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China and Japan

Tsuneo Nishida

CHINA IS EMERGING as a 
global power and not just a 
regional one—in the sense that 

it has become both a huge economic mar-
ket with some of the world’s top manufac-
turing capability and a politico-military 
giant. It is an amazing phenomenon that 
this historically and geographically great 
country—which previously suffered 
from suppression, poverty, and disparity 
within its borders—has 
become a major player on 
the world stage in such a 
short period.

China’s miracle appears 
to be more eye-catching 
than the one that took 
place in Japan in the 
1970s and 80s, but there 
also exists a more funda-
mental difference between the two. The 
Japanese case was a truly unprecedented 
transformation of a completely defeated 
country into the second largest global 
economy, while during the same period 
becoming a close ally of the dominant 

world power, namely the United States. 
Therefore, the Japanese miracle had 
more of a trade and economic impact 
on the world order, and less of a politi-
co-military one.

China’s Ups and Downs

China is one of the world’s oldest 
civilizations, along with India and 

Egypt, and has been a major player on 
the global scene since its 
first appearance in his-
tory. First of all, it should 
be noted that China is 
huge in terms of land, 
population, the number 
of ethnicities, languages, 
and so on. Thus, the top 
priority for the rulers 
of China has been, and 
remains, how to rule 

minorities and unite the entire country. 
China has produced many strong and 
sometimes cruel leaders, with the oldest 
merit-based bureaucracy serving as a 
strong pillar of national administra-
tion. China has directly and indirectly 
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Managing a Complex Relationship

China and Japan

governed many smaller and lesser 
developed neighboring countries by 
force and wealth. Japan was one such 
country, paying tributes and receiving 
civilizational advancements in the form 
of arts, skills, religion, and city building. 

In the Age of Discovery, Europe 
initially crossed the Silk Road to en-
counter a powerful and affluent China 
in pursuit of mainly commercial inter-
ests. Later, the First Opium War (1840–
1842) led to the era of China’s semi-
colonization: the Chinese humiliation. 
Colonial powers from Europe, as well as 
the United States and Russia, exploited 
and humiliated China excessively. And 
Japan followed as a colonial power.

World War II Victor

When World War II was over, 
China suddenly emerged as 

a victor alongside the United States, 
the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and 
France. It then participated in a series 
of meetings to decide on the new world 
order that was designed and delivered 
by the United States. Immediately 
after the end of the war, the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP) took over, 
expelling Chiang Kai-shek from the 
Mainland and legitimizing its rule by 
calling itself the force that had defeated 
Japanese Militarism. The CCP aimed 
to tackle enormous internal challenges, 
which included consolidating its power 
and authority, unifying the people un-

Globalization was the 
game-changer, and 

the world had turned 
into a competitive 

and wild place that 
was not necessarily 
friendly to Japan.
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A China Marine Surveillance vessel cruises past Japan Coast Guard ships 
near the disputed Senkaku islands in April 2013
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der its rule, and kick-starting economic 
and social development.

During the Cold War, Japan successful-
ly grew into a major economic power and 
endeavored to be a generous neighbor 
not only in Asia, but also globally, serving 
as the biggest official development as-
sistance donor together with the United 
States. Japan was the only 
Asian member of the Or-
ganization for Economic 
Co-operation and De-
velopment (OECD) for 
a long time, until South 
Korea joined the rich 
men’s club in 1996.

During that period, 
China was a poor devel-
oping country with huge 
economic, social and 
infrastructure needs. It 
desperately needed help 
from Japan; the CCP 
had no other choice. 
Hence, Japan emerged as the top donor 
and trade partner of China during that 
period. Japan was the big brother, with 
China serving as the junior partner. 
Very few people—including the Chinese 
leaders themselves—anticipated that this 
relationship would soon change.

Japan in Trouble

Japan suffered from an unprec-
edentedly long stagnation after our 

economic bubble exploded in the early 

1990s. During the two decades of eco-
nomic slump that followed (the ‘Lost 
Decades’), Japan lost its self-confidence, 
not only in terms of economic manage-
ment, but also in the overall “Japanese 
Way” that was once believed to be per-
fect and likely to last forever.

When Japan finally emerged from this 
period, the landscape 
had changed. Twenty 
years had gone by and 
the scene had become 
completely different 
from the one Tokyo was 
accustomed to seeing. 
The new world had 
information technol-
ogy, emerging econo-
mies such as BRICS, 
and rampant terrorism 
and extreme violence. 
Globalization was the 
game-changer, and the 
world had turned into 
a competitive and wild 

place that was not necessarily friendly 
to Japan.  

China had also become different from 
the country that Japan had previously 
encountered. Over this same period, 
China had become a powerful and 
aggressive major regional and global 
player, rather hostile to its formerly gen-
erous neighbor. Japan could not compre-
hend what had happened and what was 
wrong; it could not accept the change. 

Economic Interdependence

Over time, the two economies 
(China and Japan) became so in-

terdependent that they almost merged 
into one, making separation inconceiv-
able. China has become Japan’s top 
trade partner, and Japan is the leading 
investor in the Chinese market, with 
more Japanese companies operating in 
China than anywhere else.

Japan’s major department stores have 
survived thanks to the influx of Chinese 
shoppers. For example, if one travels to 
Kyoto, which is the most 
renowned ancient capi-
tal of Japan, one can see 
a large number of tour 
buses filled with Chinese 
visitors wearing Japanese 
kimonos. In addition, 
Chinese students now 
represent the largest number of interna-
tional students, learning the Japanese lan-
guage at many colleges and universities. 
Moreover, if one boards a metro in Osaka, 
one can see directions written in Chinese, 
followed by Korean and English. The Chi-
nese presence in Japan is both enormous 
and visible, and is broadly accepted.

This is not a one-way phenomenon. 
Despite the recent disturbing events be-
tween the two countries, China remains 
the top destination for Japanese tour-
ists. In addition, Chinese remains the 
second foreign language (after English) 
among Japanese students.

It may not be an exaggeration to say 
that, looking over more than 3,000 years 
of history, the two countries have never 
been as deeply intertwined with each 
other in economic and social terms as 
they are now.

Tough Times

It may be historically true that the 
relationship between neighbors 

is the most difficult to manage—for 
example, Britain and France, Germany 
and Russia, India and China, and so on. 
In most cases, neighbors both need and 

hate each other in equal 
measure, simply because 
they are neighbors.

If one neighbor is 
much more powerful 
than the other, relations 
can be less complicated. 

When both neighbors believe them-
selves to be equally strong, they tend to 
compete for the upper hand, instead of 
recognizing the necessity of making a 
fair deal. In fact, a given bilateral rela-
tionship can get much more complex, 
and even ugly, if the relative power-bal-
ance between the two players fluctuates 
and is volatile within a short period.

Unstable Politics in Japan

As I have already noted, recent rela-
tions between Japan and China 

have changed dramatically in favor of 
the latter. Most Japanese people have 
found this reality difficult to accept and 

The Chinese presence 
in Japan is both 
enormous and 

visible, and is broadly 
accepted.

China had become 
a powerful and 

aggressive major 
regional and global 

player, rather hostile 
to its formerly 

generous neighbor. 
Japan could not 

comprehend what had 
happened and what 
was wrong; it could 

not accept the change.
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have tended to ask how the change hap-
pened and who was responsible. After 
a long and difficult period of introspec-
tion, Japan lost confidence in the “Japa-
nese Way”, while being confronted with 
the harsh new reality of China as the Big 
Power. Japan underwent divisions and 
instability in terms of political direction. 

Japan first dismissed the old politi-
cal party that had enjoyed a virtual 
monopoly on power since the end of 
World War II. The new Democratic 
Party of Japan was swept into govern-
ment, bringing high expectations of 
a new era, namely the realization of 
the long dreamed two-party system, 
as seen in the United Kingdom and 
the United States. After having experi-
enced deep disappointment with them 
soon thereafter, the Japanese people 
simply punished them by returning 
to power the leaders they had ex-
pelled just three years previously—but 
this time with strong conservative 
elements added. While they were in 
power, the Democrats were not ready 
to govern the country and indulged 
in party infighting. In addition, Japan 
was hit by the March 2011 Tohoku 
Earthquake.

“Get back the strong and prosperous 
Japan” became the national political 
agenda. It had two major objectives. 
First, to boost the slow economy by 
pushing unprecedented monetary re-
laxation policies. Second, to strengthen 

defense capability by revising the inter-
pretation of the Peace Constitution and 
bearing more military responsibility. 
Apparently, the message was clear and 
simple: Japan did not want to be over-
shadowed by China.

China Looks to America

Since Deng Xiaoping opened up 
China’s market by adopting a 

“socialist market economy,” China has 
been growing consistently and is a 
rapidly developing market, becoming 
the world’s biggest factory. Due to its 
huge and cheap labor force, China has 
been able to attract trade and invest-
ment partners from all over the world. 
In 2010, China surpassed Japan and be-
came the second biggest economy, after 
the United States, thanks to 10 percent 
annual growth from the year 2000.

With economic expansion accom-
panied by rising confidence in the 
‘Chinese way’, China has transformed 
itself from an emerging economy, 
and part of BRICS, into a political 
and military power that aims solely 
to catch up with America. While the 
Beijing authorities have constantly 
changed their official slogans—recent 
examples include “Peaceful Rising,” 
“New Relations between Big Powers,” 
and “New Normal”—China has never 
been hesitant in working to climb up 
the political ladder of world hegemo-
ny. After China had overtaken Japan, 
which was once the de facto model of 

economic development, it concentrat-
ed all its efforts on becoming an equal 
partner with the United States.

China’s Fundamental 
Challenges

China has harbored many prob-
lems, including a few funda-

mental ones. Some experts maintain 
that China has learned a lot from the 
Soviet Union’s experiences—particu-
larly the disastrous perestroika and its 
aftermath, namely the collapse of its 
empire. Others argue 
that it is too early to tell 
whether China is a smart 
student that has man-
aged to learn a lot from a 
bad teacher. In my view, 
China—in successfully 
postponing its much needed struc-
tural reforms—has just waivered on its 
homework assignments.

Some of the fundamental questions 
about China’s rising status include:

First, is it possible to maintain the 
monopoly on political power enjoyed 
by the CCP while opening up the coun-
try through the adoption of a “socialist 
market economy” and connecting to 
the global economy?

Second, can China handle its emerg-
ing middle class, which shares totally 
different views and values from the 
espoused doctrines of the CCP?

Third, in the short term, what kind of 
reforms can be undertaken by the state-
owned enterprises, which have clearly 
become a burden on the growth of the 
Chinese economy?

These and similar questions have 
been discussed many times by Western 
experts, but have been left unanswered 
for a long time. Presently, only China 
has been successful in overcoming 
the global economic crisis, while the 
rest of the world has been desperately 

struggling to deal with 
economic malaise. It 
appears awkward to 
even ask such questions, 
but the reality cannot 
be hidden by economic 
statistics.

The truth is that a big gap has 
been spreading across the whole 

country: the gap between the big cities 
and rural areas, the rich and the poor, 
different ethnicities, and so on.

It is not by chance that Xi Jinping 
started his anti-corruption campaign 
on an unprecedented scale imme-
diately after he came to power. This 
was partly to consolidate his power-
base, but that is not the only reason: 
the contradictions currently faced by 
China as it assumes big power status 
are too profound to be postponed 
for another decade. Thus, once this 
anti-corruption campaign started, it 

Most likely, Xi’s rule 
will be remembered as 
one continuous anti-
corruption campaign.
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seemed to progress on an ever larger 
scale. While this remedy is not strong 
enough to cure the chronic disease of 
China, it can prevent the disease from 
spreading rapidly. Most likely, Xi’s rule 
will be remembered as one continuous 
anti-corruption campaign.

Xi’s Foreign Policy

Another characteristic of the Xi 
government is its boldness in 

straightforwardly demonstrating asser-
tive big-power national-
ism, including its reliance 
on military use where 
necessary.

It is said that China has 
one hundred faces, like 
some ancient goddess 
statues—the benevolent 
Goddess of one hundred 
faces and thousands of 
hands to embrace peo-
ple. When this concept 
is applied to external relations, one sees 
that Chinese foreign policy has always 
been multifaceted. Whenever China 
encounters a stronger foreign country, it 
responds with great hospitalities so as to 
avoid confrontation. When Henry Kissin-
ger met Zhou Enlai in 1971 to prepare for 
the groundbreaking 1972 summit be-
tween Richard Nixon and Mao Zedong, 
he saw a polite and obedient China. On 
the other hand, when China deals with 
weak countries, it never hesitates to be ar-
rogant and aggressive. This dual approach 

can help explain why China has too often 
been disproportionately aggressive vis-à-
vis its Asian neighbors, but simultaneous-
ly maintains a cordial relationship with 
the EU and the United States.

Japan-China Relations 

As I have already noted, the 
intense tensions between Japan 

and China are not just a temporary 
mismatch between the two nation-
alistic governments; rather they are 

structural in nature. It is 
a complex relationship 
with many intertwined 
factors, such as historic 
heritages, the shift of 
power balance, and eco-
nomic interdependence.

The relationship har-
bors different elements 
that have been sig-
nificantly deteriorating 
due to rapid economic 

interdependence and the uncontrolled 
influence of social media. Not only do 
political leaders in Japan—where the 
principle of freedom of the press is estab-
lished—pay attention to public opinion, 
but those in China must also pay more 
attention to the voice of the people—at 
least in the Chinese way. Presently, 
governments try hard to influence public 
opinion, only to come to the conclusion 
that they have to be more attentive to 
the rather emotional and volatile voices 
coming from various popular quarters.

China has transformed from being a 
poor, undeveloped Asian country with 
a centralizing tradition into a regional 
and global power because of its expan-
sive geography and huge population. 
This process has been unprecedentedly 
fast, not only in Asia, but also across the 
world, and its impact has 
been almost threatening.

European 
Response

After the Cold War 
was over, Europe 

slowly began to shift 
its focus to Asia, due to 
the emerging Chinese 
economy. However, 
Europeans’ interest has 
been limited to selling 
their goods to the huge 
number of Chinese 
consumers. Most Euro-
pean countries enjoyed 
a brief peaceful period 
after the disappearance 
of the Soviet menace, 
free from any concern 
about the potential stra-
tegic implications of an 
emerging China in the 
Asia-Pacific region and 
beyond. They rushed to 
the new frontier, naÏve 
enough to sell even weapons; this led to 
difficult conversations with the Japanese 
and Americans, who are permanent 
residents in the region. 

For the Japanese and Americans, a 
rich and prosperous China could be 
something that is welcome, so long as 
China remains a peaceful and stable 
neighbor. However, history shows that 
every economic power eventually and 
unavoidably becomes a political and 

military one. Unfortu-
nately, China cannot 
be an exception. This 
shared Japanese and 
American understanding 
was considered carefully 
by the Chinese leaders 
when they adopted the 
“Peaceful Rising” slogan 
to try to defuse such 
concerns, buying time 
by so doing.

“History Issues”

The “history is-
sues” are one more 

additional but serious 
aspect of Japan-China 
bilateral relations. China 
remains convinced that 
these issues are a help-
ful tool for its leadership 
in many ways. Firstly, it 
has claimed the CCP led 
the war against Japanese 
militarism and built the 
foundations of a strong 

and prosperous China under its rule. 
Secondly, it claims not only legitimacy 
domestically, but can also claim to be 
one of the privileged architects of the 

The intense tensions 
between Japan 

and China are not 
just a temporary 

mismatch between 
the two nationalistic 
governments; rather 
they are structural 

in nature.

Most European 
countries have 
enjoyed a brief 

peaceful period after 
the disappearance of 
the Soviet menace, 

free from any concern 
about the potential 

strategic implications 
of an emerging China 

in the Asia-Pacific 
region and beyond. 
They rushed to the 
new frontier naive 
enough to sell even 
weapons; this led to 

difficult conversations 
with the Japanese and 
Americans, who are 
permanent residents 

in the region.
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a member or partner of American-
made exclusive clubs, such as the G7, 
the WTO, the OECD, and even NATO. 
This is, for the most part,no longer a 
priority for Moscow. China was, and 
remains, cautious about being deeply 
involved in Western groups, instead 
maintaining some distance from them.

China-Russia Alliance

This apparent cautious approach 
is another good example of 

Chinese diplomacy. As 
long as China remains 
inferior and weak, it 
avoids the risk of being 
swallowed up by the 
big countries. Instead, 
it waits patiently for a 
time when it is strong 
enough to rise to the 
surface. This pattern 
seemed to change when 
the Obama Administra-
tion declared its Asian 
“pivot” policy a few 
years ago, signaling its 
intention to shift more 
assets to the Far East.

China has become 
more defiant and more 
confrontational-sounding, while at the 
same time openly approaching Putin’s 
Russia. Russia has also become more 
defiant against the United States and the 
EU, because of the situation in former 
Soviet bloc countries like Georgia and 

Ukraine. Beijing and Moscow have 
seemingly agreed that it is definitely 
in their common strategic interest to 
create and strengthen the anti-Western 
alliance in both Europe and Asia.

At this point, the geopolitical map 
has changed substantially, and it 

looks as if a second Cold War is com-
ing back globally.

There were a few recent indicators 
that suggested this was 
happening, such as nu-
clear proliferation prob-
lems in Iran and North 
Korea. China supported 
Russia in the Iran case, 
and Russia endorsed 
China in the North 
Korean one—but in a 
more subtle way. Right 
now, however, both 
countries are more open 
and provocative; they 
do not hesitate even to 
use military means to 
protect their perceived 
geopolitical interests, 
including the doctrine 
of “spheres of interest.”

Russia has invaded and occupied 
Crimea and continues to effec-
tively control half of Ukraine. China 
strengthens territorial claims by send-
ing ships and constructing military 
bases in disputed waters.

Both China and 
Russia seem to pay 
much less attention 

to either Europe 
or Japan. They are 

apparently only ready 
to make an eventual 
deal with the United 
States—and nobody 
else. China does not 
regard Japan as its 
strategic rival any 

longer, for better or 
for worse. 

world order, as understood in the con-
text of the United Nations, due to the 
fact that China sits among the Perma-
nent Members of the Security Council, 
based on the result of a just war.

On the world stage, China again uses 
many faces: 1) P-5 country (aristocrat), 
2) non-aligned nation, and 3) leader of 
developing countries.

Whenever Japan tries to challenge the 
status quo, China refers to the “history 
issue” and calls upon the alleged public 
opinion of the world. Even for the United 
States—a close ally of Japan—this issue is 
too delicate to allow it to 
openly support Japan.

At the end of the day, 
expatriate Chinese are 
everywhere—particu-
larly in the Asia-Pacific 
region, North America, 
and Africa. The “history 
issue” also functions as an effective and 
emotional cause to mobilize Chinese 
migrants abroad.

Absence of 
Global Governance

As pointed out previosly, Xi 
Jinping has conducted a pretty 

high-handed foreign policy, rang-
ing from advancing territorial claims 
in the East and South China Seas to 
cyber-attacks. Apparently, the Chinese 
believe that there is no need to curb 

this boldness, notwithstanding America’s 
openly expressed disapproval. China 
has blatantly ignored repeated diplo-
matic appeals by neighboring coun-
tries, including Japan, which stress the 
need to resolve problems peacefully 
and through negotiations based on 
international law.

It seems that the world is trapped in 
a pitfall of its own creation. Things 

are getting more and more turbulent. 
This can be seen in at least two ways.

First, big powers able to regulate the 
international system are almost gone. 

The Soviet Union has 
collapsed, and Russia 
cannot afford to be its 
successor as a world 
power. The United 
States has become tired 
of its world monopoly 
position. Notwithstand-
ing its huge potential, 

China so far lacks appealing messages 
to international society—especially to 
young generations.

Second, the international regime 
designed by the Americans after World 
War II has lost its usefulness over time, 
and shows no capacity or readiness to 
reform itself.

The Chinese and Russians have taken 
quite different diplomatic approaches 
in the past. Russia was eager to become 

The geopolitical 
map has changed 

substantially, and it 
looks as if a second 
Cold War is coming 

back globally.
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In so doing, both China and Rus-
sia seem to pay much less attention to 
either Europe or Japan. They are ap-
parently only ready to make an even-
tual deal with the United States—and 
nobody else. China does not regard 
Japan as its strategic rival any longer, 
for better or for worse.

Footnotes

It is still too early to undertake 
a definite evaluation of whether 

the Asian Infrastructure Investment 
Bank initiative is a new game-changer 
which challenges the existing Ameri-
can-led global governance framework, 
or whether it is just another attempt 
to forestall the American “pivot” by 
further consolidating China’s economic 
presence in Asia.

However, it is clear that the recent 
tensions in China-Japan relations 
should not be regarded as transitional 
frictions between two major players 
in the context of bilateral rivalry. This 
is because the power balance between 
them has shifted significantly in the 

most dynamically developing regions 
of the world.

At this point, it is important to 
recall three simple but substan-

tive facts:

First, China’s change cannot remain 
regional, due to its geographic, demo-
graphic, and economic size.

Second, Japan is still the most im-
portant democratic ally of the United 
States in Asia, sharing universal values 
such as freedom and human rights.

Third, the China-Japan relationship 
should be analyzed against a global 
backdrop, with a view to figuring out 
how to address the realignment of 
power constellation. 

We should endeavor to craft a 
much-needed new global governance 
mechanism, one suited to the chal-
lenges faced by the modern world-a 
full seven full decades after the end of 
World War II. 
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