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In international relations, states are considered normal if they have the military capability
to defend their sovereignty and territorial integrity, as well as the ability to pursue their
interests either through military power or diplomatic influence. However, states in a
hierarchical international system are not equal in their power capabilities. Some may
acquire or develop their power capabilities as a natural consequence of economic
modernization and development, while others are forced to build their capabilities
because of external threats. Meanwhile, a state with enormous political, economic, and
military capabilities may dominate as a hegemon but could also be a benign one that
provides stability and order in the international system.

Following the end of the Second World War, Japan was forced to adopt a peace
constitution that prohibited it from having its own standing military forces and from
deploying its troops overseas. After the end of the Cold War, however, new security
challenges emerged that forced Japan to participate in a number of peacekeeping
operations abroad, including assisting the United States in mine clearing operations in the
Gulf region in the 1990s. Since the fragic event of September 11, 20001, Japan has also
participated in UN peacekeeping missions as well as being part of the US-led coalition in
Iraq since 2003. Indeed, the initial impetus for Japan to consider rethinking the
prohibitions in Article 9 of its constitution is primarily to enable the country to play a
peacekeeping role in the context of “burden sharing” with the U.S. as well as the United
Nations the responsibility of maintaining international peace and security.

However, the desire of Japan to contribute to international peace and security primarily
through diplomatic influence rather than military power has been eclipsed by several
developments in Northeast Asia, namely, its strained relations with China and South
Korea, and the nuclear issue in North Korea. To some extent, these factors have
complicated the issue of revising Article 9 of the Japanese peace constitution and
contributed to the growing “alarmist” perceptions in the region about Japan’s desire to
rearm itself. Peacekeeping is no longer the primary justification for revising Article 9 of
the constitution, but more of Japan being able to respond to challenges immediately and
effectively with the creation of a “military for self-defense.” For instance, in December
2004, the new National Defense Program Outline, adopted by the Japanese government
to replace the old one adopted in 1995, called for a "flexible" SDF to cope with various
types of threats, including terrorism. It also upgraded overseas peacekeeping activities to

' Executive Director, Institute for Strategic and Development Studies (ISDS), Inc. and Chair and
Associate Professer, Department of Political Science, College of Social Sciences and Philosophy,
University of the Philippines Diliman, Quezon City. This paper presented in the 21% Asia Pacific
Roundtable, 4-7 June 2007, Hotel Nikko Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.



one of the SDF's primary missions. The new document also expressed an alarm over
China, noting its military's rapid modernization and increasing naval activities. [t was the
first time that a National Defense Program QOutline had stipulated an alarm over China
since the first one was compiled in 1976. Complicating this matter even further is the
enhanced security relations between the United States and Japan, which is perceived
negatively by China. In 2005, Washington and Tokyo agreed to transform and realign
their security alliance to address a number of challenges. In a document signed by U.S.
Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice and Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, and
Japanese Foreign Minister Machimura and Defense Minister Ohno, the two counfries
defined the primary areas of bilateral security cooperation to be the “[d]efense of Japan
and responses to issues in areas surrounding Japan, including responses to new threats
and diverse contingencies” and “efforts to improve the international security
environment, such as participation in international peacekeeping.”™

It is important to note that Japan's relations with China and South Korea remain at their
lowest ebb in decades due to: 1) rekindled territorial disputes; 2) Tokyo's bid for a
permanent seat on the UN Security Council, which was vetoed strongly by China; and 3)
the controversy over Japanese school textbooks authored by rightwing scholars and
former Prime Minister Koizumi's repeated visits to Yasukuni shrine. Diplomatic tensions
between Tokyo and Beijing have resulted from disagreements over a Chinese natural gas
project in the disputed waters in the East China Sea near the so-called median line, which
was drawn by Japan but has not been recognized by China. Of the various issues
currently plaguing bilateral ties, this dispute is potentially the most volatile and could
even lead to a military confrontation. Tensions were high in September 2005 when a
Chinese destroyer aimed its guns at a Japanese Maritime Self- Defense Force P3-C
surveillance plane near the disputed waters of the Chunxiao gas field.*

The strain in relations between Japan and its neighbors in Northeast Asia have spilled
over into the public sphere, given the state of public opinion among the Chinese and
Japanese societies. In a six-nation Pew Global Attitudes Survey in 2006, the Chinese and
Japanese publics have mutual unfavorable perceptions about each other. Consider the
following data from the survey:’ '
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Table 1: Hostility Among Asian Neighbors
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Table 2: Fears About China’s Growing Military Power
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Table 3: Has Japan Apologized Sufficiently?
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Table 5: Chinese and Japanese Publics’ Confidence in Each Other’s Leader
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It is clear from the foregoing that there is a lack of mutual trust and confidence between
Chinese and Japanese publics, which is undoubtedly a reflection of their respective
states’ current state of relations.

Given the above context, what are the implications for the region of a “normalized”
Japanese state? The answer to this question will depend on how one defines the
“normalization” of Japan. If it is defined in a narrow military sense, the implications are
serious most especially in Northeast Asia, where Japan 1s not perceived well.
Specifically, in the case of China and the two Koreas, a “normal” Japanese state could
mean a threat to their security given the unresolved territorial disputes and the low level
of trust between Japanese and Chinese publics, as well as among their respective elites.

The situation could be exacerbated by the uncertainty about what would a “normalized”
Japanese state mean, apart from the necessity of revising Article 9 of the Japanese
constitution. Would this also mean hifting the 1% of GDP limit in Japanese military
expenditures? Given the continuing increase in China’s military expenditures — which is
often questioned and doubted concerning its transparency and reliability — will Japan
continue to abide by its self-imposed 1% limit? If not, what are the consequences for the
region of an arms race between China and Japan in the context of their mutual suspicions
and traditional rivalry. Would North Korea respond to Japan’s “rearming” in the same
way? Certainly, a military rivalry between China and Japan is a serious concern for

Southeast Asia,

It could also be argued that a broader perspective about “normalizing” the Japanese state
is more important: it should also develop as a “soft power” in order for its rise as a
regional power be perceived more as benign. In this regard, just like China, Japan has to
be a more responsible power and stakeholder. More specifically, it should be more
sensitive to sentiments and sensitivities of its neighbors particularly about its “sins of the
past.” Continuing irresponsible actions and statements by Japanese leaders are examples
of insensitivities, which have been perceived by many in the region as indicative of
Japanese condescension towards its neighbors. A good starting point is for Japan and the
rest of East Asia to begin undertaking a common history project, part of which is the
creation of a “truth commission” to once and for all face the wrongs of the past and look
ahead into the future. In a way, this would help Japanese leaders to become more
responsible in their actions and statements, even as it would also help its neighbors not to
overreact. Unless China-Japan relations are managed well and become more stable, the
East Asia Community building project will be undermined by the continuing lack of trust
and confidence between these two giants of the region.





