to be allowed to import turnkey American-
designed, light water nuclear power plants.62 On this point, the utilities found
an ally in the powerful Ministry of International Trade and Industry (MITI),
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which shared their goal of maximizing electricity production and also favored
nuclear power as a way of breaking out of Japan’s energy import depend-
ence.63 In this battle the MITI/utilities alliance prevailed, and thereafter all
of the nuclear power plants introduced in Japan have been of the more
proliferation-resistant American light water type.64

The import of American-made reactors was a stopgap measure; all of the
veto players wanted Japan eventually to develop its own nuclear technology.
Yet once again, the Nakasone vision and industry clashed over whether that
technological development should be conducted by the state on its own or in
concert with industry. Industry won this battle, too, and in 1967, the Power
Reactor and Nuclear Fuel Corporation (PNC) was created as a special mixed
public-private corporation with the electrical utilities in the driver’s seat. At
ªrst, PNC was tasked to design a new, entirely Japanese power reactor; later, it
was also made responsible for research and development on fast breeder reac-
tors, as well as on plutonium fuel production, reprocessing, and uranium
enrichment, among other fuel cycle tasks.65 The Japanese state’s severe de-
pendence on the private sector in such sensitive technology areas was anoma-
lous in the world at this time.66

Another major attack on the Nakasone vision took place in 1967 over the
question of the ownership of spent fuel, which contains plutonium. Until
the mid-1960s, all states had chosen to monopolize such a militarily sensitive
item as plutonium. In 1964, however, the United States changed its laws to per-
mit domestic commercial fuel reprocessing operations. Thereafter a debate in
Japan began on the subject. In 1967, the AEC peremptorily reasserted state
control over the spent fuel, but the utilities, joined by the Ministry of Finance,
strenuously objected.67 If the utilities owned the fuel elements and the reactors,
they reasoned, they should also own the plutonium that was created by the
irradiation of their own fuel elements in their own reactors. The utilities–
Ministry of Finance coalition succeeded in forcing the AEC to beat a hasty re-
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treat on the matter, and on July 15, 1968, the AEC formally legalized private
ownership of spent fuel and ªssile materials.68

Industry’s success in this battle raises a very important point about Japan’s
nuclear proliferation potential that is missed by many Western analysts. Al-
though “Japan” has a great deal of plutonium, most of this plutonium is actu-
ally the property of private corporations: Japan’s electrical utilities.69 Indeed,
in a spectacular demonstration of their property rights, the utilities decided in
the mid-1970s to contract out the task of reprocessing to Britain and France.70

Therefore, to this day, the vast majority of “Japan’s” plutonium is still located
in Europe: at least 24 tons out of Japan’s total separated plutonium stockpile of
about 35 tons.71 Japan’s European plutonium has started to come back, but
only very slowly in light of the technical, security, and political challenges of
transporting such a sensitive material.72 Moreover, some of the largest sensi-
tive fuel cycle facilities in Japan, such as the Rokkasho reprocessing and en-
richment plants, are also owned by the utilities via the consortium Japan
Nuclear Fuel Limited (JNFL).

The fact that the vast majority of Japan’s plutonium is actually in private
hands, and therefore not readily available for a nuclear weapons breakout, has
been unduly soft-pedaled by the proliferation literature. In addition, private
industry has an oversight role over the rest of Japan’s plutonium, so the prime
minister is not well positioned to order the sudden militarization of that por-
tion of the stockpile either. I return to this key point toward the end of the
article.

miti joins in: four veto players in the 1970s–80s

I have identiªed three veto players in Japanese nuclear policymaking during
the 1950s and 1960s: the prime minister, the AEC, and industry. I also noted the
role of MITI in supporting the utilities’ push to import light water reactors.
MITI has always been one of the most powerful bureaucracies in the Japanese
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state. It would not be right, however, to characterize MITI as a veto player in
the nuclear policymaking arena from the outset. Indeed, during the early years
of the nuclear age, MITI was consistently on the losing end of the battles over
how to structure the nuclear policymaking arena. For instance, it fought
against the creation of the STA and lost.73 It also tried to win control over ura-
nium mining, but the STA was given oversight responsibilities of that activity
as well.74 In addition, the institutionalization of industry as a nuclear veto
player undermined MITI’s hopes of using the new technology to reassert state
control over the utilities.75

MITI’s role in nuclear policy changed dramatically after a 1974 radiation
leak aboard the STA’s nuclear-powered ship Mutsu during the ship’s high-
proªle inaugural departure from port.76 The accident gave MITI the chance it
had been waiting for to hit the STA hard. After a long struggle between the bu-
reaucracies, in 1978 the Diet passed a series of reforms of the nuclear estate.
For the media, the biggest change was the creation of a new Nuclear Safety
Commission (NSC) on the AEC model, but in truth the NSC was a largely
toothless body dependent on others for its information. The much more conse-
quential reform was the handing over to MITI of the STA’s key power over the
utilities—its authority over permits and licenses for new nuclear power plant
construction.77 Thus, by the late 1970s, MITI had deªnitively become a veto
player in the nuclear power game.78

The combined punch of the AEC, MITI, and industry in the nuclear policy-
making arena from the early 1970s onward ensured the primacy of economic
considerations in nuclear policymaking and effectively pushed the original na-
tional security–tinged Nakasone vision into the dustbin of history. Henceforth,
when top politicians got involved in the issue, it was mainly in the service of
pork barrel politics.79 The nuclear sector had arrived at the ideal-typical state-
business “reciprocal consent” relationship that Richard Samuels describes so
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well in his 1987 book, The Business of the Japanese State, which, parenthetically,
despite its extensive coverage of the complex wrangling over nuclear policy,
does not even mention the possibility of a Japanese nuclear weapons option.
That silence on the nuclear weapons angle was not an oversight on Samuels’s
part, but rather a reºection of the fact that, at least after the 1960s, actual
Japanese nuclear policy was overwhelmingly driven by economic consider-
ations.80

This is not to deny the importance of the symbolic politics of nuclear weap-
ons in Japan after the 1960s. Indeed, it is ironic that during the very same peri-
od when the Nakasone dream of a top-down command and control structure
able to order a rapid nuclear weapons breakout was moving toward deªnitive
eclipse, Japanese politicians became embroiled in a struggle over whether or
not to join the new Nonproliferation Treaty (NPT).81 A vocal group of conser-
vative politicians viewed the NPT as an act of great power discrimination and
as an unfair reminder of Japan’s defeat in World War II. This group succeeded
in delaying Japan’s ratiªcation until 1976, eight years after the treaty was
drafted.82 There is a glaring contrast, however, between the conservatives’ des-
peration to retain at least a narrow legal loophole for an eventual nuclear
weapons drive—as can also be seen in their strained claims for the legality of
Japanese nuclear weapons under Article 9 of the constitution—and their gen-
eral lack of interest in the real evolution of the nuclear policymaking arena in
Japan. Indeed, even if Japan had not signed the NPT, the emergence of MITI
into a veto player, when added to the already existing veto players of industry
and the AEC, plus the faction-ridden nature of the LDP, meant that Japanese
prime ministers were already much more institutionally constrained from de-
ciding to acquire the bomb than their counterparts in almost any other state.
Of course, Japan’s eventual ratiªcation of the NPT did add another important
layer of institutional obstacles on top of the already formidable domestic con-
straints facing any politician who might be tempted by the thought of acquir-
ing the bomb.83

As a result of the diffusion of power over nuclear affairs away from the
prime minister, not even Nakasone made a signiªcant effort to change Japan’s
basic nuclear policy mix after becoming a very strong prime minister from
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1982 to 1987. Given Nakasone’s continuing commitment to the nuclear weap-
ons option even today,84 it is clear that the reason why his premiership did not
lead to signiªcant nuclear policy changes was that there was no institutional
space available for him to make them.

the 1990s: prefectural governors as a ªfth veto player

Until the late 1980s, despite the large number of veto players, Japan’s civilian
nuclear energy development proceeded relatively smoothly because all of the
veto players agreed on this goal. Watching the rapid increase in the number
of Japanese nuclear power plants over the decades, many foreign analysts
mistakenly attributed this to Japan’s purportedly strong top-down lines of
command.85 By the mid-1990s, however, “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) oppo-
sition was becoming a major hurdle to nuclear facility siting and even ongoing
nuclear operations in Japan.86 Indeed, NIMBY-motivated prefectural gov-
ernors were becoming yet another veto player in Japan’s increasingly crowded
nuclear policymaking arena.

Prefectural governors in Japan have always had considerable powers on pa-
per in the U.S.-inºuenced Japanese constitution.87 In the nuclear area, the
foundation of the governors’ veto power is the all-important Nuclear Safety
Agreement, which allows the operation of nuclear facilities on a given plot of
land. These agreements are negotiated between the plant operator and the pre-
fectural governor, but the governor is in the catbird’s seat in this negotiation,
because, as Susan Pickett writes, “If the governor decides to veto a facility
plan, the plan is for all practical purposes terminated. . . . The power of the
governor is so encompassing that if the governor vetoes a license, a new law
would have to be passed in the [national] Diet in order to override that veto.”88

Governors had already learned to leverage their power over nuclear facili-
ties siting and demanded billions of yen in side payments from private compa-
nies and the central government beginning in the 1970s.89 After Chernobyl and
a series of smaller nuclear accidents and regulatory violations in Japan, how-
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ever, many governors came to feel that no side payment could be big enough
to accept a nuclear facility in their backyard. Growing local and prefectural-
level opposition to nuclear power plant construction caused Japan’s nuclear
expansion to slow to a crawl, and almost all new nuclear construction was con-
ªned to existing nuclear sites. Nuclear expansion became even more dif-
ªcult after an innovative 1996 local referendum in Maki, a town in Niigata
Prefecture, nixed the sale of land to the Tohoku Electric Power Company, thus
blocking it from constructing a nuclear power plant on that site. The Maki ref-
erendum led to a wave of similar local referendums not only on new power
plant and waste siting but also on, for instance, the introduction of mixed ox-
ide fuel into existing plants.90

In sum, since the mid-1990s the central government has proven “all but
helpless” in the face of bottom-up opposition to nuclear power expansion.91

Local and prefectural opposition is a key reason why Japan today has only
about half of the number of nuclear power plants that 1970s-era estimates fore-
casted by the year 2000.92 Even the major fuel cycle facilities that were deeply
desired by the national-level veto players—the Rokkasho enrichment and re-
processing plants, and the Monju fast breeder reactor—have operated only ir-
regularly, if at all, because of a combination of technical problems and local
and prefectural antinuclear suspicions. If gaining local and prefectural accep-
tance for civilian nuclear power development has been this difªcult, gaining it
for nuclear weapons development seems nearly out of the question.

The veto player role of the governors is limited to nuclear activities being
carried out in areas under their jurisdiction. This power is considerable, but
it should also be noted that assorted attempts by governors to expand their lo-
cal concerns into a broader national-level debate on Japan’s nuclear policy
have failed. For instance, the governors of Fukui, Niigata, and Fukushima
Prefectures, representing 60 percent of Japan’s installed nuclear capacity, is-
sued a letter calling for a national pause in nuclear power development, and in
August 2005 Fukushima Governor Eisaku Sato submitted a “public comment”
on the AEC’s “Framework for Nuclear Energy Policy,” arguing against the
“rush to operate a new reprocessing facility when there is still no solution for
disposing of the 40 tons of plutonium Japan already possesses.”93 The gover-
nors’ calls for a national debate were ignored by the national-level veto play-
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ers, however. The fact that Fukushima was the site of the 2011 nuclear disaster
makes Sato’s failure to generate national-level momentum against the reliance
on nuclear power much more poignant.

the 2000s: institutional overhaul, but still many veto players

Starting in the mid-1990s, Japan launched a major overhaul of its political sys-
tem and state administration. As a result of these broad institutional changes,
the nuclear policymaking arena today looks different than before. But still, its
fundamental characteristic of a wide variety of veto players has persisted. The
recent Fukushima nuclear disaster is likely to lead to yet more reforms, but
as of August 2011 no concrete actions have been taken, in large measure be-
cause of the difªculty of satisfying the large number of veto players.

In this section, I consider the effects of the recent reforms on each of the veto
players one by one: MITI/METI, the AEC, the utilities and heavy manufactur-
ers, and national-level and subnational-level politicians.

miti/meti. First, the reforms have tended to consolidate MITI, now dubbed
the Ministry of Economy, Trade, and Industry (METI), as the single most im-
portant state veto player in the nuclear arena. The METI nuclear budget has
risen sharply from its 1990s average of about ¥100 billion to close to ¥150 bil-
lion today, a substantial amount when one considers that METI does not oper-
ate any signiªcant nuclear facilities.

By contrast, the STA has actually been abolished. Most of its former nuclear
functions are now housed within the Ministry of Education, now named the
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT), but
the budget for those activities is steadily declining.94

Symbolic of METI’s new centrality in nuclear policy was the transfer of re-
sponsibility for the safety of the Monju fast breeder reactor—by far the largest
single nuclear project of the STA, and now of MEXT—over to METI. Under the
old regime, MITI/METI regulated the safety performance of commercial nu-
clear power plants, but STA regulated itself. Now, METI inspectors have estab-
lished a full-time presence at Monju, and therefore it is they, not MEXT, who
can decide if and when Monju can operate.

The STA’s demise was not inevitable. In the early days of the administrative
reform process, it had even apparently been tapped for a promotion to full
ministry status, just as its homologue, the Self-Defense Agency, was to become
the Defense Ministry.95 If the STA had become a full ministry, one can be
sure that outside analysts would have mistakenly portrayed this as an indica-
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tion that Japan was warming up to go for nuclear weapons. In any case, the
opposite happened, as the STA’s bungled response to the Monju sodium leak
accident of 1995 rendered it politically vulnerable at a time of administrative
“streamlining.”

The continuing rise of METI is particularly important because, of all the veto
players today, METI is the one most committed to the traditional plutonium-
for-peaceful-purposes policy. Even during the high point of neoliberal senti-
ments in Japan under Prime Minister Koizumi in the early-to-mid-2000s, when
some METI ofªcials dared to suggest that the continuing pursuit of a pluto-
nium economy was a waste of money, their superiors quickly silenced them.96

Why does METI continue to support a policy that many others view as self-
contradictory? In brief, METI’s focus on Japan’s foreign trade explains its lack
of interest in a nuclear weapons arsenal, while its focus on Japan’s energy scar-
city explains its interest in developing a self-sustaining plutonium economy.97

But in addition, METI recognizes that there are other veto players, and this af-
fects its policy preferences. For instance, METI knows that prefectural gover-
nors, egged on by NIMBY sentiments, are blocking any plan for permanent
storage of nuclear waste in Japan. So it supports the retention of the plutonium
economy ambition as a means of helping the nuclear industry to continue
burning nuclear fuel without classifying its by-products as waste. By avoiding
this classiªcation, the utilities can continue piling up their spent fuel in the
“temporary” storage sites that local and prefectural governments have re-
luctantly accepted.98 Thus, here again, the interacting preferences of Japan’s
multiple veto players are serving to reinforce the default option of sustaining
the traditional policy.

aec. The AEC has also retained its veto player role. Still charged by statute
with promoting the exclusively peaceful uses of nuclear power in Japan, the
AEC has achieved freedom from political control, so it is now able to defend its
statutory mandate with even greater gusto.

As noted previously, traditionally the AEC chairman also had the role of di-
rector of the STA, and this double-hatted role was always ªlled by an elected
politician. Since a 2001 reform, however, the AEC chairman (or, hypothetically,
chairwoman) is no longer a government minister. Instead, the position of AEC
chairman has become somewhat akin to that of central bank governor: ap-
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pointed by the prime minister with the approval of the Diet, but subsequently
almost impossible to replace until the three-year term has expired. The other
AEC commissioners are appointed in the same manner, staggered across the
years, which gives the body continuity and prevents quick policy shifts.

Given this new mode of appointment, the AEC chairman—currently a for-
mer University of Tokyo professor of nuclear engineering—is clearly freer than
before to take a position that is frankly contrary to that of the government. The
AEC’s policies since 2001 reºect this new situation. For instance, in the mid-
2000s, the AEC invited a representative of the Citizens’ Nuclear Information
Council—which, as a stridently antinuclear nongovernmental organization, is
not exactly a favorite of the nuclear iron triangle of METI, industry, and na-
tional politicians—to become a member of the important Long-Term Nuclear
Program advisory committee.99 Moreover, at least one current AEC commis-
sioner actually favors putting an end to Japan’s pursuit of the “plutonium
economy.”100

The AEC has also retained important powers. For instance, it formally re-
tains the right to set Japanese nuclear policy in line with its mission to promote
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. Another AEC power is to approve
MEXT’s selection of the directors of the new Japan Atomic Energy Agency
(JAEA), a fusion of the old JAERI and PNC (later the Japan Nuclear Fuel Cycle
Development Institute).101 The AEC has not made much of this power so far,
but it could.

It must also be noted, however, that without a cabinet minister at its helm,
the AEC now has less practical power than it used to. In earlier days, because
of the double-hatted STA director/AEC chairman system, a statement by the
AEC was equivalent to a statement by the cabinet. By contrast, the AEC’s 2005
Long-Term Plan was in danger of sinking into irrelevance until the AEC chair-
man was able to convince the cabinet to formally endorse it. Initially, the pol-
iticians had wanted simply to take note of the plan in the grandly named,
but merely advisory Council for Science and Technology Policy.102 Even when
the cabinet did endorse the plan, it used wording that reºected the ambigu-
ous jurisdiction over this sphere: “The Government decides to respect the
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‘Framework for Nuclear Energy Policy,’ which was decided by the Atomic
Energy Commission on October 11, 2005.”103

Still, the bottom line is that the AEC retains, and is in a position to assert, its
veto over major policy deviations from its statutory goal of promoting the
peaceful uses of nuclear energy.

industry. One of the most dramatic changes in the past two decades has
been the splintering of the traditional united voice of industry and its replace-
ment by two separate private-sector veto players—the utilities, on the one
hand, and the heavy equipment manufacturers, on the other.

As noted earlier, ever since Shoriki’s day the industry association JAIF had
provided a powerful voice for the nuclear industry as a whole. Industry was
able to exercise such unity because (1) the utilities were not in competition
with one another; (2) each utility focused on speciªc reactor types made by dif-
ferent heavy equipment manufacturers, which greatly reduced competition
among the latter for the utilities’ business; and (3) given their lack of sig-
niªcant nuclear exports, the manufacturers had no choice but to follow the
utilities’ lead on nuclear policy matters.104

The partial deregulation of the electrical power industry since 1995, how-
ever, has caused relations between the utilities and heavy equipment manufac-
turers to sour. As the utilities are now able to contract with independent power
producers rather than having to build all new generation capacities them-
selves, they have become more cost conscious when it comes to new facility in-
vestments, and this leads to strife with the heavy equipment manufacturers.105

Symbolic of the end of industry unity is a nearly $400 million lawsuit ªled
by the utility Chubu Electric Power against the equipment manufacturer
Hitachi over a faulty reactor turbine that caused an accident at the Hamaoka
nuclear power station in 2006.106 That these two industrial behemoths would
take a ªght into open court would have been unthinkable under the old
regime.107

As for the JAIF itself, the best that can be said for it is that it still exists. It
was thoroughly reorganized and downsized in 2006, and it no longer serves as
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the powerful mechanism for industry consensus building that it did in the
past.108

Theoretically, the disruption of industry unity could be a major victory for
METI in its long struggle for control of the nuclear sector. Indeed, one can
clearly sense METI’s Schadenfreude about the deepening division between the
utilities and manufacturers in METI’s National Nuclear Energy Plan of August
2006, which emphasizes the need to “break down the three-way standoff
among government, electric power utilities, and plant makers, to achieve true
communication and a shared vision among players. The government must
take the ªrst step by indicating the overall direction.”109 The truth is that METI
had been longing for such a “three-way standoff” for many years.

If METI has been following a divide-and-conquer strategy, however, it has
not achieved its goal. For although the utilities were more powerful when they
could count the manufacturers as their stable ally, they remain a nuclear veto
player because they own so much of Japan’s nuclear estate, including most of
its plutonium and also, via the JNFL consortium, the Rokkasho fuel cycle
facilities.

Moreover, the utilities are now less likely to strike compromises with the in-
terests of the manufacturers, whose views are more strongly pronuclear and
closer to METI’s. For instance, fuel reprocessing is one key area in which the
utilities, in search of industry unity, have historically bent over backwards in
deference to the preferences of the manufacturers. The utilities were already
skeptical of the economic beneªts of a privately held commercial reprocessing
facility in the 1970s, but they bowed to the wishes of Mitsubishi Chemical,
Sumitomo Chemical, and others to create the JNFL consortium to build the
reprocessing facility at Rokkasho-mura.110 After deregulation and the end of
industry unity, however, the utilities began more openly indicating their dis-
content about continued investments in Rokkasho. As a result of the utilities’
growing coolness toward the “plutonium economy,” METI found itself having
to push the Diet to create a special “reprocessing fund” worth ¥12.7 trillion in
May 2005. In this act, the Japanese government agreed to pay all existing
debts and future costs associated with the Rokkasho facility. The money is
coming from special surcharges on electricity transmission and household
consumption.111
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The utilities are thus a point of weakness in the plutonium economy coali-
tion, but not so much that they could actually leave it. Again, part of the rea-
son lies in the complexity of an arena with multiple veto players. For instance,
as mentioned above, the utilities understand that because of NIMBY senti-
ments and the veto player role of subnational governments, dropping the plu-
tonium economy goal would cause the reclassiªcation of spent fuel as mere
waste; and with nowhere to permanently store the waste, the viability of even
regular nuclear power plant operations would become questionable. The utili-
ties’ fear of NIMBY sentiments imperiling an energy source in which they have
invested so much will undoubtedly be even higher now that the Fukushima
nuclear disaster has given nuclear power a bad name.112 So, despite their lack
of enthusiasm for continuing their Sisyphean labors at Rokkasho, the utilities
can be expected to cling to METI and its traditionalist policy ever more tightly
in the coming years. The ultimate threat of state nationalization of the utilities
as punishment for the Fukushima disaster, while basically empty, should also
help to keep them investing in Rokkasho.113

Turning now to the heavy equipment manufacturers, they have recently
emerged as a veto player in their own right. This elevation in their status has
come as the result of their recent emergence as global exporters of nuclear
equipment. In particular, in 2006 Toshiba executed a $4.2 billion takeover of
Westinghouse from British Nuclear Fuels Limited.114 Mitsubishi has also inked
a strategic partnership with Areva, the French nuclear power plant maker, and
Hitachi merged its nuclear operations with General Electric. Thus, for better or
worse, Japan now sits at the epicenter of the global nuclear energy industry.
Given the economic stakes involved, the government simply cannot ignore the
manufacturers’ nuclear policy preferences, and TEPCO and the other utilities
can no longer treat them as mere hired help.

The preferences of the manufacturers are all the more relevant because they
are the prime contractors for Japan’s fuel cycle facilities. The manufacturers’
central role in the design and construction of the sensitive aspects of Japan’s
nuclear technology, combined with their new global reach, gives them veto
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power over a potential nuclear weapons breakout. On the other hand, the
prospect of a big contract to build nuclear weapons facilities could also con-
ceivably lead the manufacturers to push for a nuclear weapons breakout.
Therefore, of all the nuclear veto players, this is the one whose future prefer-
ences on nuclear weapons could possibly align with those of bomb-desiring
conservative nationalist politicians at some point in the future. Indeed, as
Saadia Pekkanen and Paul Kallender-Umezu have shown, it was the manufac-
turers who were the main drivers of the recent militarization of Japan’s space
policy.115

The manufacturers are unlikely either to be inclined or to be able to repeat
their space policy feat in the nuclear arena, however. First, in the nuclear arena
there are many more veto players, so the manufacturers’ preferences cannot
weigh so heavily on policy. Second, in contrast to the lack of civilian export op-
portunities for their space products, the manufacturers perceive big civilian
export opportunities of their nuclear products to countries such as China and
India. To make good on those opportunities, they badly need assistance from
METI and also the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, neither of which is likely to be
amused by proposals for a Japanese nuclear arsenal. Moreover, the growth of
the civil nuclear export market is also dependent on the existence of the inter-
national nonproliferation regime, whose stability is already questionable and
certainly could not survive a Japanese nuclear weapons breakout.116 Therefore
the manufacturers are highly unlikely to push for a Japanese nuclear arsenal,
and indeed they represent yet another veto player that can be expected to
block any such initiative.

It should be mentioned that Japan’s organizational veto players are not just
numerous, but also deeply intertwined. In the old days, as Chalmers Johnson
put it, top government ministries, such as MITI used to send “expeditionary
armies” of ofªcials off to weaker ministries such as the STA as well as private
corporations, to gather intelligence and ultimately to control them.117 Today, as
a result of the liberalization thrust of the past two decades, such ºows are run-
ning in both directions, as the big corporations are now also sending their “ex-
peditionary armies” to inªltrate the state. Nowhere is this phenomenon more
obvious than in the case of the nuclear plant manufacturers and nuclear safety
policy. As noted above, after the many incidents and problems of the 1990s, the
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government was forced to upgrade its efforts on nuclear safety. New state agen-
cies were created, and old ones were given enhanced regulatory powers. But to
make and implement the detailed regulations necessary for this highly special-
ized technical ªeld, particularly in an era of budgetary stringency, the task was
largely handed over to what Johnson would term détachés from the nuclear
manufacturers. For instance, in 2000 the NSC had seventeen ofªcers on payroll
and no technical staff. By contrast, in 2007 the NSC had sixty-six ofªcers and
forty-one technical staff, with most of the latter composed of retired engineers
from the nuclear manufacturers.118 This made a mockery of the NSC’s sup-
posed independence. METI’s Nuclear and Industrial Safety Agency, its Japan
Nuclear Energy Safety Organization, and the AEC have also been staffed in
part by workers coming from industry.119 The interpenetration of industry
and the state is not “Japan Inc.” Rather, it is a further example of the complex
multilevel chess game among the various veto players. In the wake of the
Fukushima disaster, the politicians may try to disentangle this mess and ele-
vate the nuclear safety bureaucracy as yet another autonomous veto player;
but if they do try, they will surely meet with strong industry resistance.120

the politicians. As for the Japanese prime minister, despite the reforms of
the past two decades, he remains merely one veto player among many. He can-
not ride roughshod over the other nuclear policy stakeholders, as, for instance,
the Indian prime minister has been able to do.

This ªnding is somewhat surprising because the reforms of the 1990s and
2000s were supposed to rebalance political power in Japan back toward the poli-
ticians and away from the bureaucracy. The overall structural power of the
prime minister has admittedly increased over the past two decades, for in-
stance, as a consequence of the retreat of the party factions.121 But prime minis-
terial power in Japan is still very limited in comparative perspective. Ellis
Krauss and Benjamin Nyblade stress that the stronger Japanese prime minister
still has nowhere near the power of the British prime minister, for instance.122

International Security 36:2 182

118. Yoshinori Ihara, interview by author, February 24, 2009.
119. Kondo, interview by author; Kentaro Morita, NISA, interview by author, Tokyo, February 9,
2009; and Masaki Nakagawa, Japan Nuclear Energy Safety organization, interview by author, To-
kyo, October 20, 2008.
120. The government appears to be thinking along these lines. See “Japan Set to Integrate Two
Nuclear Units into One Powerful Regulatory Body,” Mainichi Daily News, April 6, 2011, http://
mdn.mainichi.jp/mdnnews/news/20110406p2a00m0na015000c.html.
121. Krauss and Pekkanen, The Rise and Fall of Japan’s LDP, especially pp. 284–285.
122. Ellis S. Krauss and Benjamin Nyblade, “‘Presidentialization’ in Japan? The Prime Minister,
Media, and Elections in Japan,” British Journal of Political Science, Vol. 35, No. 2 (February 2005), es-
pecially p. 368. For a largely concurring view, see Ian Holliday and Tomohito Shinoda, “Governing
from the Centre: Core Executive Capacity in Britain and Japan,” Japanese Journal of Political Science,
Vol. 3, No. 1 (May 2002), pp. 91–111.



The general, albeit modest, increase in the prime minister’s power in recent
years is even less noticeable in the nuclear policymaking arena. For instance,
many scholars point to the enhanced Prime Minister’s Ofªce, now dubbed
the Cabinet Ofªce, as a key foundation for greater prime ministerial power.123

The Cabinet Ofªce is highly relevant for nuclear policy, as it provides the AEC
and NSC with their secretariats. This role was previously provided by STA bu-
reaucrats, and it gave them considerable inºuence—though not veto power—
over the AEC’s and NSC’s decisions. Yet the Cabinet Ofªce ofªcials who form
the secretariats for the AEC and NSC are overwhelmingly METI and MEXT
(ex-STA) bureaucrats who have been seconded to the Cabinet Ofªce for a lim-
ited time frame. These bureaucrats obviously can be expected to retain their
primary loyalty to their “home” ministries. Thus the big change here is actu-
ally not the rise of prime ministerial power, but rather the rise of METI’s
power. In short, at least in the nuclear issue-area, the Cabinet Ofªce appears to
be more a microcosm of interministerial turf battles than a genuine lever for
prime ministers to exert personal power.

The continuing weakness of the top political leadership when it comes to
nuclear affairs is no accident. The politicians have long well understood that
having authority over nuclear matters is a decidedly mixed blessing. For de-
cades now, prime ministers and cabinets have found themselves required to
act in the wake of the long series of serious nuclear incidents to hit Japan. For
instance, prior to the latest catastrophe, Japan was jolted by the Mutsu ship ac-
cidents, the Monju sodium leak, the TEPCO data falsiªcation scandal, and the
Kariwazaki-Kariwa earthquake of 2007. Far from using these crises to
reengage in the nuclear policy arena, top political leaderships consistently re-
sponded by saddling bureaucrats both with the blame for past mistakes and
with greater responsibility for overseeing the sector in the future. This was the
opposite of what Nakasone would have liked them to do, but it was a very
smart move politically, as the Fukushima disaster demonstrates.

In response to the Fukushima crisis, so far the prime minister and other top
politicians have acted true to form, expertly placing most of the blame for
problems on the plant operator, TEPCO, but simultaneously creating a joint
crisis management committee that places TEPCO in charge—and therefore in
line for more blame if needed.124 Of course, the politicians could not com-
pletely escape responsibility, and in due time they will surely offer some sort

Veto Players, Nuclear Energy, and Nonproliferation 183

123. Tomohito Shinoda, “Japan’s Cabinet Secretariat and Its Emergence as Core Executive,” Asian
Survey, Vol. 45, No. 5 (September/October 2005), pp. 800–821.
124. “Nature Strikes Back: Can Fragile Japan Endure This Hydra-Headed Disaster?” Economist,
March 17, 2011, http://www.economist.com/node/18398748?story_id�18398748&CFID
�166497239&CFTOKEN�84123810.



of nuclear policy reform package to the Diet. Yet it would be stunning if
they were to propose a complete institutional reset that leaves them in the
ªring line for the next nuclear disaster. Indeed, Prime Minister Naoto Kan
moved in the opposite direction, calling for Japan to exit the nuclear ªeld en-
tirely. Kan’s initiative, however, was torpedoed by the other veto players
within just a few hours of his July 14 speech on the topic. There could hardly
be a clearer demonstration of the limits of prime ministerial power in this pol-
icy arena.

Turning now to the prefectural governors, the independence of subnational
governments has been yet further entrenched by major 1990s national-level
electoral reforms.125 In addition, legal reforms have greatly strengthened civil
society organizations that often espouse NIMBY sentiments.126 Moreover, if
NIMBY sentiments were on the rise even before Fukushima, they are now at
stratospheric heights. In this political context, it seems evident that prefectural
governors will be extremely reluctant to accept any new nuclear development
on their land for the next few years at least. They will certainly also demand
thorough safety checks of existing facilities, and they may even demand that
some be permanently shut down. This should impede the implementation of
Japan’s traditional nuclear policy, and it may impede it greatly. On the other
hand, the prefectural governors are still not in a position to force a nuclear pol-
icy change at the national level.

In sum, now that the dust has settled on the major political and administra-
tive reforms of the 1990s and 2000s, it is clear that the conªguration of Japan’s
nuclear institutions has become almost the exact opposite of the original
Nakasone vision. Despite all of the institutional upheaval in Japan’s nuclear
policy regime over the last two decades, the bottom-line result was more of the
same: a wide dispersion of power among numerous veto players. METI is cen-
tral; the AEC is hanging on; the utilities have great power and enhanced free-
dom of action; the heavy equipment manufacturers now constitute a veto
player in their own right; national-level politicians are potentially important
but largely concerned with avoiding responsibility; and NIMBY-motivated
prefectural governors are more powerful than ever. Some of the veto players
are somewhat discontented with the traditional nuclear policy of striving for a
purely civilian “plutonium economy,” but their views on how the policy
should change are divergent, and others—notably METI—continue to keep the
faith. Thus, Japan’s traditional nuclear policy appears solidly in place, even af-
ter the seismic shock of Fukushima.
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A Veto Players Approach to Proliferation Forecasting

To consolidate my point about the importance of considering not just technical
capabilities and the top political leadership’s intentions, but also the role of a
wide variety of veto players for the proper analysis of Japan’s potential future
nuclear weapons policy, I now turn to a closer examination of the disposition
of Japan’s plutonium stockpile, which is the main point of concern for most
nonproliferation advocates. Table 1 breaks down Japan’s estimated plutonium
inventory by location, amount, and owner.127

As table 1 indicates, by a conservative estimate “Japan” owns roughly
35 metric tons of separated plutonium.128 This ªgure is often bandied about as
proof of Japan’s massive nuclear weapons breakout potential. But most of this
plutonium is in private hands, and indeed most of it is not even in Japan. Only
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Table 1. Japan’s Separated Plutonium as of December 31, 2009

Location
Amount
(metric tons) Owner

British and French reprocessing
plants

24.1a Various electrical utilities, notably
TEPCO (private industry)

Rokkasho reprocessing plant
(Japan)

3.6 Electrical utilities via JNFL
consortium (private industry)

Tokai fuel fabrication plant (Japan) 3.5 JAEA (state) owns the plant, but
electrical utilities (private industry)
own most of the fuel

Commercial power reactors
(Japan)

1.5 Various electrical utilities (private
industry)

Tokai reprocessing plant (Japan) 0.8 JAEA (state)

Monju and Joyo experimental
reactors, Tokai FCA criticality
test assembly, other locations
(Japan)

0.7 JAEA (state)

aThe reported ªgure is for “ªssile plutonium” only. The total amount of Japanese pluto-
nium in Europe may be nearly 40 tons.

TEPCO stands for the Tokyo Electric Power Company; JNFL stands for the Japan Nuclear
Fuel Limited consortium; and JAEA stands for the Japan Atomic Energy Agency.



about 2 tons—roughly 5 percent of the total plutonium stockpile—is actually
owned by the state and present inside the country, and therefore somewhat
more worrisome from a nonproliferation perspective.

Granted, 2 tons of plutonium is still a lot. By way of comparison, North
Korea has been able to blackmail the international community with only a few
kilograms of the material. As I have stressed in this article, however, even
these 2 tons of “state” plutonium are not available to the prime minister to do
with as he pleases. In contrast to North Korea or India, for instance, the institu-
tional structure of nuclear policymaking in Japan does not give the top leader
free rein to decide even how to use the plutonium that is in the hands of the
state. Indeed, it is not entirely correct to describe any of Japan’s plutonium as
being under “state” control, because the “owner,” the JAEA, is not a traditional
state agency. It is, in fact, an “independent administrative organization” for-
mally under MEXT auspices but with participation also from industry. More-
over, METI and the AEC also have a say over the selection of its board of
directors. The current JAEA board reºects its complex web of allegiances.
Of its nine members, four are from MEXT/STA, three are from the electrical
utilities, one is from METI, and one—the president of the board—is a career
academic who previously served as chairman of the Nuclear Safety
Commission.129 In short, the JAEA is not simply beholden to the top political
leadership. The veto players are jealously guarding their turf.

In addition, for forecasting purposes it is necessary to assess not only how
easily Japan might be able to redirect its current stockpiles of plutonium for
military purposes, but also how easily it might acquire additional stockpiles
and then use those for military purposes. Again, the answer is that it would be
extremely difªcult to imagine such a scenario. For one thing, industrial-scale
fuel reprocessing is not currently possible in Japan, given that the JAEA’s de-
crepit Tokai reprocessing plant is practically ofºine and the industry consor-
tium JNFL’s construction of the Rokkasho reprocessing plant continues to run
into problems, which are compounded by strident local opposition. Indeed,
Rokkasho’s planned startup date has been postponed eighteen times over the
past decades, with the latest target date set for October 2012.130 In addition,
there is a uranium enrichment plant at Rokkasho, which could be another con-
ceivable pathway to acquiring ªssile material; but this is also not a state facil-
ity, as it is mainly owned by the industry consortium JNFL, and it also has
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been beset by technical difªculties and was shut down in December 2010, with
plans to completely replace the existing centrifuges with a new design.131

From a proliferation perspective, the most worrisome potential future source
of plutonium for the Japanese state may be the JAEA’s Monju fast breeder re-
actor. Monju runs on plutonium fuel, but as a breeder reactor it also is
designed to produce considerably more plutonium than it uses, and much of
what it produces is even weapons-grade. Monju has been beset by a series
of technical problems, however, which have increased the difªculty of gaining
the required approvals from METI and subnational governments for its restart.
In fact, Monju was fully operational only for a brief period in 1995 before being
shut down by a sodium leak, then for a brief period in 2010 before shutting
down again because of yet another accident. As a result of the latest accident,
Monju’s full startup has once again been delayed until 2014 at the earliest.132

And even if Monju were to start running smoothly and producing plutonium,
that plutonium would continue to be subject to the complicated “ownership”
structure of the JAEA, which reºects a variety of veto players in this arena.

In sum, the historical institutionalist, veto players analysis conducted here
allows a much more sanguine conclusion about Japan’s future nuclear military
potential than the nonproliferation literature’s standard casual, if not scare-
mongering, references to “Japan’s” huge plutonium stockpile. The analysis
also suggests that Japan will continue to produce large quantities of plutonium
for many years to come, with all of the economic costs and dangers to public
health and safety that this entails. I leave it to others to decide whether the
glass is half full or half empty.

Conclusion

This article has provided a new lens for understanding states’ propensity to ac-
quire nuclear weapons or to take other radical nuclear policy shifts, with a spe-
cial focus on the case of Japan. Japan’s persistent pursuit of a purely civilian
“plutonium economy” over the past half century is a puzzling phenomenon
that many analysts have interpreted as indicating a secret desire of Japanese
elites to have nuclear weapons, or at least to engage in nuclear hedging. By
contrast, my analysis shows that although once upon a time some top Japanese
politicians, and notably Yasuhiro Nakasone, did indeed hope to create a nu-
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clear weapons breakout option, their institutional vision was swamped by the
intrusion of other powerful actors with very different motivations. Therefore
the persistence of Japan’s unusual nuclear policy mix should not be taken to
indicate that Japan has been following a nuclear hedging strategy. Rather, the
persistence of the traditional Japanese nuclear policy mix is mainly the prod-
uct of powerful forces of inertia. The need for agreement across a wide array of
domestic veto players has posed a serious obstacle to major policy shifts, either
toward nuclear weapons or toward the abandonment of the “plutonium econ-
omy” ambition. Moreover, the longevity of the traditional policy is itself a
force for continued policy stability.

Some sophisticated Japan watchers have opined that even though most of
the country’s politicians have not been seriously interested in obtaining nu-
clear weapons in the past, over the past twenty years of major institutional re-
forms, they have gradually, albeit perhaps unconsciously, put the chess pieces
in place for a possible future prime minister to decide to build the bomb.133 I
have shown, however, that the recent major administrative and political re-
forms have not re-created the Nakasone vision of a pyramidal command and
control structure over nuclear policy in Japan. In fact, they have expanded the
number of veto players yet further. Over the past twenty years, Japan has not
been creeping toward a nuclear weapons breakout; instead, it has steadily
been encasing its traditional nuclear policy in cement. A nuclear replay of Im-
perial Japan’s surprise attack on Pearl Harbor is a fantasy scenario.134

There is, of course, always the slim possibility that a major external shock
could lead to a big, sudden change in Japan’s nuclear policy.135 Yet the basic
framework of Japanese nuclear policy has continued essentially undisturbed
by several serious shocks in the past, for instance North Korea’s nuclear tests
of 2006 and 2009. And, remarkably, the impact of even the Fukushima crisis
has so far been faster and more decisive on Germany’s nuclear policy than on
Japan’s. The historical institutionalist, veto players analysis introduced in this
article does not provide us with a crystal ball, but it does point out the strong
obstacles to radical Japanese nuclear policy change in any direction, even in
the face of the most serious disaster Japan has faced since World War II. After
all, even in crises, veto players tend to stand up for their perceived interests.
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By way of comparison, as Andrew MacIntyre has shown, the Asian ªnancial
crisis of 1997 did not produce a uniform response by Southeast Asian states,
but instead a wide variety of responses because of the varying nature and
number of preexisting veto players in each country. The more diverse the set of
veto players, the less ºexible was the policy.136 Therefore we should not be sur-
prised if even a disaster of the magnitude of Fukushima leads only to minor, or
even cosmetic, changes in Japan’s traditional nuclear policy orientation.

Moreover, even if a major external shock surprisingly did bring about a
Japanese nuclear policy revolution in the coming months or years, this revolu-
tion would surely not happen overnight or remain secret for very long. Oppo-
sition parties, the media, foreign governments, and capital markets would be
well apprised that the Japanese government was trying to change its nuclear
course, and they would therefore have ample time to exert various kinds of
pressure on it, and also to prepare themselves for the new strategic reality
should the pressures prove insufªcient. That Japanese politics is almost certain
not to produce any sudden nuclear policy departures is another important,
policy-relevant implication of the historical institutionalist, veto players analy-
sis introduced in this article.

Although Japan has been the main empirical focus of this article, the broader
theoretical argument that I have made here is not speciªc to Japan. When as-
sessing the nuclear proliferation propensities of states around the world, ana-
lysts should complement their study of the international environment and of
domestic political actors’ preferences with historical institutionalist analyses
of the policymaking arenas in which the actors ªnd themselves. This article’s
focus on the number of veto players is a start, but only a start to what needs
to be done to develop a full-ºedged institutionalist perspective on nuclear
proliferation.

Veto Players, Nuclear Energy, and Nonproliferation 189

136. MacIntyre, “Institutions and Investors.”


