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The tug of war
As the EU prepares to crank up its defence research programme, Eleni Courea 

examines a parallel push towards dual-use research in Japan.

‘Militarisation 

threatens to 

drastically 

distort science 

in Europe.’

i n s i d e r

If you want peace, prepare for war, a Roman general once 
said, and the idea has pervaded military thinking ever 
since. Now, in a remarkable turnaround in the EU vision 
and despite the Nobel peace prize proudly displayed in 
the Justus Lipsius Building in Brussels, the union is 
recasting itself as a proponent of that approach. 

The launch of a proposal for a €5.5-billion European 
defence fund on 7 June, with €500 million a year ear-
marked for defence research after 2020, signals the change. 

The EU’s first iteration was the European Coal and 
Steel Community, a trade liberalisation and peace project 
started after the second world war. But a series of geo-
political changes, including the recent election of the 
volatile Donald Trump as president of the United States, 
has thrown Europe’s burgeoning defence capabilities 
into the spotlight. “Europe can no longer afford to pig-
gyback on the military might of others,” the European 
Commission’s president Jean-Claude Juncker warned in 
his State of the Union address in September 2016. 

A similar approach is taking root on the other side of 
the globe. Japan has been staunchly pacifist since 1945, 
and its constitution prohibits it from maintaining military 
forces. But prime minister Shinzo Abe, who took power in 
2012, has declared his intention to revise it and push for 
a broader interpretation of the self-defence clause that 
would allow Japan to mobilise its army overseas.

A major aspect of the revitalised defence strategy in 
Japan and the EU is the expansion of research for mili-
tary purposes. This had been opposed for decades by 
scientists in both regions. In the EU, the Commission 
will whet the appetite for defence research with a €90m 
budget until the end of 2019. And in Japan, the govern-
ment is pouring funds into its programme for dual-use 
research, with both military and civilian uses. 

Until now, Japanese defence research has been entirely 
conducted by government institutions with a budget of 
around €13m a year. During this financial year, 11 billion 
yen (€85m) will be spent on developing such technologies. 

It’s not just about the cash. “There is massive pressure 
on academics, especially those who teach at universities, 
to involve themselves in military research,” says Takao 
Takahara, an international relations researcher at Meiji 
Gakuin University in Tokyo. 

Japan’s science council is an advisory body to the 
government and represents around 850,000 Japanese 
researchers. It published a letter on 24 March calling for a 
boycott on military research. The council urged universities 

to evaluate the implications of such work, stating concern 
over the “openness” of its outcomes. The results of mili-
tary-funded studies tend to be subject to secrecy because 
of their relevance to national security. “Some research into 
defence equipment is necessary,” says Takashi Onishi, 
president of the Japanese Science Council. “But when it 
expands massively, it can increase military tension.”

Japan is operating two dual-use programmes, one 
managed by the council for science, technology and 
innovation—which is chaired by Abe—and the other 
by the ministry of defence. They mimic those of the 
US Defence Advanced Research Projects Agency and 
“are part of Abe’s comprehensive policy to remilitarise 
Japan”, says Takahara. Morihisa Hamada, a volcan-
ologist at Japan’s Agency for Marine-Earth Science and 
Technology, counts Abe among Japan’s “most hawkish 
politicians since the second world war”. 

The science council’s uncompromising opposition 
to the defence fund has been largely effective. Most 
Japanese universities have refrained from applying to 
programme since it was launched in April. “If everyone 
ignores it, it will end,” Hamada says. 

But Japan’s aerospace agency Jaxa has applied to the 
dual-use research fund despite the boycott, reflecting a 
growing nexus between space exploration and defence in 
Japan—a trajectory very similar to Europe’s space strate-
gy, which strives to be “an asset for security and defence”. 

Space is just one area where Europe’s defence 
research push is ahead of Japan’s. Dual-use research, 
which has been the cause of so much controversy among 
Japanese researchers, is already funded by the EU under 
Horizon 2020. The European Defence Fund takes things 
a step further by supporting projects with purely mili-
tary applications. This militarisation of science threatens 
to “drastically distort science and higher education in 
Europe”, says Hamada. 

But despite its reliance on funding from national 
governments, science has no borders, Hamada says. 
He encourages researchers to oppose the 
militarisation of science. “Science should 
contribute to the welfare of people all over 
the world—not specific governments or 
military forces,” he says. Takahara agrees, 
saying: “As teachers, don’t make your stu-
dents become the merchants of death.”
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