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in an august 2023 interview, general yoshihide yoshida, Japan’s 
chief of staff, Joint staff, stated that Japan’s military could not 
“currently maintain” Japan’s security “in the face of [the] evolving 
regional and global challenges.”1 at the same time, following the 
Japanese government’s plan to double its spending for all national 
security-related matters to 2 per cent of its gross domestic product 
(gdp) by 2027, its defence Ministry requested a record $52.67 billion 
for its 2024 budget, an increase of 13 per cent from 2023.2 in line with 
this, Japan’s 2023 White paper highlighted the chinese assertiveness 
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and is “seen as a break from Japan’s postwar policy limiting the use 
of force to self-defense.”3 this policy reorientation, a significant one 
for a pacifist Japan, is indicative of the new geopolitical realities that 
require adaptation and a shift from the past. 

this article examines why despite its post-World War ii pacifist 
nature, Japan has been recalibrating its foreign policy strategies over 
the past few years. in doing so, the essay will highlight how Japan 
is being driven to recalibrate its foreign policy strategies to contend 
with, and adapt to, the increasing chinese foreign policy assertiveness 
and military provocations in Northeast asia. While china’s actions 
are not new and bilateral relations with Japan have been rocky in the 
past, developments over the past few years infer a shift in Japan’s 
previous posture. 

Japan-China ContentionS
relations between Japan and china have several points of contention. 
these stem from history and Japan’s invasion in the 1930s, the 
territorial dispute over the senkaku islands, the growing asymmetry 
between the two countries, and increasing chinese military 
belligerence in Northeast asia. 

in modern history, Japan and china have an enmity that goes 
back to the Japanese invasion of the mainland during World War 
ii. during their invasion of china, the Japanese were brutal in their 
conquest, including the Nanjing massacre in which as many as 
300,000 chinese were killed.4 during this massacre, Japanese soldiers 
“embarked on an uninterrupted spree of murder, rape and robbery.”5 
the massacre has not been forgotten in china. Furthermore, Japanese 
leaders visiting the controversial yasukuni shrine and revisions 
in Japanese textbooks that overlook the atrocities are aspects that 
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continue to sour relations between the two nations. From china’s 
perspective, Japan’s apologies have never been enough.6

aside from Japan’s actions during World War ii, the two 
countries have a territorial dispute over the senkaku/diaoyu islands 
in the east china sea. the two countries reject each other’s historical 
claims over the islands and the strategic and economic importance 
of the islands have made them central to the geopolitical jostling 
between the two countries.7 the Japanese government states that the 
islands are “indisputably an inherent part of the territory of Japan 
in the light of historical facts and based upon international law, and 
are…effectively under the Japanese control.”8 to add to the tensions, 
china regularly sends its coast guard vessels into Japanese territorial 
waters. these incursions have been increasing, and in 2021, china 
sent its vessels into the contiguous zone around the islands for 112 
consecutive days.9

Furthermore, china’s military asymmetry compared to Japan 
also has implications for the regional dynamics. the modernisation 
of the chinese military, its $230 billion defence budget, and china’s 
civil-military fusion strategy have concerned the Japanese leaders.10 
Japan’s Ministry of defence has raised alarm on twitter over the 
chinese military assertiveness around Japan’s borders.11 this includes 
chinese Navy and air Force activities around Japan and the senkaku 
islands along with joint exercises with russia. 
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china’s support for the North Korean regime is an added thorn 
in bilateral relations. in June 2023, North Korea fired two ballistic 
missiles into Japan’s exclusive economic Zone (eeZ), not for the first 
time. combined with an assertive china, North Korea’s increasing 
belligerence has bolstered Japan-south Korea relations and resulted 
in a trilateral summit hosted by the united states in august 2023.12 
a new ‘trilateral’ developing among china, North Korea, and russia 
is also of serious concern. china’s activities towards taiwan have 
further added to the bilateral tensions with Japan, linking peace 
across the taiwan strait to its own security for the first time in its 
2022 National security strategy.13 additionally, china also views 
the american presence in Japan as part of the us strategy to contain 
china. 

these points of contention, therefore, have contributed to the 
overall tensions between china and Japan. the following section will 
examine specific chinese actions over the past few years that have 
compelled Japan to recalibrate its foreign policy strategies. 

China’S inCReaSing MilitaRy aSSeRtiveneSS
despite the points of contention between Japan and china, the latter’s 
military assertiveness over the past decade, which has only been 
increasing, has been the primary factor for Japan’s reorientation. 

under Xi Jinping, the chinese military has undergone a significant 
modernisation drive. on the naval front, china has successfully built 
the largest naval fleet, surpassing that of the us, with more than 370 
vessels and submarines.14 amongst its impressive fleet, the people’s 
liberation army (pla) Navy (plaN) already operates two aircraft 
carriers, with a third currently undergoing various trials after being 

12. shantanu roy-chaudhury and benjamin Ho, “Will thawing Japan-south Korea 
relations change the security landscape of Northeast asia?,” RSIS IDSS Paper, 
september 18, 2023, https://www.rsis.edu.sg/rsis-publication/idss/ip23066-will-
thawing-japan-south-korea-relations-change-the-security-landscape-of-northeast-
asia/. accessed on september 29, 2023. 
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siryou/221216anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf. accessed on september 29, 2023. 
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launched in June 2022. the newest Fujian carrier is of 80,000 tonnes, 
significantly larger and more powerful than its predecessors.15 
the pla air Force (plaaF) has steadily been inducting the fifth 
generation J-20 fighter aircraft and is no longer reliant on russia for 
its engines.16 on the missile and nuclear front too, there have been 
significant developments. the us department of defence’s 2022 
report on china’s military and security developments highlighted 
three new intercontinental ballistic Missile (icbM) silo fields being 
constructed.17 the department’s 2023 report added that china has 
more than 500 nuclear warheads, estimated to be more than 1,000 by 
2030.18 the stockholm international peace research institute (sipri) 
has estimated that china had 410 nuclear warheads as of 2023, an 
increase of 60 warheads from 2022.19 undoubtedly, china has been 
increasing its military forces, capabilities, and power projection. 

the increase in capabilities, combined with a more assertive 
foreign policy under Xi Jinping has also led to increasing military 
posturing around Japan. in May 2022, it was reported that chinese 
warships were circling Japan and its aircraft carrier flotillas have 
exercised several times in the Western pacific.20 additionally, the 
chinese have also carried out joint military exercises with russia since 
the start of the war in ukraine. air and naval exercises have taken 
place in the sea of Japan and bombers from both countries have also 
flown missions around Japan as a show of force. Japanese officials 
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have lodged their concerns and stated that the flights “were a grave 
security concern for Japan as they appeared to be directed towards 
Japan” and further complicate Japan’s security environment.21 

in a serious accident that could have escalated, five chinese 
ballistic missiles landed in Japan’s exclusive economic Zone (eeZ) 
near okinawa in august 2022. the missiles were part of china’s 
largest military exercise in the taiwan strait.22 this had never 
happened before and highlights how increasing chinese belligerence 
towards taiwan also has ramifications for other Northeast asian 
nations. additionally, with Japan having linked peace in the taiwan 
strait to its own security, china’s military posturing and the almost 
daily plaaF and plaN missions towards taiwan have heightened 
concerns. china also regularly began crossing the median line 
between the two countries in 2022, a significant increase in its assertive 
posturing. on september 18, 2023, taiwan’s defence Ministry stated 
it had tracked a record 103 pla planes in the span of 24 hours with 
40 of them crossing the median line.23 during the same week, 20 
chinese military vessels were spotted around taiwan. by the end 
of september 2023, 565 aircraft had been detected, with 225 of them 
crossing the median line. this was in stark contrast to a total of 380 
sorties throughout the year in 2020.24 given the significant uptick in 
incursions over the years, the chinese have successfully normalised 
such incursions. 

apart from military exercises, china has regularly been sending 
its coast guard vessels into Japan’s eeZ around the senkaku islands. 
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despite repeated objections from Japan and the establishment 
of a hotline to prevent accidental clashes, these incursions25 and 
provocations have continued.26 additionally, on september 15, 2023, 
the Japanese defence Ministry stated that a chinese naval vessel had 
sailed through Japan’s territorial waters for the twelfth time since 
June 2023.27 

aside from china’s provocative military posturing that has been 
driving Japan’s foreign policy and security outlook, christopher 
Hughes has made the convincing argument that Japanese leaders’ 
confidence in their ability to read china’s intentions has “been 
progressively undermined.”28 Furthermore, younger Japanese 
leaders no longer have personal relations with their chinese 
counterparts and are suspicious of their western neighbour. at the 
bureaucratic level, too, the Foreign Ministry’s china division has been 
superseded in importance by the North american affairs bureau. 
in his autobiography, Japanese prime Minister Fumio Kishida has 
stated that china was the most difficult country to negotiate with.29 
uncertainty, therefore, has led to the deterioration of strategic trust. 
ultimately, it has become harder for Japan to understand china and, 
therefore, a rethink is needed to adapt and deal with an assertive 
beijing. this is complimentary to china’s military assertiveness 
as it causes unease amongst policy-makers if they are unable to 
understand their neighbour and, thus, must adapt to the changing 
realities on the ground. ‘reluctant realism,’ therefore, causes Japan 
to seek alternative methods of dealing with beijing’s activities when 
tokyo feels it is unable to understand the chinese intents. china’s 

25. “tokyo urges beijing to stop intrusions into Japanese Waters near senkakus,” The 
Japan Times, November 23, 2022, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/11/23/
national/jpn-china-maritime-mtg/. accessed on september 29, 2023. 

26. “trends in china coast guard and other Vessels in the Waters surrounding the 
senkaku islands, and Japan’s response,” MOFA Japan, september 1, 2023, https://
www.mofa.go.jp/region/page23e_000021.html. accessed september 29, 2023. 

27. Japan Ministry of defence, twitter, https://twitter.com/ModJapan_en/
status/1702748113168191640. accessed on october 5, 2023. 

28. christopher W. Hughes, “Japan’s ‘resentful realism’ and balancing china’s rise,” The 
Chinese Journal of International Politics Vol. 9, No. 2 (2016): 109-150, p. 125. 

29. satoshi sugiyama, “How Kishida’s political Journey has shaped his Views on china,” 
The Japan Times, January 3, 2022, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/01/03/
national/politics-diplomacy/kishida-background-china-views/. accessed on october 
31, 2023. 
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overall activities have not been confidence-inducing. this invariably 
leads to an increasingly tense region. 

rather than china’s actions and the inability of Japan to 
understand its intentions, an argument can be made that Japan’s 
recalibration is due to a faltering and unreliable us security umbrella, 
especially after the us pullout from afghanistan. this, however, does 
not stand scrutiny for three reasons. First, the us-china rivalry is only 
increasing and while limited thaws might emerge, the nature of their 
relationship will remain competitive. second, a contingency over 
taiwan invariably involves Japan, given the 85 american military 
bases in the country, housing 54,000 troops, and the Japanese linking 
a taiwan contingency to their own security strengthens the american 
resolve for supporting Japan. third, the us-Japan alliance stood firm 
even during donald trump’s term despite his attacking the alliance 
and stating that Japan was taking advantage of the us.30 the us-
Japan alliance, therefore, has been an “anchor of the us security role 
in asia” and given the present geopolitical environment, Washington 
will remain the region.31

china’s increasing military assertiveness which includes 
modernising its military, exercises around Japan and incursions 
into its eeZ, along with an increasingly aggressive posture towards 
taiwan which has led to chinese aircraft crossing the median line have 
all contributed to Japan recalibrating its foreign policy outlook. this 
has been further cemented by the Japanese no longer believing they 
can read china’s intentions, making beijing’s military assertiveness 
even more concerning. 

Japan’S ReCalibRation 
Having established the points of concern of Japan toward china and 
beijing’s increasing military assertiveness that is causing Japan’s 
foreign policy and security recalibration, this final section highlights 
the measures tokyo is taking to adapt to the situation. Japan’s policy 

30. linda sieg, daniel leussink, “trump renews criticism of Japan-us alliance before 
g20 summit,” reuters, June 27, 2019, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-g20-
summit-trump-japan-idusKcN1ts057. accessed on october 2, 2023. 

31. emma chanlett-avery and caitlin campbell, Joshua a. Williams, “the u.s.-Japan 
alliance,” congressional research service, June 13, 2013. https://crsreports.congress.
gov/product/pdf/rl/rl33740. accessed on october 2, 2023. 
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shifts have been reactive in nature, drawing from the ‘reluctant 
realism’ analogy. While Japan does not want to provoke china, it 
feels it has little choice, given beijing’s actions. it must also take into 
account china’s economic might and its position as Japan’s largest 
trading partner. Nevertheless, tokyo’s approach towards beijing is 
changing. thematically, this includes Japan strengthening its own 
defence capabilities and increasing its defence spending, focussing 
on alliances and minilateral organisations, and taking a harder stance 
against china. these actions are not only driven by the government: 
as a poll conducted by Nikkei-tV showed, 55 per cent of Japanese 
people want the government to take “a harsher stance against 
china.”32 additionally, according to The Economist, 71 per cent viewed 
china as a “threat” in 2021 and more than 90 per cent in 2022 believed 
but Japan should prepare for a chinese invasion of taiwan.33 

despite the american alliance umbrella, Japan is still responsible 
for its own security. to this end, documents released by the Japanese 
government in december 2022 laid the foundations of Japan’s defence 
and security policies that signal a shift away from its traditional 
pacifist outlook. these included the National security strategy (Nss), 
the National defence strategy, and the defence buildup programme. 
in the most direct evidence of Japan recalibrating its foreign and 
security policies due to china, the Nss stated that china is “the 
greatest strategic challenge in ensuring the peace and security of 
Japan and the peace and stability of the international community.”34 
Japan’s 2023 defence White paper added, “china’s current external 
stance, military activities, and other activities have become a matter 
of serious concern for Japan and the international community, and 
present an unprecedented and the greatest strategic challenge.”35

32. “Majority of Japanese Want Harder line against china,” Nikkei Asia, august 29, 2016, 
https://asia.nikkei.com/politics/Majority-of-Japanese-want-harder-line-against-
china. accessed on october 2, 2023. 

33. “How Japan sees china,” The Economist, January 1, 2022, https://www.economist.
com/asia/2022/01/01/how-japan-sees-china; lin tsui-yi, Jonathan chin, “Most in 
Japan urge a plan for if china seizes taiwan,” Taipei Times, June 1, 2022, https://
www.taipeitimes.com/News/front/archives/2022/06/01/2003779135. accessed on 
october 2, 2023.

34. “National security strategy of Japan,” MoFa Japan, december 2022, https://www.
cas.go.jp/jp/siryou/221216anzenhoshou/nss-e.pdf. 

35. “defense of Japan 2023,” Ministry of defence Japan, 2023, https://www.mod.go.jp/
en/publ/w_paper/wp2023/doJ2023_eN_Full.pdf. accessed on october 4, 2023. 
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the documents also outlined Japan’s defence spending for the years 
ahead. the government announced a budget of 2 per cent of its gdp 
for all “national security-related spending” which amounts to us $321 
billion till 2027. by 2027, therefore, Japan’s defence budget is expected 
to be 65 per cent higher than in 2022 at us$ 66 billion.36 Furthermore, 
at us$ 51 billion, Japan’s defence budget for 2023 “is larger than 
tokyo’s combined defense budget increases of the past 30 years”.37 
For a pacifist country which had earlier imposed 1 per cent of its gdp 
as a limit for such spending, this is a symbolic and historic measure 
that highlights the changing attitude of Japanese lawmakers in how 
they adapt to their geopolitical environment. on the military front, 
Japan is also strengthening its capabilities. Japan has been fortifying 
its remote islands of Honshu, Kyushu, and ryuku amongst others.38 
the country is also planning to upgrade its aegis destroyers by 2027 
which would also allow them to operate the 400 tomahawk cruise 
missiles that Japan purchased from the us.39 the acquisition of the 
tomahawks gives Japan significant counter-strike capabilities. From 
a constitutional and policy perspective, the government maintains 
that counter-strike capabilities are possible under the constitution as 
a measure of self-defence.40 However, till now, it had relied on the 
us for this role and had not sought it for its own military. according 
to the 2023 defence White paper, Japan has also strengthened its air 
and missile defence capabilities and command and control capabilities, 
and utilised the space domain, built up a stand-off defence capability, 
utilised unmanned assets, strengthened maritime and air capabilities, 
and also strengthened its joint operational architecture.

36. adam p. liff, “No, Japan is not planning to ‘double its defense budget,’” brookings, 
May 22, 2023, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/no-japan-is-not-planning-to-
double-its-defense-budget/. accessed on october 4, 2023. 

37. ibid. 
38. Michiyo ishida and darrelle Ng, “Japan, alarmed by china’s regional activities, 

Fortifies southwest islands and Hikes defence budget,” CNA, May 26, 2023, https://
www.channelnewsasia.com/asia/japan-self-defense-force-spending-fortifies-
southern-islands-china-sea-3517466. accessed on october 4, 2023. 

39. “Japan eyes upgrading aegis ships with tomahawk Missiles by Fy 2027,” The Japan 
Times, March 25, 2023, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2023/03/25/national/
msdf-aegis-destroyers-tomahawk-missiles/. accessed on october 4, 2023. 

40. ibid. 
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While building upon its own capabilities, Japan has also been 
strengthening its bilateral and multilateral alliances and partnerships. 
several developments over the past year are indicative of this trend. 
they include the us army bolstering ties with Japan which includes 
the sharing of intelligence,41 and working with the us and australia to 
further logistics cooperation which would enhance troop movement, 
and weapons and supply deliveries across the indo-pacific region.42 
For the first time, in January 2023, india and Japan conducted joint 
fighter aircraft exercises in Japan’s ibaraki prefecture.43 india exercised 
with the russian su-30MKi fighter that is also used by the chinese 
air Force. similarly, germany and Japan conducted their first air 
force exercises over Japanese territory in september 2022. there have 
also been reports of Japan and germany beginning negotiations for 
a defence cross-servicing deal which would allow the two nations 
to exchange fuel and other supplies.44 on the multilateral front, a 
trilateral was held among the leaders of the us, Japan, and south 
Korea to address regional challenges posed by china and North 
Korea. a joint air force exercise among the three countries followed. 
the thawing of relations with south Korea indicates the gravity of the 
strategic concerns, despite the historical baggage which has earlier 
prevented rapprochement.45 the Quadrilateral security dialogue 
(Quad) countries (india, Japan, us, and australia) have also held 
joint naval exercises and are broadening their scope of engagements. 
although not a military alliance, the Quad has irked china several 

41. ryo Nakumura, “u.s. army bolsters ties with Japan as Focus shifts to china,” Nikkei 
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43. gabriel dominguez, “india-Japan defense ties enter New phase with First Joint 
Fighter drills,” The Japan Times, January 16, 2023, https://www.japantimes.co.jp/
news/2023/01/16/national/india-japan-fighters-joint-exercise/. accessed october 4, 
2023. 

44. ryo Nemoto, “Japan, germany to start Negotiations on defense cross-servicing 
deal,” Nikkei Asia, september 30, 2023, https://asia.nikkei.com/politics/defense/
Japan-germany-to-start-negotiations-on-defense-cross-servicing-deal. accessed on 
october 4, 2023.  

45. roy-chaudhury and Ho, n. 12. 



Japan’s Foreign policy and security recalibrations 2018-23

Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 13 No. 2  2024 (January-March)    84

times.46 Japan, along with australia, New Zealand, and south Korea, 
is also one of the North atlantic treaty organisation’s (Nato’s) 
partners in the indo-pacific. although Japan and Nato have been 
engaging since the 1990s, over the past few years, the engagement 
has increased. this has been due to Nato ‘looking east’ and its 
linking of trans-atlantic security to the indo-pacific, undoubtedly 
driven by concerns over china. in december 2020, Japan, for the first 
time, attended a Nato ministerial meeting. subsequently, in april 
2022 and april 2023, it participated in the Nato foreign ministers’ 
meetings. More importantly, in June 2022, the Japanese prime minister, 
along with the leaders of the other indo-pacific partners, attended a 
Nato summit for the first time. areas of cooperation include cyber 
defence, new technologies, maritime security, and interoperability.47 
closer cooperation was cemented by the Nato-Japan individual 
tailored partnership programme (itpp) in July 2023.48 

Japan has also begun to take a harder stance against china on 
several fronts. in september 2023, Japan elevated defence and security 
relations with taiwan by appointing a serving official as its defence 
attaché in taipei.49 this enhances direct contact between defence 
and military officials in the backdrop of china’s manoeuvres. this 
is a significant development as the post was earlier always held by 
a retired military officer to prevent aggravating china. in the south 
china sea (scs), Japan has held several naval exercises with the us and 
other nations over the past few years.50 in 2018, a Japanese submarine 
was in the scs for the first time since World War ii to participate in 
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exercises with the us Navy. For over a decade, the Japanese have 
also offered patrol vessels and training to countries in southeast asia 
to improve their coast guards patrolling the disputed scs waters.51 
separately, Japan has also called out human rights abuses in china. 
before the 2022 Winter olympics in beijing, Japan’s parliament 
passed the “resolution regarding the serious human rights situation 
in Xinjiang uighur and other areas.”52 on the economic front, Japan 
has also moved towards reducing its dependence on china. 

From china’s perspective, beijing has been predictably critical 
of Japan’s policy developments, which it views as hostile. china 
reacted strongly to Japan’s new Nss and believes Japan is returning 
to a period of militarisation which is “very dangerous” and has, thus, 
urged tokyo to “learn from the lessons of history”, given its “militarist 
aggression” during the 20th century.53 the view from multiple 
Global Times commentaries indicates china’s points of contention 
with Japan’s actions. china has been suspicious of the Quad and 
increasingly sees Japan as violating its pacifist constitution. it 
believes Japan is hyping up the “china threat” to expand its military 
and as part of its plan to get other countries to also confront china.54 
From a domestic angle, Japan will use taiwan and the senkaku 
islands to support revising the pacifist article 9 of its constitution. 
separately, some chinese scholars view Japan as an american pawn 
for encircling china, while others believe that Japan is leading the 
way, given that the concept of the indo-pacific was first touted by 

china-sea-china-contests-u-s-position-on-territorial-disputes. accessed on october 4, 
2023. 

51. Hiroyuki akita, “Japan coast guard Quietly Helps asian Nations counter china,” 
Nikkei Asia, october 21, 2017, https://asia.nikkei.com/politics/international-
relations/Japan-coast-guard-quietly-helps-asian-nations-counter-china. accessed 
on october 4, 2023. 

52. “resolution regarding the serious Human rights situation in Xinjiang uighur and 
other areas,” the House of representatives, Japan, February 1, 2022, https://www.
shugiin.go.jp/internet/itdb_english.nsf/html/statics/english/ketugi_e220201-1.
html. accessed on october 4, 2023. 

53. “Japan’s return to path of Militarization ‘dangerous’: china defence Ministry,” 
reuters, March 16, 2023, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/japans-
return-path-militarisation-dangerous-china-defence-ministry-2023-03-16/. accessed 
on october 4, 2023. 

54. “provocative defense paper reveals Japan’s dangerous intention to seek constitutional 
revision, observers Warn,” Global Times, May 25, 2023, https://www.globaltimes.cn/
page/202305/1291331.shtml. accessed on october 4, 2023. 



Japan’s Foreign policy and security recalibrations 2018-23

Defence and Diplomacy Journal Vol. 13 No. 2  2024 (January-March)    86

former prime Minister shinzo abe.55 the People’s Daily, also, on 
several occasions has attacked Japan’s policies. under the pen name 
of Zhong shen, used to express the chinese communist party’s views 
on international affairs, it has accused Japan of interfering in china’s 
internal affairs and becoming a “troublemaker for regional peace and 
stability.”56 Zhong shen has also called the us-Japan-south Korea 
trilateral a “mini-Nato” that undermines peace and stability.57 

thus, the evidence showcases several instances in the way 
Japan has been recalibrating its foreign and security policies due 
to the challenges from china. ultimately, Japan has been driven to 
recalibrate its foreign policy strategies to contend with, and adapt 
to, the increasing assertiveness of the chinese foreign policy and 
military provocations in Northeast asia. 

as the geopolitical situation continues to remain strained and new 
fissures of contentions arise between the us and china and between 
Japan and china (such as the issue around the Fukushima water 
release), it is unlikely that relations between these countries will thaw. 
china’s assertiveness continues despite its internal compulsions and 
tumultuous domestic politics. With Xi Jinping at the helm, tokyo’s 
decision to recalibrate its foreign and security policies encapsulates 
an environment where adaptation and breaking precedence with the 
past is the necessary way forward.
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