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The American unipolar moment is coming to an end. Certainly, the U.S. is still the world’s
greatest superpower in economic, technological, diplomatic, and military terms. However, its
relative power is in a decline due to the rapid growth of China. Some indicators, such as gross
domestic product (GDP) by purchasing power parity (PPP) and the
Composite Index of National Capability from the Correlates of War (CoW) database, suggest
that China is already eclipsing the U.S.1 Moreover, China is actively exploiting the country’s
expanded resource base to promote its international presence politically, economically, and
militarily. China’s long-term aspirations are shrouded with uncertainty. Thus, for at least a few
decades to come, strategic competition between the U.S. and China will likely be the primary
factor that characterizes the international security environment.
The U.S.-China bipolar dynamics will present a particular difficulty to Japanese grand
strategy. The rise of China is the largest security challenge for Japan since the end of the Second
World War; Japan’s response to it has to be of corresponding significance. Balancing against
China in cooperation with the U.S. might be the most obvious solution, because the U.S.-Japan
Alliance has been the core of Japanese defense policy for the past 70 years. That said, the grand
strategy of expanding the alliance network across the “Indo-Pacific” region and containing
China’s military expansion depends on what the U.S. and China will do. Miscalculating the
nature and extent of China’s rise might as well make such a strategy counter-productive.
Similarly, taking the U.S. security commitment for granted also involves potential risks when
the U.S. domestic politics is increasingly polarized and unstable.
This paper aims to offer insights on the future course of Japanese security policy by
analyzing the U.S.-China bipolar dynamics toward 2030. Is China going to pursue a course of
international cooperation and stability? Or is it going to pursue regional hegemony in an
increasingly assertive way? On the other side, will the U.S. maintain or strengthen its
commitment to existing security and economic systems? Or is it going to lean toward the
“America First” style of unilateralism or isolationism? These subtle variations will have a great
impact on Japan’s grand strategic choice.
This paper is structured as follows. First, the sources of U.S. and Chinese internationalism
and unilateralism will be reviewed. Their strategic choices produce four distinct possibilities
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in a two-by-two table (Table 1). I will then discuss each scenario’s implications for Japanese
national security. This paper finds that the most likely scenario in 2030 is what may be called
a New Cold War, in which Japan will do three things: 1) increase its own military capability
incrementally within the existing alliance framework; 2) make every effort to improve
credibility of the U.S. extended deterrence, and; 3) seek stability of the U.S.-China relations.
1. Where is the United States going?
Under the Obama administration, there was little reason to doubt the US leadership in
international cooperative initiatives. However, the advent of President Donald Trump, who has
called for “America First” and expressed negative views toward American international
commitments, caused concerns that the U.S. internationalism was breaking down. President
Trump kept U.S. allies on edge by expressing doubts about traditional security commitments
to Europe and Japan and taking a unilateral approach, such as withdrawing from the TransPacific Partnership. Of course, President Trump did not put his campaign rhetoric directly into
U.S. foreign policy. As of 2020, near the end of his first term, the U.S. remains committed to
alliances with Europe and Japan. However, a greater issue is that the American voters
supported his unilateralist discourse and elected him as president. We can no longer assume
that internationalism will remain a domestic political consensus within the U.S.
Broadly, two sources of U.S. isolationism can be identified. One is economic, including
negative impacts of globalization and mounting trade deficit. During the presidential election
campaign, Trump’s protectionist agenda received support from the “Rust Belt” region, which
suggests there is deep-rooted grievance that America is being economically exploited by the
foreign powers.2
The other source of isolationism is strategic, typified by the concept of offshore balancing.3
In short, the concept asserts that the U.S. is protected by the Pacific Ocean and thus not in a
position directly threatened by China. It further suggests that U.S. national security is better
served by supporting regional stakeholders (such as Japan and Southeast Asian countries) to
play a greater role, instead of directly confronting China and jeopardizing the U.S.-China
relations.4 This is also why President Trump criticizes U.S. allies for “free riding” on U.S.
security guarantees and demands more substantial contribution from them.
The trend of American isolationism has gained some momentum. However, it does not mean
American internationalism is going to vanish overnight. At the very least, there is still a
dominant view among foreign policy elites close to the U.S. government that the American
global alliance network is an asset, rather than a liability, for shaping the international security
environment. That the U.S. government is maintaining its commitment to the existing alliances,
even though it may not necessarily agree with President Trump’s personal convictions, proves
the point. In addition, the new administration’s emphasis on strategic competition against other
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great powers, as seen in its National Security Strategy (NSS) and National Defense Strategy
(NDS), is based on the pessimistic outlook on China since the late 2000s.5 The U.S. is shifting
its focus from engagement to hedging, breaking from the pattern of the last few decades where
the U.S. was pursuing both approaches in parallel. Despite the grievances with the existing free
trade system and alliance commitments, there will be little incentive for the U.S. to curtail
alliance relationships if the U.S. is to wage strategic competition with China.
2. Where is China going?
There is a widespread concern that China plans to grow the People’s Liberation Army into
a “world-class” military by the middle of the 21st century and to establish regional hegemony.6
In the current discourse, we can identify three main inputs to Chinese expansionism: 1)
nationalist inclination caused by the “Century of Humiliation”; 2) extensive economic interests
expressed in the Belt and Road Initiative, and; 3) strategic concerns symbolized by the
“Malacca Dilemma.”
Memories of foreign invasion and colonial imperialism are linked to nationalism and widely
shared among the Chinese people today. 7 The point, however, is to what extent this
nationalistic sentiments influence China’s foreign policy. In fact, some argue that public
opinion in China is not the driving force of its expansionist policies. 8 History suggests
exclusionist ideologies contain the risk of going out of government control, but as long as the
Communist Party’s domestic rule is robust, its effect on foreign policy is likely to be limited.
Furthermore, China’s rapid economic growth is expanding the country’s economic interests
across the globe. The Belt and Road Initiative announced in 2013 reveals China’s intention of
securing and expanding its global economic access. In fact, China is greatly dependent on not
just exports of processed goods but also external supplies of raw materials and energy resources,
a large portion of which relies on seaborne commerce. If the sea lanes were to be disrupted, the
Chinese economy would take a tremendous blow. It is rational for China to seek its own
economic sphere in order to hedge against such risks. The question is: To what extent will this
economic sphere of influence be politically and militarily exclusive? The Belt and Road
Initiative is a key litmus test here. However, concerns remain as we see examples of China
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making loans beyond the ability of debtor nations to repay and receiving political influence as
compensation.9
This economic vulnerability also drives strategic expansion. Specifically, if conflict broke
out, the U.S. and its allies might block China’s access to the shipping lanes through the Malacca
Strait and the South China Sea. China has employed the strategy of anti-access/area denial
(A2/AD) to prevent the U.S. Navy from approaching the Chinese coast. Beyond that, China
further needs to expand its A2/AD bubble and develop power projection capability to break
through a potential blockade along the first island chain.10 China is building up artificial islands
in the South China Sea, constructing aircraft carriers, and developing hypersonic weapons (DF17), all of which fit this larger strategic picture.
On the other hand, there are factors that may bring China toward a more conciliatory
position. Two points deserve mention: the need for maintaining domestic control and the
danger of a counter-balancing coalition. While China has resolved many international border
disputes on the continent, the country still has many sources of political unrest within its
borders. 11 In recent years, for example, internment camps in Xinjiang and massive
demonstrations in Hong Kong have attracted attention. In fact, China allocates a lot of
resources to internal policing to consolidate the CCP control.12 China’s military and foreign
policy resources are cut by the same amount. However, there is no easy answer as to whether
domestic instability makes foreign policy more or less aggressive.13
The second point is related to Deng Xiaoping’s dictum: “Hide your strength and bide your
time.” Historically, empires have often over-expanded and ushered in their own destruction –
a conventional wisdom in international relations theory (particularly defensive realism). Some
even suggest that it is an “easy lesson to learn” from classic examples of Napoleon, Nazi
Germany, and Imperial Japan.14 It has also been pointed out that Chinese leaders are aware of
a lesson from the Cold War. Namely, the Soviet Union overemphasized military strength in an
excessively threatening way to other countries and caused its own demise. 15 For example,
China’s activities in the South China Sea and around the Senkaku Islands may, on the flip side,
be an expression of caution in acting under the response threshold of the opponents.16 From
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this perspective, rather than pursuing an overt military hegemony, it is logical to develop
economic, scientific and technological capabilities that serve well in long-term competition.
3. Four scenarios of U.S.-China bipolarity
The current trends in the U.S. and China mentioned above suggest four distinct possibilities
of what the international system will look like in 2030 (Table 1).
Table 1: Scenarios of U.S.-China bipolarity
United States
International
Engagement

China

International
cooperation

1. Status quo

Expansionism 2. New Cold War

Isolationism
3. Power sharing
4. Chinese regional
hegemony

Scenario 1: If the U.S. maintains security commitments across the region, and China avoids
confrontation with the U.S. and maintains its measured approach, the current security
environment will largely be maintained. In that case, it is possible that a new arms control
regime will be agreed upon by the major powers so as to keep their rivalry under control.
Scenario 2: If the U.S. maintains the security commitments, and China seeks to change the
status quo in its favor, an intense rivalry reminiscent of the Cold War will ensue. In other words,
the U.S. will redress the “missile gap” in the theater and prepare for long-term competition
economically and technologically. At the same time, the U.S. will expand cooperation with
like-minded countries, such as Japan and Australia. On the other hand, China will not stop at
renewing its A2/AD capabilities – it will continue to invest in high-end capabilities, including
its own version of nuclear triad and aircraft carriers, and aim for strategic parity and theater
superiority vis-à-vis the U.S. The possibility of the U.S. and China rushing into direct armed
conflict is low, due to the presence of invulnerable second strike capabilities. Nevertheless,
miscalculation and misperception might still cause a localized conflict in Taiwan and/or
offshore islands in the South China Sea.
Scenario 3: If the U.S. seeks drastic reduction of security commitments, China’s influence
will expand to fill the gap. It does not necessarily mean China will launch a massive campaign
of military conquest; rather, it means that effective counter-balancing against China will be
unlikely in the absence of American leadership.17 In this context, if China does not resort to
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force, diplomatic settlements will produce a new regional order. This is similar to the idea of a
“grand bargain” that will establish American and Chinese spheres of influence.18
Scenario 4: If China goes aggressive (i.e. resort to the use of military force, or short of that,
coercion), and the U.S. reduces security commitments, Chinese regional hegemony will
emerge. Specifically, the forward-deployed U.S. forces in Japan, the Republic of Korea, and
the Philippines may be withdrawn and China may enjoy naval and air superiority inside the
second island chain.
Among these scenarios, Scenario 2 is most likely. As shown in the Trump administration’s
hardline policy toward China, the U.S. is not trying to reduce its influence on the international
stage. Although the hedging element in U.S. foreign policy is nothing new since at least the
Obama and Bush administrations, it is noteworthy that the Trump administration, which
seemed relatively indifferent to foreign policy issues at the outset, has named China as the
number-one strategic competitor.19 In addition, the U.S. has begun concrete medium- and longterm initiatives to redress the conventional balance of forces in the region. For example,
withdrawing from the INF Treaty and starting to develop ground-launched intermediate-range
missiles suggest that this renewed balancing effort is not a temporary whim. In response, China
grows increasingly sensitive to the possibility of the U.S.-led “containment”, which leads
China to further expand its economic sphere and modernize the PLA. Although there will be
ebbs and flows in response to the surrounding countries’ reactions, China is likely to seek a
sphere of influence exclusive of U.S. interference in the medium to long term.
4. Where should Japan go?
Given scenario 2, what should Japan’s security policy be like? In general, potential threats
to Japanese security will grow. However, as long as Japan can rely on the existing security
framework (i.e. the U.S.-Japan alliance), it will take an incremental approach to strengthen its
defense posture. Japan is geographically closer to China than the U.S. is (not to mention
territorial disputes with China), which means the risk of abandonment is greater than that of
entrapment. Thus, buck-passing is not a viable option. Japan’s chief objective will be to make
sure the U.S. will stay in the game and to help maintain stability between the U.S. and China.
First, Japan must help maintain the U.S. forces in the region and transmit U.S. resolve to
China if the U.S. extended deterrence is to remain effective. More specifically, U.S. Forces
Japan (USFJ), including the forward-deployed Marines in Okinawa, must be maintained as a
tripwire, so as to make sure an attack on Japan would automatically involve the U.S. It is
important to develop joint operational posture around the Southwest islands, including the
Senkakus, where the U.S. and Japanese interests might diverge (or so China perceives).
Furthermore, it is vital to improve resiliency of the U.S. forces and the Self-Defense Forces
in order to reduce Chinese incentive for a disarming first strike.20 In Cold War Europe, NATO
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developed a deterrence-by-denial posture designed to prolong the conflict so that the Warsaw
Treaty Organization, which had superior conventional forces on the ground, could not achieve
a fait accompli in a short order.21 The allied conventional deterrence capability complicated the
adversary’s calculation of the risk of nuclear escalation, which made the overall deterrence
more robust. In this sense, ground-launched intermediate-range missiles can be a viable
military option to deter China from pursuing a quick fait accompli. Despite some concerns
about the lack of strategic depth on small islands, past examples (including failure of the U.S.
“Scud Hunt” mission during the Gulf War) suggest various concealment measures can make
the missiles considerably survivable.22
Resiliency and survivability are critical factors not limited to ground-based assets.
Submarine-launched strike options (and UUVs in the future) will be critical to maintain Japan’s
denial capacity inside the enemy A2/AD sphere. Notably, China’s anti-submarine warfare
(ASW) capabilities are comparatively rudimentary. Japan should seek an asymmetrical
superiority in the undersea domain. Furthermore, capabilities in the space and cyber domains
may become a force multiplier that facilitates land, air, and naval operations but may also
become a source of vulnerability. For example, while the adversary would likely attempt to
neutralize GPS by cyber-attacks or anti-satellite weapons at the outset of conflict, there must
be ample redundancy and alternative circuits in the allied C4ISR systems to preserve
operational effectiveness in the conventional domains (land, sea, and air).
Conclusion
As discussed above, there are wide range of possibilities regarding Japan’s future security
environment, depending on the U.S.-China bipolar dynamics. If the U.S. reduced its security
commitment drastically, potential risks for Japanese security will be very high, as in scenarios
3 and 4. Fortunately, it is not the most likely outcome in a bipolar system. Nevertheless, the
future prospect is not bright even in scenario 2, where the intense superpower rivalry may
disrupt economic ties or escalate into regional conflict. In any of those scenarios, Japan needs
to play a greater role in regional security affairs and to enhance the U.S.-Japan alliance.
Compared to the Cold War, where Europe was the primary focus, the rise of China gives a
greater incentive for Japan to build up its military and play a larger international role. We need
a long-term perspective of “thinking the unthinkable” to determine the scope and extent of this
new security requirement.
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