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A normal power:
Japan's welcome role
in rebalancing Asia

Abe’s efforts on multiple fronts needed at a time of great uncertainty :

C.RajaMohan

For The Straits Times

With the Japanese helicopter
carrier Kaga docked in Changi this
week, it may be a good moment to
reflectonJapan’s re-emergence as
apower toreckon with in the
Indo-Pacific.

That the Kaga is named after an
aircraft carrier launched nearlya
century ago by the Imperial
Japanese Navy is perhaps
incidental. What matters is the fact
that post-war Japan, which
consciouslylimited its militaryrole
for decades, is now lifting
self-imposed constraints ina bold
effort to rebalance the region.

Ona two-month deploymentto
the Indo-Pacific, Kagaandits
accompanying destroyers made
port callsin India, Sri Lanka,
Indonesiaand the Philippines,and

witha British frigate that wasonits
way to the South China Sea.

Amid the rapidly changing power
distribution in the region, J[apan’s

rising military profile hasbeenmore :
¢ partnerships that will help insure
: theregion against the

unsurprisingly, is in North-east Asia. :
: of Americaand China.

than welcome across the
Indo-Pacific. The only exception,

The strong reservations of China
and the two Koreas against Japan's
militaryrole in the region are well
known. But the rest of the
Indo-Pacific nolonger views Tokyo
through the prism of Japan’s
disastrous imperial history in Asia.

GOOD INTERNATIONAL CITIZEN
Asamajor global economy and
good international citizen over the
pastseven decades, Japan has
earned the right to have asay in the

more important is the reality that it
is impossible to structure astable
regional balance of power system
without Japan’s effective military
contribution.

Japan’sarmed forces are called
“self-defence forces”, aword play
toovercome restrictions imposed
bythe post-war peace
Constitution. They are small in size
andspendalotless in comparison
with China’s. But in absolute terms,
Japanis nopushover. Itisthe
world’s eighth-largest spender on
defence, at around US$45 billion

i (S$62billion) a year. (China spends
¢ more than US$200 billion.)

Japan’s military may be

i outmanned and outgunned by its

: giantneighbour. But Japanese

: forcesare better equipped and

¢ retainanedge, atleast for now, in

: technological capability.

: Traditionally focused on defence,

¢ Japanison the way to developing

¢ offensive capabilities. Its navy s

¢ considered the best in Asiaand is

: turning towards power projection.
i While the world has debated

¢ China’s first military base in

: Djibouti, it payslittle attention to

¢ Japanwhich hasalso builta base in
¢ the same country, strategically in

: the Horn of Africa.

ForJapan, it is not just a question

i ofbeing amilitary power. Itisalso
: about taking political leadership at
i amoment of great strategic

i uncertainty in the world. Japan is
¢ nolonger content to remainan

: economicgiantanda political

pygmy

Alotof the credit for making

¢ Japana“normal power” goes to

: Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who

¢ hasnudged areluctant Japanese

¢ public tosupportan expansion of
¢ Japan’sregional military role and
i more pro-active diplomacy.
conducted joint exercises, including :
: friendsacross Eurasiaand the

¢ Indo-Pacific. He is notlooking to
i supplantthe alliance with the

¢ United States; he is seeking to

Mr Abe has won Japan new

complement it with a network of

unpredictable political trajectories

While US President Donald

: Trump pits America against the

¢ global trading system, Mr Abe has
: pushed for the implementation of
. the Trans-Pacific Partnership

¢ (TPP) minus the US. He has

: welcomed a post-Brexit Britain

: intothe TPP. Tokyois also actively
¢ pressing for an early conclusion of
i negotiations on the Regional

¢ Comprehensive Economic

: Partnership involving the
region’s security architecture. Even :
i economic partners - China, Japan,
i South Korea, India, Australia and

i New Zealand. Mr Abe wants early

: implementation of the free trade

i agreementsigned with the

: European Union earlier this year.

10-member Asean and its

: CONFLUENCE OF THE TWO SEAS

i MrAbe’s greatest contribution

: perhapsisingettingJapan to think
¢ bigabout geopolitics and campaign
: relentlessly for the implementation
¢ ofhisideas. Until recently, Japan

: seemed to have noagency of’its

: ownand was expected to merely

: echo concepts emerging from the

i US.Thatisnolonger true. Consider,
: forexample, the current buzz

i about the Indo-Pacific, generated

: by the Trumpadministration’s

i adoption of the term and its

: renamingof the Pacific Command

i as the “Indo-Pacific Command”.

But Mr Abe was the first to

. articulate the ideamore thana

¢ decade agoin his address to the

. Indian Parliamentin New Delhiin
¢ August2007.Central to that

¢ address, titled Confluence Of The
: Two Seas, was the visualisation of
: the Pacificand Indianoceansasa
: strategic continuum. It was based
¢ ontherecognition of the

. deepening economic

: interdependence between the

. easternand western halves of Asia.

Thisinvolved persuading the

As Asians began to rediscover

¢ their shared heritage and deep
: interconnections between :
. different sub-regionsatthe dawnof :
¢ the 20th century, the idea of Asian
. unity gained traction, thanks to

scholars and poets such as Okakura

¢ Kakuzoand Rabindranath Tagore.

i Mr Abe’s distinct contribution has

. beentolenda maritime dimension,
¢ the Indo-Pacific, to the proposition
! that“Asiaisone”.

When he wasre-elected as PM at

. the end of2012, Mr Abe returned

: with gusto to the many newideas

: that were putacrossin the Delhi

i speech. The “confluence of the two
¢ seas” turned into a full-blown

: vision ofa free and open :
: Indo-Pacific. The call for a coalition :
: of maritime democracies in Delhi -
¢ the so-called Quad that brings

: together America, Japan, Australia
: and India - has gained a new life in
i MrAbe’ssecond inning.

Continuing his geopolitical

: innovation, Mr Abe expanded the
: notion of the Indo-Pacific to

i include Africa, especially its

: eastern coast. He now talks about
! “twoseasand two continents”.

On the big theme of connectivity

¢ —now defined by Chinese

: President XiJinping’s Beltand

: Road Initiative (BRI)- Mr Abe has

: soughtto build onJapan’s much

¢ longer experience in building ports
: androadsin Asia. Japan has

: mobilised more than US$100

: billion under an ambitious project
¢ called Partnership for Quality

. Infrastructure (PQI). Although the
i projectisnotcomparable inscaleto :

i China’s plans, Japanis offering a

: valuable alternative to the BRI,

: which has run into some political
: : and economic difficulties.

. Japanese elite toextend theirideaof :
: Asiabeyond Myanmar. In recent

¢ decades, the Japanese tended to see
: South Asiaand the Middle East as

. verydistinct from East Asia. Mr Abe
. encouraged the Japanese toreturn

: totheideaofa“broader Asia”,

Japan’s PQI could help nudge

: Beijing towardsamore

: consultative, transparent and

¢ sustainable approach to

¢ infrastructure developmentin

¢ Eurasiaand the Indo-Pacific. It will
: certainlyimprove the capacity of

: small states to bargain with Beijing
: ontermsofthe BRL

Even asitcompetes with Chinaon
the BRI, Japanis exploring the

¢ possibility of working with Beijing.
¢ During Mr Abe’s visit to China next
: week - thefirstbyaJapanese PMin
¢ sevenyears - the twosides are :
: expected todiscuss the possibility of :
: Japanese companies investingin
¢ China’s BRIprojects.

A day after meeting President Xi,

¢ Mr Abe sits down with Indian

: Prime Minister Narendra Modiin
: Tokyo toreview their plans to

: develop an Asia-Africa growth

: corridor and strengthen their

: maritime security cooperation in
: the Indo-Pacific.

Atthe heart of Tokyo’s dynamic

: foreign policyis the new

: determination that Japan can’t

: simply stand by and watch China

- unilaterally define the future of Asia.

At the same time, Japan s fully

i aware that China is toolarge to be
¢ contained. And that noother

: member of the Quad - America,

¢ Indiaand Australia - or Asean

: wants to joinin.Japan, like the rest
: of Asiaand the world, hasa huge

: stake in commercial cooperation

: with China, which is set to emerge
: asthe world'slargest economy.

Mr Abe isalso clear that Japan

i can'tmortgage the security ofits

: neighbourhood to the vagaries of
: increasinglyvolatile relations

: between Americaand China. As

: Americaoscillates between

: different conceptions of dealing

: with China - from condominium

and co-evolution at one end to
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: confrontationand Cold War at the
¢ other - Japanrecognises that Asia
i mustdo more on the security front
: toinsure against the twistsand

i turnsinUS-Chinarelations.

These are the considerations that

i have shaped Japan's Indo-Pacific
¢ strategy. At the heartofitis a firm
: decision tohold on to the US

. alliance, despite Mr Trump’s

: multiple provocations, and to bear
: anever larger share of America’s

¢ securityburdens in the

¢ Indo-Pacific. Goingalone isnotan
i option for Japan.

NETWORK OF PARTNERS

i Mr Abe has focused instead on
¢ strengthening Japan’s military

capabilities, modernisingits

¢ national security decision-making,
¢ supplementing American alliance

¢ with security partnerships with

: otherregional powers such as

i Australiaand India, delivering

i security assistance tosmaller

: littoral nations and boosting

i regional multilateralism. Japan is

i alsoactively contributing to the

i developmentof“minilateralism”-
: working in smaller groups - and

i promoting sub-regional

i cooperation.

Evenasit promotes the Quad,

: Japanis trying to draw in France and
i Britaininto the management of

: regional securityin the Indo-Pacific.
¢ Japanhasatrilateral forum with the

: US and India, and another with

Canberraand Delhi. In the coming

: days, these minilateral mechanisms
: couldgainfurthersaliencein Japan’s :
i internationalrelations.

Tokyo'snew focuson

¢ sub-regional engagementis evident
: inthe annual summits with Mekong
¢ region countries. At the 10th

i iteration of the summit earlier this

: month in Tokyo, Japan, Cambodia,

¢ Laos,Myanmar, Thailandand

: Vietnamagreed on elevating their

¢ partnership toastrategic level.

: Japanis also eager to promote

¢ connectivityand commercein the

: Bayof Bengal littoral.

As the Japanese Maritime

¢ Self-Defence Force’s helicopter

¢ carrier heads home from Singapore,
i MrAbehas anunfinished agenda. At
¢ home, he continues to face strong

: resistance toamending the

: Constitution tofacilitate a sound

i domestic foundation for astrong

: regional security role. Buthe hopes

: tomakea freshbid forrevision in

: thedaysahead.

On the external front, he needs to

: overcome North-east Asian

i opposition toJapan’s political rise.
: MrTrump’s pressure on Mr Xihas

: opened up some immediate space
: for Mr Abe to limit the bilateral

¢ conflict with Beijing. Next week’s

! summit in Beijing between Mr Abe
¢ and Mr Ximight see some first

: steps towards confidence building.
i Butifthe conflict between

: Washington and Beijingescalates,
i managing the China relationship

: willbecome ever more demanding
: forJapan.

THEKOREAN PROBLEM

i MrAbe’s deft diplomacy in the

: regionhas had one major blemish -
: therelentless hard line against

¢ North Korea. This has made him

: the outlier as Mr Trump and South

: Korean President Moon Jae-in

¢ warm to North Korean leader Kim

i JongUn.

Mr Abe needs a more creative

approach to the changing
: geopolitics of the Korean peninsula
: ifhe wants to complete the making

of Japan intoa normal power.

: Lessening the tension with the two
: Koreasand reconciling with

¢ Korean nationalism will help

: liberate Japan torealise its full

! potential asa major power in the

: Indo-Pacificand beyond.
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