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Introduction
In recent years, the Indo-Pacific region has emerged as a focal point of global strategic interest,
marked by dynamic economic growth, evolving geopolitical landscapes, and shifting power

dynamics. Central to this complex web of relations is Japan, a nation redefining its pacifistic post-
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World War 1l stance in the face of these changes in the geopolitical environment. These include
an increasingly assertive China, persistent threats from North Korea, and the broader implications
of challenges to the rules-based international order. In response, Japan has embarked on a path of
significant military modernization and strategic realignment, aiming to bolster its defense
capabilities while navigating the delicate balance of international diplomacy and regional security
commitments. Given the enormous change in the defensive posture of a major power in the Indo-

Pacific, how might this influence the balance of power within the region?
Background

The Japan Self-Defense Force (JSDF) is an organization that encompasses the entirety of the
Japanese Military, including the Japan Ground Self Defense Force (JGSDF), Japan Maritime Self-
Defense Force (JMSDF), and Japan Air Self-Defense Force (JASDF). The ‘branding’ of Japan’s
military forces as oriented to “self-defense” is a factor of Japan’s unconditional surrender at the
end of the Second World War and subsequent demilitarization by and incorporation within the
American-led Western bloc during the Cold War. Unlike the Germans, who were at the frontlines
of the European theatre of the Cold War and allowed to remilitarize extensively, Japan took a
firmly pacifistic stance with the publication of its Constitution in 1946. Article 9, known as the
“peace clause,” rejected the right of the Japanese state to use force or threat of force to settle
international disputes, specifically promising that “war potential” would not be maintained.? The
principal role of the JSDF and its progenitor organization, the Police Reserve Force, was to
maintain the territorial integrity and stability of internationally recognized Japanese territory in
accordance with the UN-recognized right to self-defense, thus maintaining a fig-leaf of legality
within the Japanese Constitutional system.® #° Firmly situated within the U.S. Security umbrella

during the Cold War, the JSDF were of little consequence, and focused exclusively on the
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protection of the Home Islands, stabilizing the area around the Home Islands, and preserving the

international order.®

The collapse of the Soviet Union has ushered in a new era of security dilemmas facing the rules-
based international order in which the island nation was firmly embedded. ” The Japanese
government has responded to these challenges by incrementally increasing the legal scope of
possible JSDF missions, starting, paradoxically, from the outside in. The adoption of the UN
Peacekeeping Operations Cooperation Law in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War enabled JSDF
personnel to assist in non-combat peacekeeping operations, including election monitoring,
humanitarian relief, and engineering assistance.® In 1994, fears over a war on the Korean Peninsula
prompted a renewed U.S.-Japanese security treaty, emphasizing the stabilization of the Sea of
Japan and the Northern Pacific through bilateral cooperation. The launch of an indigenous North
Korean ballistic missile in 1998, in conjunction with the discovery of North Korean spy boats off
the coast of the Noto peninsula in 1999, showed the vulnerability of Japan’s territorial defense
strategy and promoted the improvement of JSDF capabilities in defense of the Home Islands, as
well as committing itself to the defense of South Korea in the event of war. ° 101

In 2013, Japan created and published its first National Security Strategy, recognizing the JSDF as
a “Proactive Contributor to Peace” within the framework of safeguarding the rules-based

international order and emphasizing the need for further bilateral and multilateral cooperation.
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A year later, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe introduced an official reinterpretation of Article 9, which

recognized the legality of the JSDF to engage in collective self-defense. 3

The Incentives

The threat environment around Japan is once again changing, though this time around the Japanese
seem cognizant of the changes and are actively attempting to stay ahead of the curve. There are
four areas of concern facing Japan in the modern era which are prompting it to rearm itself in a

manner unseen since the Second World War.
1: The illegal Russian invasion of Ukraine and its damaging effect on international law. 4

The Japanese Ministry of Defense (MoD) recognizes the 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine as a
serious and dangerous violation of the rules-based international order in place since the end of
WWILI. If successful or tolerated, this action has the possibility of setting a precedent that force
may be used to enact changes in the status quo in other regions of the globe, leading to the
breakdown of the international system.!® 1® The invasion has also seen increased public support

for autonomous, self-defense initiatives.1’ 18

2: Chinese efforts to change the status quo in the East and South China Sea and

cooperation with Russia. °

The balance of power in East Asia has been favoring China for years, and recent revanchist
tendencies in the South and East China Seas have increased fears over a possible Chinese invasion
of Taiwan and/or the disputed Senkaku islands. Japan has identified the maintenance of Taiwan

and freedom of navigation within the Taiwan Strait as key security objectives directly related to
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the security of the Home Islands. 2° Similarly, the nationalization of several of the Senkaku Islands
in 2012 indicates Japanese similar perspectives on the importance of these territories. 2! Finally,
strategic cooperation between Beijing and Moscow in the form of joint military exercises is a
concern of Japan’s. Taken as a whole, China constitutes the greatest strategic challenge facing

Japan, according to its 2022 National Security Strategy. 22
3: North Korean nuclear and ballistic missile developments. 2

The nuclear capabilities of North Korea, including but not limited to regular and highly
destabilizing ballistic missile tests over Japanese territory, highly mobile Transporter-Erector-
Launcher’s (TELSs), and the rapidity of their improvement in both quality and quantity, constitute
an “imminent threat” to Japan. Moreover, abductions of Japanese citizens by the North Korean

government. 24 25
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4: Likely doubts about American commitment to its security alliance.

The U.S. has made it clear that it will stand by Japan in the case of war with an external aggressor.
26 However, distrust of this position has been a constant factor within Japanese security discourse,
beginning at the turn of the millennium amid American public war weariness from inconclusive
wars in the Middle East. The election of Donald Trump in 2016, his discontinuity with previous
U.S. foreign policy decisions, and the erosion of democratic rule within the U.S. have likely
contributed to feelings of isolation among Japanese policy makers and the Japanese public. 27 28
The dysfunction of U.S. political leadership, as well as its preoccupation with Ukraine, are likely

incentives for JSDF rearmament and adoption of a new, enhanced security posture.

Modernization in Practice and Implications for the Indo-Pacific

Japan has signaled its intention to bolster its conventional capabilities to face these emerging
threats, approving a ¥7.95 trillion ($56 billion) defense budget in 2024 as part of its 5-year buildup
plan, with defense expenditure increasing 56% to reach a planned 2% of GDP by 2027. 2 30
Further, parliament has relaxed many of the laws surrounding the export of lethal weapons
systems, marking the advent of a new, previously untapped revenue stream for Japanese industry.
31 Much of this is concerned with the defense of the island in a traditional sense, particularly
regarding the issue of missiles. Recognizing the inherent fragility of a missile-defense network,
the Japanese Ministry of Defense has sought to acquire a counter-strike capability. This includes
a planned 22 new Mogami-class multi-role frigates replacing the ageing Abukuma-class destroyer
escorts and Asagiri-class light destroyers, of which it has eight and six, respectively. These will
compliment a force of at least 24 Diesel-electric attack submarines (including the brand new

Taigei-class), and approximately 50 surface combatants, including four helicopter destroyers, two
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of which are undergoing modifications to allow STOVL aircraft to allow the deployment of fixed
wing assets. 32 Japan continues to modernize its aircraft fleet, replacing ageing fighters with F-
35’s. The JSDF has also acquired Tomahawk missiles, and the country’s military-industry is
investing heavily in hypersonic weapons. All of these factors mean Japan now has the capability
to project power far beyond the horizon, which represents the onset of a new paradigm within the

Indo-Pacific. This new environment is likely to be centered on four axes.
1. Shifts in Regional Power Dynamics and Relationships

JSDF modernization and the heavily increased defense spending of the Japanese Government are
clear indicators of a more proactive security posture in the Indo-Pacific. This is likely to alter
regional power dynamics, especially in relation to China's growing military presence and
assertiveness. JSDF contribution to a balance of power that counters China's influence may
potentially encourage other regional powers to also bolster their defense capabilities, further
nullifying Chinese power projection in the Indo-Pacific.

2. Enhanced Defense Cooperation and Alliances

Japan's rearmament is almost certain to strengthen existing alliances and foster new defense
partnerships within the Indo-Pacific. Japan’s security relationship with the U.S. is certain to be
enhanced — JSDF modernization greatly multiplies the combat potential of joint SDF-U.S. forces,
and provides a far more credible deterrent than previously, which of course is the goal of the
alliance. ** Furthermore, reindustrialization and a reinvigorated military-industrial complex
presents technology sharing and development opportunities with Japan’s close allies, and potential
buyers for advanced weapons systems. This is already partially true in the case of the Tempest

FCAS, a prospective 6" Generation Fighter. **
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Both of these factors are likely to extend to other Quad members (Australia and India), enhancing
the collective security mechanism against common threats, notably in the South China Sea and the

Taiwan Strait.
3. Positive Economic and Defense Industry Growth

The rearmament effort, particularly Japan's plan to enhance its defense industrial base, could have
economic implications for the Indo-Pacific, possibly stopping years of lackluster economic
performance. By integrating more deeply with the global defense industry, Japan might not only
boost its own economy but also contribute to the economic vitality of partner countries through
joint defense projects, technology transfer, and defense procurement. This may foster a network
of interdependence that enhances regional stability through economic ties. For example, the F35
program contributes $72 billion to the economy and nearly 300,000 advanced manufacturing jobs

throughout various partner countries.®
4. Escalation of the Security Dilemma

While Japan's rearmament aims to deter aggression and enhance regional security, it could
inadvertently result in the opposite. A security dilemma is where increased military capabilities of
one country lead neighboring countries to perceive a threat, prompting them to also increase their
military capabilities. These actions become reciprocal, hence the other name of the security
dilemma, the spiral model. It is almost certain to escalate tensions in the region with North Korea
and China. Additionally, it may also cause other states within the Indo-Pacific to fear for their
safety and thus turn to alternative security partners — Japan is viewed unfavorably due to its

militaristic past. %
Conclusion:

As Japan navigates the intricacies of modern security challenges in the Indo-Pacific, its strategic
pivot from a defense-oriented posture towards greater military assertiveness represents a critical
juncture. This evolution, driven by regional tensions and global power shifts, prompts a

reassessment of Japan's role in the Indo-Pacific, and its impacts on the region's geopolitical
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environment. The long-term implications for regional peace, security architecture, and

international alliances hinge on how Japan and its neighbors adapt to these changes.



