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Conclusion: Active SDF, Coming 
End of Regional Ambiguity, 

and Comprehensive 
Political Alliance

Takashi Inoguchi, G. John Ikenberry, and Yoichiro Sato

The year 2010 marks the fiftieth anniversary of the Revised U.S.-Japan Mutual 
Security Treaty of 1960. The Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), which led 

Japan’s recovery from the Second World War and growth into one of the richest 
nations in the world, did not get to host the anniversary event, as it lost control of 
the parliament in summer 2009. The victorious Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) 
is in no mood to celebrate the occasion either. The DPJ-led coalition government 
pledged to revise the plan to relocate the U.S. Marine Corps Airfield at Futenma, 
Okinawa, which was agreed between the LDP government and the United States, 
at the cost of considerable discord between the two governments. After nearly six 
months of search for a suitable alternative site, the DPJ government has returned 
to a plan, which seems to stay within minor modifications of the original reloca-
tion plan. The politically weakened Prime Minister Hatoyama announced his 
resignation in early June 2010. Whether DPJ under a new leadership can push 
through with the plan now is questionable at best. Much political damage has 
been done to the overall relations between the Obama administration and the 
Hatoyama government for sure, yet how much harm this issue might cause to 
the long-term strategic-level relations between the two countries is yet to be seen. 
Further, two more important issues remain to be seen. The first is whether the 
DPJ will achieve an upper-house majority of its own and be able to form a govern-
ment without coalition with the Social Democratic Party of Japan (SDPJ) mem-
bers, who seem to have held veto power on most security cooperation issues with 
the United States. The DPJ not only failed to achieve the upper-house majority 
on its own in the August 2010 election, but also lost the SDPJ from the coalition 
when Prime Minister Naoto Kan (Hatoyama’s successor) abandoned Hatoyama’s 
pledge to relocate the Futenma base functions to a new location outside Okinawa. 
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The disarray of Japan’s domestic politics has resulted in added reluctance on both 
the U.S. and Japanese sides to undertake serious discussions on long-term strate-
gic objectives of the alliance. The second issue is whether the DPJ will return to 
closer U.S.-Japan bilateral cooperation on regional security issues, which is laid 
out by the LDP governments. Revisions of the LDP policies that the Hatoyama 
government undertook since late 2009 upset the United States. On the other 
hand, the declining voter support for the Hatoyama government seemed mostly 
attributable to domestic factors, including his continued reliance on Ichiro 
Ozawa (whose secretary was arrested for misreporting the campaign contribu-
tions) and Hatoyama’s own mishandling of campaign contributions from his 
mother. Although Kan has reemphasized U.S.-Japan security cooperation, DPJ 
foreign policy of being more selective about security cooperation with the United 
States does not seem to be hurting the party’s popularity.

The post–Cold War evolution of the U.S.-Japan alliance was first and foremost 
represented by the gradual enlargement of the SDF missions beyond territorial 
defense of Japan under the LDP governments. Starting with SDF participation in 
UN PKO in Cambodia (1993–94), SDF roles overseas after the simultaneous terror 
attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, expanded to include support to 
the multilateral maritime patrol operation in the Indian Ocean (2001–9) and the 
reconstruction and logistics support in Iraq (2003–8) in a coalition framework.

While the SDF dispatches to the remote postconflict regions attracted media 
attentions, East Asia—Japan’s immediate neighborhood—has experienced sev-
eral upswings of tensions. On the one hand, the rise of China is steadily altering 
the regional power balance over a long term. On the other hand, tensions across 
the Taiwan Strait and over the Korean Peninsula fluctuated since the end of the 
Cold War. In both cases, domestic politics of each country played important roles 
in the rise and fall of tensions that cannot be explained solely in terms of interna-
tional systemic factors. Most importantly, however, rise of tensions in the region 
has provided a strong impetus for Japan to revise its security role in the region. 
Through two key legislations (Regional Contingency Law, 1998; Armed Attack 
Contingency Law, 2004), Japan has more clearly spelled out the expanded scope 
of SDF activities to be taken bilaterally in support of the U.S. troops.1

The clearer articulation of the SDF roles near abroad and its cooperation with 
the U.S. forces has undoubtedly invited various responses from Japan’s regional 
neighbors. The United States sees a contingency over the Korean peninsula or 
the Taiwan Strait as the test of the bilateral U.S.-Japan alliance. Japan’s regional 
neighbors see that Japan’s ban on collective defense has been reinterpreted in 
order to allow closer security cooperation with the United States. To some, Japan’s 
crossing of the Rubicon—overcoming the taboo against collective defense2—is 
an encouraging sign. To others, it is a warning sign that the U.S.-Japan alliance 
is losing its less spoken aspect of containing possible reemergence of Japan’s mil-
itarism—the argument that the alliance is no longer serving as the “cork in the 
bottle.”3 Most of Japan’s neighbors do not neatly fit into either or the other of the 
two camps, and instead have gone through internal debates on this question.4

Korea under President Roh Moo Hyun sought both closer security ties with 
the United States and a more independent Korean foreign policy toward North 
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Korea—both consistent with Korea’s cautious view about Japan’s active regional 
security roles. Roh’s successor, President Lee Myun Bak, however, seems to seek 
a closer security cooperation with both the United States and Japan, while taking 
a more cautious approach toward North Korea.

Taiwan under President Chen Shui Bian moved a step closer to independence 
and attempted to solicit diplomatic support and security engagement from the 
United States and Japan. Chen’s successor, President Ma Ying-Jeou, has taken 
Taiwan back to a more traditional stance of maintaining the political status quo 
(of separate administrations) while pragmatically taking advantage of the boom-
ing commerce with the mainland China.

While China’s skepticism that the U.S.-Japan alliance may no longer be con-
taining Japan’s military activism has grown, China’s responses are mixed: China 
on one hand challenges codominance of the U.S. and Japanese sea power in the 
West Pacific, and, on the other hand, attempts to replace Japan as the prime stra-
tegic partner of the United States.

Russia reluctantly accepts U.S.-Japan codominance in the West Pacific, partly 
because it currently is in no position to challenge this situation, and partly because 
the enhanced U.S.-Japan alliance checks Russia’s potential rival, China, in East 
Asia. As Kawato in this volume argued, Russian weight in East Asia is nowhere 
near a counterweight to China. Rather, Russia is getting further behind China, in 
terms of both relative strength in East Asia and relative diplomatic proximity to 
the United States. At the same time, Russia is worrisome of the globalization of 
the U.S.-Japan alliance, which might find applications in other parts of Russia’s 
broad border where the country still retains formidable influence, especially in 
Central Asia. Ferguson in this volume argued Russia remains a potential player 
in East Asia, aided by the higher energy prices.

The upgrading of U.S.-Japan security cooperation has recently been accompa-
nied by efforts to network Asia-Pacific democracies. Overshadowed by China in 
material terms and outmaneuvered by China in diplomatic terms, Japan under 
the LDP sought a way to reestablish its place as the primed U.S. ally in East Asia. 
Capitalizing on President George W. Bush’s democracy promotion, Japan has 
launched its own networking with Asia-Pacific democracies. The Japanese effort 
aims at embedding the U.S. security commitment to a coherent minilateral frame-
work and checking China’s bilateral approach to the United States over Japan’s 
head. Meanwhile, the Hatoyama administration let the bilateral U.S.-Japan alli-
ance drift over the base relocation issue, annoyed the United States with incon-
sistent comments in regard to Japan’s expectations about U.S. roles in East Asian 
integration, and retreated from the Abe-Aso era LDP emphasis on networking of 
Asia-Pacific democracies in order to appease China.

Cautious Operationalizations of U.S.-Japan 
Military Cooperation in East Asia

Japan’s active overseas dispatches of its Self-Defense Forces during the first 
decade of the twenty-first century marked a new era, in which Japanese troops 
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were deployed outside the framework of the PKO Law and in U.S.-led coalitions. 
While this move was a significant departure from the UN-centric framework of 
overseas SDF deployments, application of the new U.S.-Japan bilateral coopera-
tion framework to security issues in Japan’s immediate neighborhood (East Asia) 
was not a foregone conclusion. Expansion of Japanese security roles in regional 
contingencies has faced multiple obstacles. At the most general level, SDF activ-
ism of any sort was viewed with strong suspicions by China and Korea. Japan’s 
revision of its guideline for defense cooperation with the United States during the 
mid-1990s and resulting passage of the Regional Contingency Law in 1998 was 
viewed by China as a reaction to the Taiwan Strait crisis of 1996. The Chinese 
fear of joint U.S.-Japan interventions in the Strait culminated to reactivation of 
China’s anti-Japanese propaganda citing Japan’s wartime atrocities.5 At a more 
specific level, invocation of the regional contingency law in a hypothetical con-
flict across the Taiwan Strait or around the Korean peninsula became a highly 
controversial subject. While the Japanese government officials have remained 
tight-lipped about the law’s possible applications to any hypothetical conflict, 
repeated violations of UN Security Council resolutions by North Korea since 
2006 and the resulting sanctions inevitably activated the discussions about SDF 
roles in North Korea contingencies.

Domestically, the Japanese public is split on the SDF dispatches to the Indian 
Ocean and Iraq. The split on the SDF dispatches vividly contrasts the growing 
consensus on the primacy of the U.S.-Japan alliance in Japan’s security policy at 
the time regional tensions rose despite the end of the global Cold War. With the 
end of the Cold War, the antimilitary, neutralist/pacifist stance of the dogmatic 
old Socialists died. However, the core of the winning ideological camp in Japan at 
the end of the Cold War was not the promilitary, internationalists/intervention-
ists, but the mercantilists of the old Yoshida School of foreign policy who concen-
trated on rebuilding Japan’s economy under the protection of the alliance with 
the United States. They too faced the challenges of the post–Cold War changes 
in the requirements of the alliance. Since the “Gulf War Trauma” of 1991, in 
which Japan’s failure to contribute SDF forces to the UN-led intervention forces 
during the conflict6 severely hurt international reputation of Japan in general 
but most importantly support for the U.S.-Japan alliance in Washington, Japan’s 
ruling conservatives have played a catch-up with the upgraded expectations and 
requests from the United States for SDF contributions to meeting both global and 
regional strategic objectives of the United States.7

The last obstacle to Japan’s enhanced regional security roles is inherent in the 
asymmetric nature of the alliance. For domestic constitutional reasons and con-
siderations to its neighbors, Japan has first pursued troop dispatches in remote 
locations (such as Cambodia and Mozambique) under the UN peacekeeping 
operations. Building on the precedence and seizing the moment of heightened 
tensions in the Taiwan Strait and over the Korean peninsula, Japan upgraded 
bilateral security cooperation with the United States. The reverse order of 
enhancing Japanese security roles (from national, global, then to regional) meant 
that Japan’s increased regional security roles would have to compete against the 
world and U.S. expectations of Japan’s global security roles.
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Achieving these two objectives, while keeping the long-held defense spending 
ceiling at 1% of the gross national products, has stretched available SDF resources. 
For example, Japan recalled its advanced Aegis destroyer from the Indian Ocean 
region in summer 2004 in response to the heightened tension in Northeast Asia 
after North Korea’s announcement to void its freeze on ballistic missile testing.8 
Japan simply cannot be a global “deputy sheriff” of the United States, to borrow 
Australian prime minister John Howard’s description of Australia’s security role 
in the Asia-Pacific region.9 In addition, cooperation with the United States on 
ballistic missile defense poses a similar dilemma between Japan’s regional secu-
rity considerations and the “alliance due” in the form of contributions to U.S. 
global strategic objectives. While the Japanese acquisition of PAC-3 intercep-
tors is primarily for defending Japan’s key installations and population centers 
against the incoming ballistic missiles, the United States expects that X-band 
radars in Japan and sea-based (on Japan’s Aegis destroyers) SM-3 interceptors be 
made available as integral parts of defending the U.S. mainland against ballistic 
missiles launched in the vicinity of Japan. Japan’s consideration to deploy the-
ater high altitude area defense (THAAD) also means that the system is capable 
of shooting down not only Japan-bound ballistic missiles but also U.S.-bound 
ones. Deployment of such a U.S.-built system by Japan will come with U.S. expec-
tation for Japan that it is for defense of both countries, at the time expensive 
missile defense items are already putting pressure on other defense spending 
requirements.

Commitment to the U.S. missile defense also incurs political costs in the 
region. Despite the repeated U.S. explanation that the missile defense is not 
aimed at China or Russia, but “rogues states” such as North Korea, neither 
China nor Russia has fully accepted this explanation. Japan’s deployment of 
missile defense, though still limited in scope and scale, is viewed by China as 
confirmation of its intent to militarily check China. The Obama administra-
tion’s announcement to scale down or modify missile defense in Europe has 
been welcomed by Russia, but no revision to Asia’s missile defense has been dis-
cussed. Meanwhile, the Obama administration has launched a bilateral nuclear 
weapons reduction initiative with Russia. The drastic shift of U.S. strategic 
stance from the Bush to the Obama administration is welcomed by Japan’s cur-
rent Democratic Party leadership, but the U.S. recourse has confused Japan’s 
security bureaucracy.

End of Regional Ambiguity?

The greatest challenge to the evolution of the U.S.-Japan alliance is to balance 
among the risen U.S. expectations of the Japanese SDF in East Asia’s regional 
security, concerns of Japan’s neighbors about the U.S.-Japan alliance, and changes 
in the availability of the ambiguities about the alliance’s and Japan’s regional 
security roles. The first two considerations have often been discussed, and it is 
the last consideration—availability of ambiguities—especially in the changing 
regional and domestic contexts that needs an extended discussion.
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The ambiguities about the roles of Japan and the U.S.-Japan alliance in 
regional security were employed for providing the United States with added flex-
ibility, bypassing Japan’s domestic political opposition against closer U.S.-Japan 
cooperation, and avoiding unnecessarily threatening Japan’s regional neighbors. 
These ambiguities were possible under both the overwhelming superiority of the 
U.S. forces in the region and the continued willingness of the Liberal Democratic 
Party (LDP) governments to make use of undemocratic yet convenient practices 
to keep the public out of security policy discussions. Both conditions are no lon-
ger available. Furthermore, domestic politics of other countries, such as Taiwan 
and Korea, increasingly challenge U.S. and Japanese efforts to maintain status 
quo in conflict zones via the use of ambiguities.

Ambiguities in Japan’s Cold War Security Policy

The question of Japan’s military role in a Korean peninsula contingency was first 
answered at the breakout of the Korean War in 1950. The war marked a major 
turning point for Japan’s security roles, from an entirely disarmed pacifist nation 
to a partially rearmed nation. In addition to creating the Internal Security Force 
to take over the role of domestic counterinsurgency from the U.S. occupation 
force, Japan at the request of the United States quickly assembled former naval 
officers to assist U.S. naval operations in coastal waters off the Korean penin-
sula. Japan also provided logistical support for the transportation of U.S. mili-
tary goods and medical support for the wounded U.S. soldiers, setting partially 
unspoken precedence to the list of permissible SDF activities under the revised 
guideline for defense cooperation in 1997.10 However, at the time, Japan did not 
make a closer military cooperation with the United States a permanent or public 
feature of its security policy.

Intensification of the Cold War following the Korean War did not lead to 
Japan’s increased regional security roles. The revised U.S.-Japan alliance of 1960 
explicitly spelled out U.S. obligation to defend Japan against external aggres-
sions, and Japan focused its effort on economic recovery while relying on the 
United States for defense. Japan employed two ambiguities to allow flexibility to 
the U.S. forces. First, on the geographical scope of U.S. military operations out 
of its bases in Japan, the U.S. forces were allowed to operate to maintain security 
in the “Far East”—a geographical concept with no clearly stated boundary. The 
U.S. forces freely used their bases in Japan to run a war in Vietnam during the 
Vietnam War, despite opposition from the Japanese leftist parties. Second, on 
transit of U.S. nuclear weapons through Japan’s territorial space, the Japanese 
government used two-layered ambiguity that “transit” of nuclear weapons would 
be exempted from the “introduction” of nuclear weapons, and that there was no 
“introduction” because the United States did not request a “prior consultation,” 
which would have been required by the 1960 treaty. This ambiguity served both 
U.S. policy of not disclosing the whereabouts of its nuclear weapons and the LDP 
policy under the three “nonnuclear principles.” Based on allegation of a secret 
agreement between the two governments to tacitly endorse “transit” rights of the 
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United States in declassified and later reclassified U.S. government documents,11 
the DPJ government of Prime Minister Hatoyama called a committee of experts 
to investigate the matter to bring to the lights the past unspoken security coop-
eration under the LDP government.

The Era of Burden Sharing and the “Taiwan” Ambiguity

Three key events during the 1970s moved Japan toward a more active regional 
security role. First, U.S. rapprochement with the People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
in 1972 opened a new era of regional security in Northeast Asia, in which Japan’s 
primed position as a key U.S. ally was under closer scrutiny. Facing a worsen-
ing government deficit, President Nixon insisted on defense burden-sharing with 
Japan. Second, the U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam in 1975 and the fear of declining 
U.S. commitment to regional security moved Japan to upgrade its security role. 
In 1978, the first U.S.-Japan guidelines for defense cooperation were published, 
in which Japan discussed the start of studies for bilateral military cooperation in 
regional contingencies.12 Third, the two oil shocks during the decade highlighted 
the vulnerability of Japan’s energy supply, especially to maritime threats against 
its tanker fleet. Japan’s defense procurement during the renewed Cold War ten-
sion of the 1980s extended the range of potential SDF operations. However, faced 
with opposition from the neighboring countries and anticipated diplomatic costs 
of military approach to security, Japan largely refrained from operationalizing 
long-range capabilities of the SDF, except for sealane defense in the Western 
Pacific. Instead, Japan’s regional security policy adopted a “comprehensive secu-
rity” approach, in which Japan’s role was defined largely in economic and diplo-
matic terms. China’s rapprochement with the United States, its abandonment of 
support for communist insurgencies in Southeast Asia, and continued U.S. pres-
ence throughout East Asia accorded Japan needed security without undertaking 
military operations away from its territorial space. On the other hand, Taiwan’s 
status became a new ambiguity in 1978, when both the United States and Japan 
shifted their diplomatic recognitions of China from the Nationalist government 
in Taipei to the PRC government in Beijing. The question of sovereignty over 
Taiwan was left unanswered, as the “One China” principle to them only meant 
that the Taipei government’s claim over the Chinese mainland was no longer 
recognized.13 Both have maintained pseudo-diplomatic functions in Taipei and 
maintained military liaisons, and the U.S. Congress passed the Taiwan Relations 
Act, which unilaterally committed the country to defense of Taiwan in case of an 
unprovoked PRC attack on Taiwan.14 Japan’s role in an event of U.S. intervention 
belongs to the domain of highest ambiguity.

China’s Soft Rise and U.S. Engagement in East Asia

Japan’s fear of U.S. disengagement from Asia post–Cold War led it to seek both 
anchoring of U.S. commitment and disciplining of China via their inclusions 
in trans-Pacific regional multilateral frameworks, such as the ASEAN Regional 
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Forum (ARF) and the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC). This effort 
has produced only limited successes. Despite the creation of the ARF and its 
inclusion of both the United States and China as members, there is little evi-
dence that these two powerful countries have modified their behavior because 
of the ARF process. China continues to increase its military budget and build a 
modernized navy. The United States has not refrained from bilaterally discuss-
ing security with China and North Korea, whenever it sees some advantages, and 
has frustrated Japan with perceived lack of consultations. The APEC process has 
neither disciplined China’s mercantilist trade practices, nor promoted America’s 
signing of free trade agreements (FTAs) with East Asia. Now, it is China that 
promotes a different type of regional groupings, which exclude the United States. 
China’s strategy aims at replacing Japan from its current roles—America’s prime 
strategic partner in East Asia and Asia’s regional leader, and the prevailing shifts 
in the balance of regional military powers and in the economic linkages favor 
China’s move.

Regional Multilateralism

The end of the Cold War posed two major challenges to Japan. First and fore-
most, anchoring U.S. commitment to regional security in Asia was of critical 
importance to Japan. Despite the collapse of the Soviet Union, regional hotspots 
such as the Korean peninsula and the Taiwan Strait remained security concerns 
for the entire East Asian region. Second, constructive engagement of China into 
a new regional security framework became desirable, as disappearance of the 
Soviet Union erased the most important rationale for the pseudo-alliance among 
the United States, Japan, and China of the renewed Cold War period of the 1980s. 
In order to simultaneously pursue both objectives, Japan in cooperation with 
Australia promoted regional security multilateralism through the launching of 
ARF.15 However, ARF has proven to be ineffective in diffusing tensions over the 
regional hotspots.

Efforts to anchor U.S. commitment in Asia through multilateral groupings 
have been hampered by the ever-decreasing proportional share of U.S. trade in 
the trade portfolios of most countries in the region, except China. China is, in 
contrast, becoming both Asia’s and America’s prime trade partner. As Asian 
economies increase their intraregional trade (mainly driven by China’s growth), 
the United States has been replaced by China as the prime trade partner of most 
Asian countries (see table 15.1). While U.S. trade with China has increased, the 
United States has run consistent bilateral trade deficit with China (see table 15.2). 
China has been actively promoting regional groupings without the United States, 
such as the ASEAN Plus-Three (China, Japan, Korea), in order to consolidate its 
strengthening of regional political leadership. The United States has remained 
ambivalent about East Asian regionalism, yet its effort to revamp trans-Pacific 
regionalism (such as APEC) has been half-hearted. The U.S. approach to eco-
nomic liberalization has frequently conflicted with not only China’s mercantil-
ist trade policy, but also Japan’s protection of the agricultural sector. A call for 
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a U.S.-Japan free trade agreement has been voiced by the Japan Federation of 
Economic Organizations (which represents Japan’s manufacturing industries), 
but strategic significance of such an agreement has not sufficiently convinced 
the U.S. administrations to take a political risk of pursuing such an agreement 
against protectionist Congress. While Japan and the United States continue to 
disagree on the scope and contents of trans-Pacific multilateralism, China is con-
solidating its version of East Asian multilateralism to sideline the United States. 
Victor Cha in this volume shared his optimism reasoned by the existence of lay-
ered and overlapping groupings in the region, which warrant a degree of inclu-
sion for every country. While Japanese conservatives do not share this view, it is 
not certain either whether Japanese liberals’ pursuit of regional groupings with-
out the United States is driven by the same logic.16

China’s Naval Modernization

The drastic economic empowerment of China has been accompanied by simul-
taneous pursuit of its military modernization. During the Cold War, China’s pri-
mary security interests were in securing land borders against its rivals, such as 
the Soviet Union and India. The rapid economic growth of China through indus-
trialization since the late 1980s has resulted in increasing energy use. Although 
China’s prime energy source remains to be domestically produced coal, depen-
dence on imported petroleum from Middle East and Africa has increased. This 
dependence has elevated China’s interests in maritime security in the Western 
Pacific (through Southeast Asia) and into the Indian Ocean.

Table 15.2 U.S. Trade Balance with Japan, EU, and China, 1997–2009

Year Japan EU China 

1997 –56,114.7* –16,964.6 –49,695.5
1998 –64,014.1 –28,582.8 –56,927.4
1999 –73,397.8 –45,228.1 –68,677.1
2000 –81,555.0 –58,719.7 –83,833.0
2001 –69,021.6 –64,637.2 –83,096.1
2002 –69,979.4 –85,692.2 –103,064.9
2003 –66,032.4 –97,871.6 –124,068.2
2004 –76,236.5 –112,089.3 –162,254.3
2005 –83,323.1 –125,271.5 –202,278.1
2006 –89,721.8 –120,172.1 –234,101.3
2007 –84,303.8 –110,243.4 –258,506.0
2008 –74,120.4 –95,807.4 –268,039.8
2009 –44,669.5 –61,201.5 –226,877.2

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c5880.html 
(on Japan); http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c0003.html (on European 
Union); http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/balance/c5700.html (on China).
* U.S. Millions Dollars
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China also sees naval power as critical in preventing Taiwan from flirting 
with the idea of declaring independence. China’s attempt to intimidate Taiwan 
through a series of missile tests and discourage Taiwan voters from voting for 
the proindependence Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) in 1996 was met by 
U.S. President Bill Clinton’s decision to dispatch two carrier battle groups into 
the Taiwan Strait for show of support for Taiwan. Since then, China has been 
working on upgrading its naval forces to challenge U.S. naval supremacy first in 
China’s coastal waters and later in more distant waters. China’s second maritime 
defense line lies east of the Philippines archipelago and the Mariana chain of 
islands (including Guam and Saipan), indicating the country’s desire to turn West 
Pacific into its exclusive lake by 2020.17 In particular, China has been deploying 
an increasing number of diesel-powered submarines in its coastal waters (includ-
ing the Taiwan Strait), making U.S. carrier operations near the Chinese coast 
more vulnerable.

Japan Passing

Decline of Japan’s relative standing in Asia has been well noticed by the Japanese 
leaders with alarmism. When U.S. President Bill Clinton visited China in 1998 
without making a stop in Tokyo first, the worried Japanese coined the term 
“Japan passing,” which was supposedly worse than “Japan bashing” of the late 
1980s and early 1990s. Clinton’s calling China “a strategic partner” invited a fur-
ther cry in Tokyo, which has paid great efforts since the mid-1990s to upgrade 
Japan’s contributions to regional security via revision of the U.S.-Japan Guideline 
for Defense Cooperation.

China’s gross domestic products (adjusted by purchase power parity) passed 
that of Japan for the first time in 2003, and its GDP at the official exchange rate 
is expected to pass Japan’s when official statistics become finalized for the year 
2010. China’s military budget has continued to grow with a 10% plus annual 
growth rate, further outpacing its fast economic growth. Meanwhile, Japan’s 
military budget has remained constant since the end of the Cold War. Despite 
the George W. Bush administration’s reemphasis on Japan as the most important 
U.S. ally in Asia and the U.S.-Japan alliance as the “lynchpin of U.S. security 
policy in Asia,” China’s growing importance has been repeatedly demonstrated 
by U.S. reliance on China’s chairmanship in the Six-Party Talks on North Korean 
nuclear weapons programs, for example.

China’s ascent as an economic and military power, thus, has steadily altered 
the regional power balance. China’s relative power position vis-à-vis Japan has 
reversed in the former’s favor. China’s diplomatic posture in the region has 
further complicated the Japanese strategy. China has minimized conflicts 
with the United States and developed bilateral strategic-level discussions, 
while playing a leadership role in regional groupings that excluded the United 
States. China’s self-assigned role as the representative of Asia to the United 
States directly challenges Japan’s special channel to the United States via its 
alliance.
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Evolution into a Comprehensive Political Alliance?

Japan’s “reluctant realism”18 in promoting security cooperation with the United 
States since the mid-1990s did not fully fill Japan’s shortage of confidence in 
America’s commitment to the bilateral alliance. Relative decline of Japan’s eco-
nomic significance to the United States and Japan’s inability to rapidly expand 
the scope of its military activities for constitutional and budgetary constraints 
have both posed tangible limits to enhancing the U.S.-Japan security coopera-
tion. Perceiving its own shortage of tangible utilities to the United States, Japan 
started a new search for binding bonds to sustain the bilateral alliance into the 
domain of intangible values. Japan identified itself closely with the economi-
cally developed democracies in general, and those in the Asia-Pacific region like 
the United States, Australia, and New Zealand in particular. While the earlier 
Japanese effort of creating the ARF was to embed the U.S. commitment to regional 
security into a multilateral framework, the new effort of lining up prosperous 
Asia-Pacific democracies was less ambitiously yet more pragmatically to embed 
the U.S. commitment to a regional minilateral framework. This effort started 
under Prime Minister Koizumi, but was elevated to a more systematic program 
under Prime Ministers Abe and Aso and extended to India as well. The change 
of political leadership from the LDP to the DPJ in summer 2009 ended the pro-
gram on surface. Instead, the DPJ government seems to be interested in strictly 
placing Japan’s security cooperation with the United States within the United 
Nations (UN) decision-making framework. At the same time, Japan’s security 
cooperation with India is still being explored on a bilateral basis. Prime Ministers 
Hatoyama and Singh on December 29, 2009, agreed to launch an annual Two-
Plus-Two (foreign and defense vice ministers) meeting between Japan and India.

Japan’s Skeptical Constructivism

Given that proportional importance of Japan as an economic and military power 
is declining relative to China, Japan is concerned about the future of the U.S.-
Japan alliance based on these tangible common interests. Japan’s search for 
intangible commons as additional basis of the bilateral alliance hence reflected 
the conservative view that the growing China will soon be a menace to Japan’s 
security. While the second George W. Bush administration justified the U.S. 
invasion of Iraq in the name of democracy promotion against the mounting criti-
cism that there were no weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, U.S. application 
of the same ideational principles to its Asia policy was based on close matching 
between the material interests and the ideational principles.19 Koizumi quickly 
and positively responded to Bush’s call with his own effort to network with dem-
ocratic countries in the Asia-Pacific region, including Australia, Canada, India, 
and New Zealand, with a series of summit meetings in 2005.

In August 2007, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in a meeting with the Indian 
Prime Minister Singh proposed the “Quadrilateral Initiative” to form a coalition 
of democracies calling for closer political dialogues among Japan, United States, 
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Australia, and India—a grouping China likely saw as an anti-China containment 
network despite Japan’s explanation otherwise. A quiet omission of South Korea 
(and Taiwan) indicated that more pragmatic geopolitical considerations, not val-
ues, were the main drivers of such an approach. The purpose of the grouping is 
not to militarily contain China, but to counter China’s soft diplomacy and bilat-
eral approach to the United States to sideline Japan.

Democratization

The end of the Cold War not only fundamentally altered the bipolar international 
system among the states through dismantling of the Soviet bloc, but also affected 
internal governance of each state (both socialist and capitalist) through discred-
iting the socialist ideology. The demise of socialism not only caused socialist 
states and revolutionary movements to collapse, but also robbed the right-wing 
authoritarian governments of a justification for their rule. The end result was the 
“third wave of democratization.”20

Unlike in Eastern and Central Europe, most socialist regimes in East Asia have 
survived the end of the Cold War, however, either through capitalist-oriented 
economic reform, iron-fisted suppression of the opposition, or both. On the other 
hand, some capitalist-authoritarian regimes in East Asia have democratized and 
consolidated democratic governance, like the case of Taiwan and South Korea. 
Some Southeast Asian countries also have gone through democratic transitions, 
like in the cases of the Philippines, Thailand, and more recently Indonesia, but 
their transitions have proved to be more challenging.

Even China has not been free of domestic democratic movements. In summer 
1989, students and workers occupied the Tiananmen Square in protest, and the 
Chinese government mobilized the army to crack down the demonstration. The 
resulting deaths invited massive Western condemnations of the Chinese govern-
ment and economic sanctions. Since then, democratization and human rights 
protection in China have become rallying causes of the Western countries, and 
global media coverage of China’s ethnic minority issues (such as the Tibetans and 
the Uighurs) have put the Chinese government to the international scrutiny by 
universalistic democratic standards.

Japan’s dual identities as a member of the Western democracies on one hand 
and the champion of Asian developmentalism on the other forced Japan to take 
an ambiguous stance on the issue of China’s democratization, as indicated by its 
reluctant imposition of an economic sanction after the 1989 incident and its early 
lifting of the sanction.21 Furthermore, volatile anti-Japanese demonstrations in 
China have put the Japanese government in an awkward situation of having to 
rely on the authoritarian Chinese government to control demonstrations in order 
to carry out the booming economic interactions. This is very troublesome for 
Japan’s “value-oriented” diplomacy since the very Chinese government has also 
been responsible for fanning anti-Japan demonstrations from time to time to 
advance its diplomatic positions.22

In Southeast Asia as well, a more popular role Japan is expected of is to shield 
the Asian countries from Western criticism against their nondemocratic features. 
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Japan continued to provide economic aid to Myanmar despite the Western criti-
cism of the ruling military junta. Japan finally gave into Western criticism and 
suspended aid to Myanmar after the bloody suppression of demonstrating monks 
by the military junta in 2007. As a result, China has become the main source of 
developmental aid to Myanmar and in return enjoys various natural resource 
imports from the latter. Meanwhile, the Thai coup leader in the same year was 
seeking diplomatic endorsement through a visit to Tokyo, while facing Western 
criticism. As Japan’s economy is more integrated with East Asia and especially 
China, too much emphasis on democratic values is likely to conflict more with 
Japan’s growing economic opportunities in the region.23

Conclusion

The major breakthroughs in the alliance cooperation Prime Minister Koizumi 
and President Bush made turned most observers optimistic about the alliance’s 
future. Only nine months prior to the lower-house election in Japan in summer 
2009—in which the ruling LDP lost power, 67.1% of the Americans trusted Japan 
“very much” (18.2%) or “some” (48.9%).24 The ongoing discord between the two 
countries has been blamed on the change of the government in Japan and on the 
specific issue of relocating the Futenma airfield. These factors are no doubt part 
of the problem, but deeper causes are also found at the international systemic 
level.

The rise of China has been in the background of Japan’s post–Cold War secu-
rity initiatives, from the creation of the ARF and the APEC, the participation in 
the U.S. missile defense, sending the SDF overseas in U.S.-led coalition frame-
works, and to the launching of Two-Plus-Two security dialogues with the United 
States, Australia, and India. The increasing integration of the East Asian econo-
mies, including China and Japan, and China’s nuanced approaches to regional 
security have prevented the U.S.-Japan alliance from developing into a solid anti-
China containment alliance. Instead, both the United States and Japan are going 
through thorough overviews of their respective relations with the rising China, 
and their revisions have affected the bilateral U.S.-Japan alliance. Japan—the 
weaker of the two allies—has been more concerned about the future of the alli-
ance, for fear of both entrapment and abandonment. Only within a decade or so 
of the conservative LDP politicians making up their minds that abandonment 
fear was more serious than entrapment fear, the party was thrown out of power. 
The United States has taken advantage of Japan’s abandonment fear to gloom 
Japan into a reliable alliance partner, but neglected assuring Japan of its contin-
ued involvement in the Asian security matters solidly on Japan’s side.

Other countries in and out of Asia are carefully watching the evolution of the 
U.S.-Japan alliance, but unlike China they are not driving the process. There are 
two major exceptions to this—Taiwan and Korea. These Cold War frontiers in East 
Asia democratized during the last years of the Soviet Union’s existence, and con-
solidated their political systems into competitive party democracies. Their previ-
ous security policies, which were locked into the Cold War mold and run by the 
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authoritarian governments, turned into more dynamic ones, of which both inter-
nal and external drivers can make drastic changes. In Taiwan, Chen Shui Bian’s 
proindependence policy dared Japan and the United States to take off their “ambi-
guity” clothes much to their discomfort. In Korea, the “Sunshine policy” toward 
the North from Kim Dae-Jung to Roh Moo Hyun (and perhaps more importantly 
its failure) urged Japan to step up its commitment to the peninsula’s security.

Japan’s seemingly irreversible loss of its relative standing vis-à-vis China—a 
structural change in East Asia—is a cause of Japan’s insecurity and upgraded 
security cooperation with the United States. Japan’s inability to compete against 
China for America’s attention on economic and military terms has urged some 
conservative Japanese leaders to search for common values as foundations of the 
bilateral alliance.25 Democracy as the driving value of the bilateral alliance and 
broader groupings has not been emphasized under the Hatoyama government 
as much as it was under the Abe and Aso governments. However, the related 
bureaucratic initiatives that were started under the previous prime ministers have 
survived the change of the government. In particular, start of regular bilateral 
security dialogues with India is noteworthy in this regard. On the economic side, 
America’s attention is on China, for good or bad, on the trade balance, the for-
eign exchange rate, and the cumulative Treasury bond holding. Sharing of iden-
tity as the mature developed capitalist economy between the United States and 
Japan and development of their coordinated strategy vis-à-vis China are partially 
visible on issues such as China’s disregards of intellectual property rights and 
undervaluation of the renmenbi. Whether such joint efforts to discipline Chinese 
economic behavior through global standards will succeed, and how much inputs 
China will have in the global economic rule making are to be seen.26
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