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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.”! 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.”® 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.* During this massacre, Japanese soldiers
“embarked on an uninterrupted spree of murder, rape and robbery.”>
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.®

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.” 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.”® 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.’

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.”
Japan’s Ministry of Defence has raised alarm on Twitter over the
Chinese military assertiveness around Japan’s borders." 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."
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.”® 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."* 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
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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.”
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.'* 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.'” 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."” 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.*® 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.*'

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.”? 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.” 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.>* 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 incursions® and
provocations have continued.” 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.%

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.””® Furthermore, younger Japanese
leaders no longer have personal relations with their Chinese
counterparts and are suspicious of their western neighbour. At the
bureaucraticlevel, 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.?
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
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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.* 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.

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
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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.”** 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.*
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 (INSS),
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.”*
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.”®
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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.* 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”.”
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.*
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.* 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.®** 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.
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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,*' 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.*
For the first time, in January 2023, India and Japan conducted joint
fighter aircraft exercises in Japan’s Ibaraki Prefecture.* 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.* 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.* 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
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times.* 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. Moreimportantly, 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.*
Closer cooperation was cemented by the NATO-Japan Individual
Tailored Partnership Programme (ITPP) in July 2023.#

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.* 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 (5CS), Japanhas held several naval exercises with the USand
other nations over the past few years.”® 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.”
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.”** 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.® 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.>
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
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former Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.”® 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.”*® Zhong Shen has also called the US-Japan-South Korea
trilateral a “mini-NATO” that undermines peace and stability.”

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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