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There are two diametrically opposed views about Japan's strategic intentions. 

Those sceptical of its benign objectives believe that Tokyo is acquiring the military capabilities to 
give effect to long suppressed regional power aspirations. 

They argue that Japan's expanding peace-keeping activities, government pressure to revise the 
Constitution, cooperation with the United States in missile defence and the procurement of 
military platforms and weapons systems are evidence of Tokyo's hegemonic intent. 

Pragmatists, on the other hand, consider the changes in Japan's security policy to be largely 
illusory. In their eyes, Prime Minister Junichiro Koizumi's promise of military support for the US in 
Afghanistan fell far short of expectations. And despite the fanfare, Japanese forces despatched to 
Iraq are serving in non-combat roles. 

Thus, there is little prospect of Japan being more assertive regionally or contributing much of 
strategic value to the US globally and in East Asia, other than in the defence of Japan. 

A corollary is that Japan will continue to rely on the US as a military shield while cultivating a 
range of partners, including US adversaries such as Iran, to hedge against economic dangers. 

Both sceptics and pragmatists have a point. 

Mr Koizumi has certainly capitalised on domestic perceptions that Japan faces a deteriorating 
security environment to create momentum for a more outward-looking foreign and defence policy. 
Public acceptance of the Self-Defence Force's peace-keeping role has made it easier for the 
government to interpret the Constitution more liberally and weaken the prohibition on collective 
self defence. 

For their part, pragmatists rightly caution that the Koizumi government's declaratory policy 
frequently runs ahead of its actions. And one should not underestimate the inertial effect of 
bureaucratic and political turf wars, and Japan's consensus driven culture, which all act as a 
natural brake on reform. After all, it was the old guard in the LDP's General Council who defeated 
Mr Koizumi's attempt to immediately despatch Aegis-equipped naval ships to the Indian Ocean in 
support of US strikes on the Taleban in September 2001. 

However, a close examination of current Japanese attitudes towards security does not suggest 
the collective mindset of a resurgent hegemon. With the possible exception of a small group of 
ultranationalists who continue to harbour delusions of a return to some form of imperium, 
'normalisers' within the major political parties evince remarkably modest strategic aspirations. 

Given its geo-strategic vulnerabilities, energy dependence and declining birth rate, Japan is 
hardly in a position to embark on a policy of military adventurism or expansionism in East Asia, 
not least because it would be vehemently opposed by China and its major ally, the US. 

Those who fear a return of militarism in Japan also fail to appreciate the domestic constraints on 
defence spending, capped at 1 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) Ô lower than in most 
comparable countries. 



China, for example, spends 4.1 per cent of GDP on defence, the US 3.3 per cent, South Korea 
2.8 per cent, France 2.5 per cent, and Australia 1.9 per cent. In East Asia, only Laos spends less 
as a percentage of GDP. 

A comparison by purchasing power parity shows Japan's per capita defence expenditure as 
around one quarter that of the US and half that of France. Although this translates into an annual 
defence budget of US$41 billion (S$67 billion) a year, more than 50 per cent goes on personnel 
costs. 

Of course, in theory, there is nothing to prevent Japan from augmenting its defence budget. 
Doubling the percentage of GDP spent on defence to the level of Australia's modest investment 
would add US$43.38 billion to the defence budget based on Japan's current GDP of US$4.8 
trillion. 

If sustained for five to 10 years, the SDF would then be a formidable force indeed and probably 
without peer in Asia until, and unless, the Japanese economy is overtaken by China in 2020, as 
some predict. 

However, an increase of this order is unlikely to occur barring a major shock of unanticipated 
proportions, such as a direct Chinese military threat or the dissolution of the US alliance. 

Despite the return to more robust economic growth, welfare pressures from Japan's ageing and 
falling population will make it difficult to increase defence's share of the budget. 

But this does not mean that Japan is prepared to remain forever a strategically neutered 
superpower. 

Japan's foreign policy and defence elites envisage playing a more constructive role in regional 
and global affairs, free of constitutional shackles, by building and shaping institutions and norms 
according to Japanese values and interests. This is what Koizumi means when he talks about 
Japan becoming a 'normal' state. 

It also implies a greater willingness to use force and despatch the SDF on operations beyond 
Japan's borders in coalitions of the willing, as well as UN-sanctioned peace-keeping operations. 

Unlike Europe, where war between states has become virtually unthinkable, Japan inhabits a 
region where interstate conflict is still a realistic prospect. 

It would be foolish to emulate Europe's security approach, which emphasises confidence-building 
steps to resolve intra-mural disputes while reserving force for out-of-area operations. 

The strategic balance in North-east Asia is far less stable and predictable than Europe's, and 
Japan's alliance obligations mandate the maintenance of a modern military capable of modern 
war fighting in the region. 

How Japan-US relations evolve as Japan becomes a 'normal' nation, willing to assert itself more 
forcefully on issues of national security, is a second unanswered question for policymakers. 

The most destabilising outcome would be a precipitate collapse in the relationship or a severely 
weakened alliance caused by US leadership fatigue, a return to isolationism, or a perception in 
Washington that Japan matters less. 

Is this likely? 



There are some disturbing portents. Less than 10 per cent of Americans feel close to Japan as a 
country, and China's emergence as a major trading nation has already eroded Tokyo's influence 
in the halls of US commerce and industry. 

Although public opinion surveys show that the Japanese public continues to support the alliance, 
there is local opposition to the US military presence in areas such as Okinawa and Atsugi. 

Still, it is unlikely that the alliance will break down. President George W. Bush moved decisively in 
his first year of office to reinvigorate ties with Tokyo. This reflected his assessment that a strong, 
regionally engaged Japan is crucial to three important US strategic interests in East Asia - 
balancing China's rising power, providing greater logistic and intelligence support for the US 
military and facilitating their deployment to potential trouble spots. 

The Pentagon knows that it would be virtually impossible to replicate its Okinawa facilities. Guam 
is too far away and the Vietnamese are unlikely to permit the US to reoccupy its former base at 
Cam Ranh Bay. 

Australia and Singapore are useful stopovers for deployments in South-east Asia and into the 
Indian Ocean, but not into the Sea of Japan or the Taiwan Strait, where any conflict with China is 
most likely to be played out. 

A more likely scenario is that Japan will remain within the alliance, but that over time, it will seek 
greater autonomy and equality. 

By any calculation, the alliance is a net strategic benefit for Japan. The US nuclear umbrella 
provides an unmatchable level of extended deterrence against an attack from a nuclear-armed 
state. 

Moreover, the US will be an essential counterweight as demographic, military and economic 
forces shift decisively in favour of Beijing. Fifty years ago, there was one Japanese for every six 
Chinese; by 2050, the ratio will be an unprecedented one to 16.  

While the Japanese economy still dwarfs China's and its military packs a powerful punch, Japan's 
relative position is deteriorating. 

If the alliance disintegrated, Japan would have to double and perhaps triple defence spending to 
compensate for the loss of the capabilities that the US provides. Even then, it could never 
replicate the unique military and intelligence assets that the US brings to the table. 

Moreover, like any genuine partnership, the alliance is greater than the sum of its constituent 
parts. Japan and the US account for more than 40 per cent of world GDP (the US is around 30 
per cent and Japan 12 per cent); when directed towards common goals, their combined economic 
power is unmatched and the benefits work to mutual advantage. 

The real question for Tokyo is how to create more political and decision-making space for itself in 
a security partnership that can never be one of equals. 

Might the US 'special relationship' with Britain serve as a model for security ties with Japan? 
Unlikely, given Japan's different strategic circumstances and the absence of the historical, 
linguistic and cultural ties that underpin US-Britain ties. 



More likely is an evolutionary process in which Japan seeks a greater voice on issues that are 
central to its security concerns in Asia or when there are opportunities to dilute the unilateralist 
tendencies of the US. 

There are already signs of this Ô a subtle change in Japan's engagement with the US. Japanese 
officials are demonstrating a new-found frankness and openness with their US counterparts on 
missile defence and in the annual US-Japan Strategic Dialogue. And the Koizumi government 
has lobbied the Bush administration hard to broaden the coalition in Iraq. 

The writer, a former senior Australian diplomat, is a senior fellow at the Lowy Institute for 
International Policy, a Sydney-based think tank. This article is adapted from Unsheathing 
The Samurai Sword - Japan's Changing Security Policy, a study by Dr Dupont released on 
Nov 11.  

 


