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Abstract:  This article examines political relationship of Japan and China 
from 2012 to 2020, when Shinzo Abe, Japan’s longest serving Prime 
Minister, was in power. Abe is credited for significantly shaping Japan’s 
economic, foreign and security policy. This article, therefore, considers three 
main issues under Abe administration that challenged Japan-China political 
relations – territorial disputes, historical animosities and Japan’s new 
security system. It can be concluded that the relations between Japan and 
China worsened early under Abe’s tenure since the Chinese feared that Japan 
could return to militarism and use its armed forces to project its power in the 
region. However, despite political tensions, their relations showed positive 
trends on the economic, and social and cultural fronts.  
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1. Introduction 
 
A Brief Overview of Japan-China Relations 
 
After Japan was defeated in the World War II, Japan came under the control of the Supreme 
Command for Allied Power (SCAP) led by General Douglas A. MacArthur. It imposed 
significant military, political, economic and social reforms. In term of foreign affairs, Japan 
was limited by the United States’ containment policy which aimed to strategically halt the 
spread of communism during the Cold War. Japan, therefore, was initially barred from 
developing close relations or setting up economic exchange, with China after the war.  

However, World War II led Japan’s economy to shrink considerably. Japan reconsidered 
contact with China, which had been its main trade partner before the end of the war. Thus, 
Japan developed the principle of “seikeibunri”, separating the political issue from economic 
ones, and re-establishing unofficial relations with China- in the form of private-to-private 
exchange, rather than government-to-government. 

The turning point for Japan-China relations was in 1972, when Japan and China normalized 
diplomatic relations. Through the normalization, their relations were improved, but not as 
rapidly as they expected. Japan-China relations were promptly developed under Deng 
Xiaoping, the president of China after the death of Mao Zedong. In 1978, the Treaty of Peace 
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and Friendship was signed. Under the treaty, a series of diplomatic initiatives were 
implemented to strengthen bilateral relations through international trade, international 
investment and foreign aid. China quickly became Japan’s largest trading partner and the 
primary source of Japan’s foreign direct investment (Bjorn& Linus, 2012, p. 216). 

The relationship of the two countries was not entirely smooth. It was interrupted by Tiananmen 
Square massacre in 1989, during which the Chinese government attacked and killed pro-
democracy protestors. Responding to the incident, many Western countries-imposed sanctions 
on China. Japan, as a member of Group of Seven (G7), was also pressured to take an action, so 
it decided to impose sanctions on the Chinese government. However, the sanctions against 
China did not last long, since the political and economic instability of China would threaten 
the regional economy (Chang, 2019, p. 275). The bilateral relationship then returned to normal. 

After 1992, Japan became increasingly aware of the growth in China’s economic and military 
power that might challenge the dominance of Japan in the East Asian region. The bilateral 
tension increased after Japanese Prime Minister Koizumi Junichiro visited Yasukuni Shrine in 
2001. It led to a number of large anti-Japan demonstrations in China in the later years showing 
that mutual perceptions of both countries were becoming increasingly negative. 

In the 2000s, their relationship had both positive and negative dimensions. For instance, in 
2005, Japanese Prime Minister Abe Shinzo visited China for the first time in five years, signing 
a bilateral agreement which was reached to establish a relationship between the two countries 
based on strategic reciprocity. Then, there were the official visits by high-ranking officials 
between the two countries many occasions. However, negative relations persisted on issues 
like the territorial dispute over offshore islands. It continued to be one of Japan’s main security 
concerns during Abe’s second term.  

2. Research Objective 
 
This article aims to evaluate the political relationship between Japan and China under the Abe 
administration from 2012 to 2020. It analyzes this relationship through three main issues: 
territorial dispute, historical animosities and Japan’s new security system. 

3. Literature Review 

The relationship between Japan and China ranges from peaceful cooperation to downward 
spirals of confrontation and even military conflicts (Emmott, 2008; Denny 2005). Security 
issues have become important in Japanese policy-making process in recent decades. Among 
the factors that stimulates the Japanese government to pay more attention on foreign and 
security issues is the rise of China. It presents Japan with challenges across several dimensions. 
Through the study of Japan’s response to the rise of China, Hughes (2009) argues that Japan 
has responded by attempting to maintain its default engagement strategy to China, instead of 
competing with China directly. Japan has continued to activate not only bilateral frameworks 
for cooperation on economic, social, and cultural fronts, but also trilateral frameworks 
involving the US. At the same time, Japan has tried to assure the presence of US in the region 
as way to balance against China’s rising power. The idea was supported by Bjorn and Linus 
(2012) who agree that Japan has attempted to handle China’s rise by balancing or containing 
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the growth of Chinese power. Particularly, since tensions over the disputed Senkaku (Diaoyu) 
islands has increased, the Japanese government devoted attention on the security policy. 

Many scholars have pointed out that security strategies and policies increased during the 
second-term Abe administration (Giulio, 2015; Nakanishi, 2015; Maslow, 2015; Sakaki, 2015; 
Dobson, 2017). Abe launched a new security strategy composed of three pillars: increasing 
capacity for engaging peacekeeping, maintain its alliance with the US, and enhancing 
cooperation with other countries, such as India, Australia, New Zealand and so forth. Although 
it can be argued that the strategy was in line with previous administrations, Abe pursued them 
more forcefully (Giulio 2015; Sakaki, 2015).  

The term “proactive pacifism” has widely been used by the Abe administration as a guiding 
principle for its national security policy. Formerly, proactive pacifism was applied to a 
principle of international cooperation that saw Japan work with other countries to actively 
contribute to international security and peace-keeping. However, in Abe era, proactive pacifism 
was used by Abe to pursue his goal of establishing Japan as normal power, one where military 
force was not categorically rejected (Sakaki, 2015). Following the principle of proactive 
pacifism, the exercise of collective self-defense was aimed to be further developed. Maslow 
(2015) argues that it strengthened the relationship between Japan and the US. Parallel to the 
collective self-defense, Abe has heavily invested in improving Japan-US relations in order to 
enhance the role in the US security alliance.  

Some scholars have pointed out the impact of shifting Japan’s security capacity under the Abe 
administration. Hughes (2015) argues that it appears to be a high-risk approach as Japan seeks 
autonomy from the US’s security policy. Dobson (2017) also supports such argument by 
pointing that although Abe’s approach is more coherent to global governance, it has resulted 
in Japan shifting away from traditional internationalism and increased tensions with the US. 
Furthermore, from economic perspective, the escalation of political tensions has impacted the 
economic relationship between the two states. Chiang (2019) argues that it has led to a decline 
in international investment and international trade globally. Although bilateral political 
relations have improved, it is uncertain if economic ties can be easily restored since there are 
still several unsettled territorial and historical conflicts.    

4. Research Methodology 
 
This article uses primarily qualitative research through documentary research. A variety of 
documents were used such as books, research reports, academic journal articles, evidences, 
empirical data, policy statements, and newspaper articles related to the security policies, 
especially in Abe era (2012-2020). Both of primary and secondary documents were used in this 
documentary study. The data was collected with criteria of authenticity and credibility. The 
collected data is analyzed by a descriptive analysis method in order to know the dynamic of 
two countries’ relations, particularly in political aspects.  
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5. Results 
 
Japan-China Political Relations Under the Abe Administration 
 
In 2012, Abe won a landslide victory in the general elections and won an LDP presidency 
contest that led him to preside as the new Prime Minister of Japan, the same year Xi Jinping 
became President of China. The Abe administration from 2012 to 2020 marks a turning point 
for Japan and China relations, particularly on the security front. This paper considers three 
main issues under Abe administration that challenged the Japan-China political relations: 
territorial dispute, historical animosities and Japan’s new security system. 

 
1) Territorial Dispute 

When Abe came to the power in 2012, Japan was confronting a dispute over the Senkaku (or 
Diaoyu) islands. Tension over the islands had existed between Japan and China for a period of 
time. The islands are located between Taiwan, Japan and mainland China, and have historically 
been uninhabited and ignored by both countries. The two countries claim sovereignty over the 
islands since both countries desire the fishing rights farther offshore and because it appeared 
that there might be undersea oil supplies near the islands. When Deng Xiaoping was in power, 
in an effort to develop a better relationship with Japan in 1978, the dispute over the ownership 
of the islands was put aside and not seen as a serious concern. It became, however, highly tense 
again when Hu Jintao presided as the President of China.Hu Jintao strongly insisted on 
safeguarding the territorial sovereignty over the islands (Vogel, 2019, p. 336). 

In 2012, the Japanese government decided to purchase three of the Senkaku (Diaoyu) Islands. 
Koichi Gemba, the Foreign Minister of Japan at that time, argued that purchasing the islands 
was one of the best options to minimize the impact on bilateral relations (Koichiro, 2012). The 
Japanese nationalization of Senkaku islands sparked wide spread protests across China and 
resulted in an increase of Chinese government vessels intruding into Japanese waters. It led to 
the relations between two countries that become more tensed. 

In political aspect, the territorial dispute raised Japan’s concern about its insufficiency of 
security system. Japan was facing pressure from China’s behavior as China expanded and 
intensified the activities in Japan’s territorial water. Moreover, the growth of China’s military 
power and the increase of its defense budget has vital importance for Japan. It emphasized the 
necessity for Japan to strengthen its own defense capacities and expand cooperation with other 
countries in order to tackle these security challenges (Maslow, 2015, p. 758). Therefore, the 
territorial dispute has driven Japan to embrace military power to further pursue its national 
strategy in reforming security system.   

The issue led to a breakdown between the leaders of the two states. During 2012-2014, China 
repeatedly refused Japan’s request to hold a meeting between the leaders of the two countries 
(Vogel, 2019, p. 396). The tension between two leaders only began to ease when Prime 
Minister Abe attended a summit of the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC), and met 
President Xi Jinping in Beijing in 2014.  
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2) Historical Animosities 

It was not only the dispute over territorial sovereignty but also the Abe’s visit to Yasukuni 
Shrine in 2013, a place that enshrined the souls of soldiers convicted as a class-A war criminal, 
which strained relations. Abe’s motivation for visiting were previously for domestic reason. 
Abe’s political base was largely right wing, and his maternal grandfather, Nobusuke Kishi, was 
also arrested as a suspected class-A war criminal after Japan was defeated in the World War II. 
This visit to Yasukuni shrine symbolically reflected his conservative and patriotic 
identification.  

The historical issue has been considered as a barrier to develop constructive relationship 
between Japan and its neighbours, particularly China and South Korea.      

The Chinese suffered significantly from Japan’s aggressive militarist power during 1937 to 
1945. This issue is still sensitive for their relationship. From China’s perspective, a visit to 
Yasukuni Shine reflects a lack of remorse for what their troops cruelly made in the past, and 
still pay respect to those who attacked China at that time. Furthermore, it arouse China’s fears 
and suspicious that the Japanese militarist harbor ambitious for a revival (Vogel, 2019, p. 407). 
Nevertheless, from Japanese perspective, visiting the Shrine is seen as a way to respect their 
ancestors who sacrificed their lives for the country. 

The visit was met with a strong condemnation by the Chinese people who viewed the Shrine 
as a symbol of Japanese militarism during the World War II. Therefore, for the remainder of 
Abe’s term in office, he would not visit Yasukuni Shrine again.  

Furthermore, the Chinese are also concerned about historical knowledge, particularly about the 
Nanjing Massacre in 1937, might be softened or omitted from, in Japanese textbooks. To the 
Chinese, Nanjing Massacre epitomizes the cruelties of Japanese militarism. Japan’s attempts 
to soften the horror of the Sino-Japanese wars in high school textbooks might result the next 
generation of Japanese students not learning about atrocities committed by the Japanese 
soldiers during the Nanjing Massacre. The textbook issue, therefore, has been still the 
discussable issue that obstruct Sino-Japanese relations recently. 

3) Japan’s New Security System 

Since the Japan’s defeat in World War II, China has been worried about the revival of Japanese 
militarism. The visit to Yasakuni Shrine was regarded as a sign that Japan was again returning 
to militarism. This concern grew when Abe took power in 2012. He showed a commitment to 
strengthen Japan’s national defense. Since Japan was concerned about its insufficient security 
system, in the light of North Korea’s growing missile program and the rise of China’s economic 
and military power. More generally, Abe has initiated and pursued a series of security policy 
reforms that resulted in establishment of a National Security Council and the attempt to 
reinterpret and amend Article 9 of the Japanese constitution.   

The establishment of a National Security Council modeled after the US National Security 
Council, was considered as the core of Abe’s newly evolving security system. The institution 
was located within the Cabinet Secretariat and consisted of the Prime Minister, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and Minister of Defense, as core members. It was tasked with formulating 
diplomatic and defense policies for Japan. The National Security Council was closely linked 
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with the US Security Council. Moreover, the institution showed signs that Abe was prioritizing 
the military over diplomacy (Maslow, 2015, p. 755). 

To respond to the challenge of security risks, Abe proposed to reinterpret Article 9 of the 
Constitution that is directly relevant to security policy. It aimed at easing the restrictions on the 
use of the armed forces and military resources which MacArthur mentioned in the 1947 
Constitution. The Prime Minister sought a way to expand the use of the military beyond 
individual self-defense. Amending Article 9 requires the two-third of the parliament and the 
referendum. Abe, however, was unable to achieve the required voted in parliament or even for 
referendum. Consequently, Abe continued to reinterpret Article 9 broadening the scope of 
military action within the framework of collective self-defense in cases of emergency. Through 
the referendum on this issue, most Japanese remained opposed to changing this article because 
they felt the tasks of military composed of territory defense, disaster mitigation and UN 
peacekeeping missions in cooperation with the US (Sakaki, 2015, p. 21). The proposal of the 
Japan Government to amend and interpret article 9 of the Constitution then has been rejected 
by the resistance of their citizens.  

Ease of the Tensions 
 
The conflicts between the two countries were situated only in the early stages of the Abe 
administration. The relations with China began to gradually improve when the diplomatic 
instruments were adopted in 2018. Prime Minister Abe attempted to reconcile with Chinese 
President Xi Jinping, which had been distant over the past years by holding an official meeting 
for the two states’ leaders. Abe made a state visit to Beijing on October 2018, the first time in 
nearly seven years that Japanese prime minister had visited rather than attending the 
multilateral conferences. The two leaders engaged in amicable discussion on many issues 
including maritime security, economic cooperation, regional and international affairs and 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Although discussions took place was in the midst of the 
growing competition between the US, the existing power, and a rising China, Japan agreed to 
increase cooperation with China, to contribute to peace and prosperity of the Asia-Pacific 
region, while maintaining its alliance with the United States on the basis of diplomacy and 
security (MOFA, 2018b). Moreover, President Xi Jinping scheduled to make a state visit to 
Japan in 2020.The visit between the two political leaders is considered as a turning point that 
increased trust and empathy between them. 

6. Discussion and Conclusion 

The Relations in Post-Abe Era  

The relationship between Japan and China can be explained as love-hate Relationship. 
On the one hand, they have close economic ties in the form of bilateral trade, investment and 
foreign aids. On the other hand, both anti-Japanese sentiment in China and the anti-Chinese 
sentiment in Japan continue. It can be said that the “hate” part was shaped by their historical 
conflict, particularly prior and during the World War II. Moreover, in recent decades, the 
territorial issue has also led to dispute. Tensions increased when Abe came to his second-term 
power in 2012 and launched a new security system, which led to a series of attempted security 
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reforms. Relations between Japan and China suffered because of Chinese fears that Japan could 
return to militarism and use its armed forces to project power in the region.  

Nevertheless, the phrase “cold politics and hot economics” was customary to use to 
explain the relationship between Japan and China. Although the political relationship has 
progressed slowly, the business relationship has been extensive. Japan conducted the principle 
called ‘seikeibunri’ (separation of politics and economy) since the end of the World War II. 
During that time, Japan’s diplomatic policy typically depended on its strategic alliance with 
the United States, an alliance that limited its relations with China. Through the seikeibunri 
policy, however, Japan was able to continue building a relationship with China on business 
matters in order to deepen its national interests.  

Under the Abe administration, economic relations continued to grow. Although worries 
about the rapid growth of China’s economy in the recent decade exist, accessing to Chinese 
market, as the world’s most populous country, has been advantageous for boosting Japan’s 
economy. Trade relations have increased since China joined the WTO in 2001, but declined 
slightly after 2010. However, it revitalized after 2014. Moreover, in another aspect, the social 
and cultural cooperation between two countries remains largely positive.  

 Recently, the rise of China’s power is one of the main factors that have shaped Japan’s 
strategy toward China. Therefore, in post-Abe era, Japan will litely continue its security and 
foreign policy. Furthermore, Japan will seek security cooperation with other countries rather 
than the US, such as India, Australia and New Zealand, will be increased in order to restrain 
China’s dominance. ASEAN will also be one of Japan’s destinations to strengthen the relations 
balancing the powers with China. 
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