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Deep Dive

US’s Callous Iran Aggression Fuels Global Atomic Defiance

Why US allies in Asia chasing
nuclear energy, eyeing nuclear weapons

By Joshua Kurlantzick
Senior fellow at the Council on
Foreign Relations

As the Iran war’s economic ripple
effects widen, countriesacross Asia
are scrambling for both short-term
solutions to the energy crisis and
longer-term structural changes
that will better ensure energy secu-
rity. Most of the region, with a few
minor exceptions, is extremely de-
pendent on crude oil and liquified
natural gas (LNG) from the Persian
Gulf. Countries such as Bangladesh
and the Philippines are already
desperate. The Philippines has de-
clared a national emergency, while
Bangladesh has imposed severe
fuel rationing amid fears it could
become the first Asian state to run
outoffuel.

Even more developed countries, like
Japan and South Korea, are being af-
fected by the energy crisis. Although
Japan has significant strategic re-
serves, and both countries can tem-
porarily switch to coal or purchase
some LNG on the expensive spot
market, leaders in Tokyo and Seoul
are well aware that the situation
could worsen quickly if US President
Donald Trump escalates by acting on
his bellicose Easter comments. The
crisis is now speeding up a debate
within Japan and South Korea about
expanding the use of nuclear power.
There has also been renewed pres-
sure to secure the rights to enrich a
higher percentage of uranium from
other states, in South Korea, for its
nuclear plants. The Trump adminis-
tration’s devotion of massive military
resources to the Middle East—which
hasevendiverted parts of the high-al-
titude missile interceptor system
promised to South Korea — and its
seeming indifference to Washing-
ton’s Asian allies has also sparked
serious consideration in Tokyo and
Seoul about whether the two North-
eastAsian powersneed their ownnu-
clearweapons.

Even the possibility that South Korea
could enrich a greater percentage
of its own uranium would have mas-
sive geopolitical ramifications in the
region. And if Japan and South Korea
were to move toward becoming nu-
clear-armed states, the geopolitical
shock — and danger — would be im-
measurable.

South Korea is already one of the
world’s largest producers of nuclear
energy and is expanding its civilian
nuclear capacity. Japan’s leadership,
meanwhile, has made nuclear energy
central to its policy agenda, despite
lingering public concern from the
2011 Fukushima disaster. The Iran
war has only accelerated Tokyo's
plans to reopen nuclear plants and
buildnew ones.

South Korea’s 1974 nuclear deal with
the United States, the so-called 123
Agreement, prohibiteditfrom enrich-
ingits own uranium and required it to
importenriched fuel instead. Late last
year, Washington and Seoul agreed to
a change that allows South Korea to
enrich uranium up to 20 percent for
civilian purposes. (This is far below
weapons-gradelevelsofenrichment.)
The possibility of higher enrich-
ment in South Korea has already led
to severe warnings from the nucle-
ar-armed North and from China.
North Korea’s state news agency
warned that South Korean domestic
uranium enrichment, backed by the
United States, was “laying a spring-
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Workers sit in front of a nuclear power plant central control room for the Tokyo Electric Power Company Kashiwazaki-Kariwa on January 21,
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board for its development into the
‘quasi-nuclear weapons state”. Bei-
jing, too, has cautioned Seoul that
even domestic enrichment for civil-
ian nuclear energy could have conse-
quences. China has not declared what
these might be, but they could range
from intense economic coercion —
China is South Korea’s largest trading
partner —tomoreaggressive Chinese
military escalation, particularly in
watersnear South Korea.

For its part, Japan already possesses
the capacity and right to enrich its
ownuranium. Withoutdeclaringit, Ja-
pan has whatis called nuclear latency
—theability torapidly develop nucle-
ar weapons without actually crossing
thethreshold ofbuildingthem.

As Daniel Sneider, non-resident fel-
low at the Korea Economic Institute
(KEI), recently wrote in a column, Ja-
pan “has a stockpile of forty-five tons
of weapons-grade plutonium (eight
tons of it held in Japan), the capabili-
ty to enrich uranium, ballistic-missile
technologies developed under its sat-
ellite-launch programs,and advanced
fighter aircraft with nuclear delivery
potential. A report published on the
International Nuclear Information
System | International Atomic Ener-
gy Agency website observed that Ja-
pan’s latency hedges against regional
threats while simultaneously func-
tioningas diplomaticleverage against
the United States should the Trump
administration withdraw its security
guarantees.”

Many South Koreans want the same
capabilities as Japan as they nolonger
trust the US nuclear umbrella. Lead-
ers in both countries have not only
pushed for greater nuclear power but

also increasingly raised the possibili-
ty ofobtainingnuclear weapons.
Roughly 76 percent of South Koreans
want to have an “indigenous nuclear
weapons capability” according to
an April 2025 poll by the respected
Asan Institute for Policy Studies —
the highest figure Asan has recorded.
In the same poll, less than half the re-
spondents believed the United States
would use nuclear weapons to defend
South Korea if North Korea struck it
with nukes. Former South Korean
president Yoon Suk-yeol already set
a precedent in 2023 by suggesting
that South Korea could need nuclear
weaponsto defend itself.

With nuclear latency, either country
could assemble weapons relatively
quickly. Experts expect that this could
take just a few months for Japan, but
South Koreawould likely takelonger.
If South Korea were to attempt to
achieve the kind of nuclear latency
Japan possesses, it could theoretical-
ly make Seoul a regional pariah, lead
to economic sanctions, or prompt the
United States to formally withdraw its
security guarantees, multiple experts
on proliferation told meininterviews.
And they suggest that the Asan poll
should be taken with a grain of salt.
Public sentiment in South Korea for
indigenousnuclear weapons capacity
softens significantly if people polled
believe that the shift would end the
country’s alliance with the United
States.

Still, Trump has, at times, suggested
he might not stand in the way of allies
in Northeast Asia obtaining nuclear
weapons, and he seems far from con-
cerned about regional proliferation.
If Trump maintains this posture as
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South Korean President Lee Jae Myung (C) speaks during a news conference to mark
the first anniversary of former president Yoon Suk Yeol's brief imposition of martial

law, at the Blue House in Seoul on December 3, 2025.
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South Korea pursues nuclear latency,
Seoul would be less of a pariah and
unlikely to face sanctions — though
it would not reduce any geopolitical
risk. Indeed, given that Beijing has of-
fered dire warnings just about Seoul
gaining greater enrichment capabil-
ities, it is hard to determine how se-
verely and quickly China could esca-
late aresponse if South Korea were to
obtainnuclearlatency.

As for Japan, moving closer to obtain-
ing nuclear weapons would cause po-
tentially even greater blowback from
China, at a time when the two powers
already face deteriorating relations.
Chinese rhetoric on Japan’s Taiwan
position hints at how Beijing might
respond to Tokyo openly considering
getting nuclear weapons. One Chi-
nese state news outlet already called
for Beijing to consider nuclear strikes
on Japan just because Japan’s prime
minister suggested that the country
could become involved in a conflict
over Taiwan.

Yet Washington’s ambivalence to-
ward non-proliferation in Asia and
uncertainty about US commitment
to allies — a sentiment clearly felt in
Europe, too, as France and the United
Kingdom explore expanding their
own nuclear umbrellas — could lead
both Japan and South Korea to follow
a path toward nuclear energy and,
possibly, nuclear weapons. Former
lieutenant general Noboru Yamagu-
chi, a senior government advisor in
Japan, told KEI's Sneider: “Itis impos-
sible to prove extended [US nuclear]
deterrence is valid... Deterrence is
about how we feel. It was question-
able during the Cold War. Now, I don’t
believeinanykind of deterrence.”
Indeed, Japanese Prime Minister
Takaichi Sanae, who just led her par-
ty to a massive electoral victory, has
left open the possibility that Tokyo
will abandon its commitment to not
obtaining nuclear weapons. As the
Carnegie Endowment’s Shizuka Kur-
amitsu notes, the prime minister has
committed to “making ‘important
policy shifts, including amending the
Japanese Constitution. The election
result may have also boosted her con-
fidence to revisit the three non-nucle-
arprinciples.”

With Washington focused on the
Middle East, the world desperate for
energy, and Asian allies unsure of the
future, the possibility of multiple nu-
clear-armed states in Northeast Asia
looksdangerously plausible.

The article was first published by
the Council on Foreign Relations.
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Thelranwar’s energy
falloutisspeedingup
adebatein)apanand
South Korea about
expandingnuclear
power capabilities,
whilethe Trump
administration’srecent
shiftaway from Asian
allieshassparked
dialogue about
whetherthetwo
NortheastAsian
powersshould develop
theirown nuclear
weapons.




