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Japan’s contributions to global security are severely circumscribed by self-imposed limitations. Prime
Minister Abe must remedy this unsustainable gap in comprehensive national power. With the
reassurance of a robust economy and security posture, Japan can resume its pathbreaking
contributions to Asia’s progress.
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Shinnosuke Sakai
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Japan’s plutonium stockpile has been increasing and is already equivalent to 5,000 nuclear bombs.
The excess plutonium issue could be included in the Obama Agenda as a security concern and
Japan must give top priority to solving the problem.
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Japan's Existential Challenge

by
Hemant Krishan Singh

( For "Gaiko" magazine, March 2013 issue )

In 1904, Okakura Kakuzo heralded Asia's intellectual and political re-
awakening by declaring "Asia is one", its great civilisations united by a
yearning for the "Ultimate and Universal, which is the common thought-
inheritance of every Asiatic race". It is a supreme irony that Japan, which led
this Asian renaissance and economic resurgence after centuries of Western
domination, is still struggling to resume its existence as a "normal nation".

Undeniably, Japanese militarism and imperialist excesses caused immense
suffering in Asia between 1910-1945. But it is equally true that for twice as
long after World War Il, Japan has scripted an entirely different path of
constitutional democracy and resolute pacifism from which it has never
deviated.

Arriving in Tokyo in 2006, it occurred to me how little Japan's strategic
environment had changed since 1945: unresolved territorial disputes,
continuing criticism on “history issues"”, calls upon its leaders not to honour
the nation's war dead, not even a defence ministry. Fast forward to today,
and Japan's dire security situation is drawing calls for restraint by its
"hawkish" new leaders, even from edgy allies. Surely, that cannot be right.

Japan's predicament in Asia is astonishing when compared with trends in
Europe, where past colonisers and aggressors have found comfort in the
European Union. We Asians must derive lessons from the old continent if we
truly aspire to a common future in an "Asian century".

So where does Prime Minister Shinzo Abe begin the process of charting
Japan's revival from what some regard as a secular decline? In my view,
"declinism” is not Japan's inevitable destiny, and domestic transformations
underway can in fact provide the key determinants of its future vitality.

Almost uniquely among major powers, Japan's post war success was built on
geo-economic strength alone. Public distrust of the military meant a near total
dependence on the US-Japan alliance for security. While Japan's
contributions to global affairs have remained significant, scripting their
enhancement has to begin with its primary source of national power.
Unsurprisingly, ending Japan's deflationary spiral and reviving its economy is
central to the Abe government's strategy. More than in any other area,
success on this front will provide greater resources to address social and



security challenges, restore Japan's regional influence and enable more
vigorous contributions to the geopolitics of Asia.

Altruism is not an attribute of global power politics. However, it is worth
recalling that Asia's rebound and growing prosperity today has a strong
Japan connection. Since the 1980s, China, ASEAN and (more recently) India
have been the beneficiaries of Japan's assistance, investment and
technology, accelerating their economic rise.

On the flip side, Japan's power and influence has been uni-dimensional, its
past attempts at “"cheque-book" diplomacy a painful failure, and its
contributions to global security severely circumscribed by self-imposed
limitations. Shinzo Abe must remedy this unsustainable gap in Japan's
comprehensive national power, progressively but surely. His first challenge
will be to broaden nascent public recognition of the dangers confronting
Japan and what it must do to confront these successfully without losing trust
in its pacifist intentions.

Revision of the 2010 National Defence Policy Guidelines, to be meaningful,
must project a credible minimum deterrent posture. Defence spending will
have to rise well beyond the <1% of GDP limit which has been the norm,
even as neighbours have raised military budgets several fold. Without
disturbing constitutional pacifism, changes can be considered to the
traditional interpretation of collective security. Legislation to allow the SDF's
engagement in international peace and security cooperation activities will
add credibility to Japan's regional commitments to bolster maritime security.
Arms export restrictions need to be further eased to provide for meaningful
defence industrial collaboration with selected partners. It bears reiteration that
these are fundamental choices Japan needs to exercise primarily for its own
sake.

During his first term, Shinzo Abe converted the erstwhile Self Defence
Agency into a full-fledged Defence Ministry. This time around, he will
hopefully follow through with the transition of the SDF into Japan's National
Defence Force. When confronted with natural disasters or security threats,
the Japanese public needs to draw strength from a highly capable SDF.

With the reassurance of a robust economy and security posture, Japan can
resume its pathbreaking contributions to Asia's progress. From advancing the
frontiers of technology and innovation to fresh benchmarks for nuclear safety,
caring for an ageing population to sustaining productivity in a post-industrial
economy, Japan's example can serve Asia well.

The most significant geo-strategic phenomenon in Asia today is not the
promised US pivot towards Asia, but the reality of China's unrelenting pivot



towards asserting maritime power expansion, from claims in the East China
Sea to the virtual domination of the South China Sea.

Based apparently on a perception of its own rise and an inevitable US decline
after the 2008 financial meltdown, China began targeting an economically
enfeebled Japan in 2010. Since September 2012, Tokyo has been subjected
to repeated incursions in the Senkaku islands by sea and air, escalatory
actions challenging its control, chauvinistic rhetoric and warlike threats.
Japan is also paying the price of hosting an American military presence and
being perceived as the vanguard of US strategies to counter or contain
China. US reassurances that it opposes "any unilateral actions to undermine
Japanese administration" of the Senkakus have been somewhat muted by
appeals for "cooler heads to prevail®.

Japan and the US must try and reach an early understanding on the role of
their security alliance in meeting the threats faced by Japan in the specific
context of the Senkakus. Japan's SDF will naturally have to play a greater
role in confronting bilateral threats, so discussions on the revision of the US-
Japan defence cooperation guidelines already underway need to be
expedited. Both these long term allies should realise that all of Asia will be
watching developments carefully to weigh their implications for regional
security. Hopefully, in the process the Japanese public will also broaden its
understanding that Japan has to assume greater responsibility for buttressing
Asian security.

Shinzo Abe had embarked on his first term by forging mutually beneficial
strategic relations with China. While underlining China's economic
importance and urging it to act responsibly as a member of the international
community, Abe has again made overtures for the early resumption of high
level exchanges, drawing a measured response from China's new leader Xi
Jinping. Easing tensions with China will be high among PM Abe's priorities.

That said, it is important to recognise that China's authoritarian regime and
controlled public space offers little room for democratic checks and balances.
Hopefully, China will interject greater predictability and transparency into its
actions as it considers the region-wide negative fallout from its unilateral
assertions of "core" territorial and security interests.

Japan, India and the US have in recent years intensified their dialogue on
East Asia, but containing the growing power of China is neither their objective
nor a realistic possibility. Engaging China in open, inclusive and multilateral
regional frameworks for economic and security cooperation is the way
forward for Asian peace and prosperity. As the American historian Walter
Russell Mead has argued, Asia "...is too big, too diverse, too dynamic for any
single power to realistically aspire to... domination”. Is China listening?



This unfolding Asian scenario is an unfinished process. Prime Minister Abe's
latest foray into the region to enhance economic and strategic ties has led
China to promptly denounce Abe's "mask of values" as an attempt to
"encircle China". In reality, there is a growing demand for a more dynamic
Japanese role in regional peace and stability. Shoring up ASEAN cohesion
and centrality will prevent further destabilisation of regional security following
the setbacks of the 2012 EAS Summit.

There is no other major power equation in Asia like that between Japan and
India. Shared liberal-democratic values and an absence of historical
grievances underpin their growing convergences. Shinzo Abe is held in high
regard in India since he outlined his vision of "Broader Asia" before the Indian
Parliament in 2007. Both countries now need to focus on concretising an
even more ambitious bilateral agenda, from comprehensive economic
partnership to civil nuclear cooperation, maritime security to defence
industrial ties. As Asia's leading democracies and major economic powers,
they have a mutual stake in each other's success, as well as in shaping Asian
security architecture and economic integration.

Asia's main challenge lies in mitigating strategic confrontation which can
undermine the region's growing economic interdependence. That is a basic
premise all Asians can hopefully share.

Japan's economic revival, resilient strategic posture, enhanced defence
capability, resolute regional diplomacy and renewed national coherence will
help realise its potential as a "normal nation" anchored in Asia. Shinzo Abe
has a historic opportunity to make this a reality. Several emerging nations in
Asia, including my own, will applaud his success.



