
 
 

China and Japan: Down the rabbit hole of the past to 
future 
 
​ As former British wartime Prime Minister Winston Churchill once said, “History is written 
by the victors”.  
 
​ Indeed, our world today is what it is because of a major event that happened in the past 
that brought us where we were today. We live in a world created by the victorious allied powers 
of World War Two — a rules-based multilateral order led by the USA. This world order has 
brought us relative peace and stability in the past 80 years, across different corners of the world 
that have seen war. Alas, with the rise of global populism and the weakening of the global 
political establishment, this world order is quickly coming to an end, with implications across 
different corners of the world. 
 
​ This commentary will be focussed specifically on China-Japan relations, with a brief 
history of China-Japan relations before pivoting to the implications of it on China and Japan 
today and the future.  
 
 
A look back 
 
​ China and Japan have long been trading partners. The first recorded mention of Japan 
was in AD 571, where Wa(then Japan) was mentioned by the Chinese Han Dynasty. For 
centuries2, Japan was a tributary state to China, regularly giving gifts and paying tribute to the 
Chinese Emperor. China perceived itself to be the centre of the universe(tianxia concept3) while 
viewing Japan as a smaller and weaker state. However, over the course of time, this 
relationship gradually reversed with an increasingly assertive Japan and a weakening China. 
After reunifying Japan in 1592, Japanese Shogun Toyotomi Hideyoshi4 sought to reshape the 
balance of power in Japan’s favour through his two Invasions of Korea in 1592 and 1597. 
However, these 2 invasions were repelled by the combined forces of Joseon Korea and Ming 
China5. 
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​ After the Meiji Restoration6, Japan underwent modernization across different fields, from 
the military to the political realms. On the other hand, the late Qing China7 was suffering from 
corruption and decay, having been already trounced by British forces 2 times in the Two Opium 
Wars8. This emboldened Japan to go to war with Qing China over Korea in the First 
Sino-Japanese War of 1894-18959. Japan achieved a decisive victory, destroying China’s 
Beiyang Fleet and forcing China to cede Taiwan and pay heavy reparations of 230 million 
taels(about USD 5 billion in 2015)  in the Treaty of Shimonoseki10. There were numerous other 
humiliations that Japan inflicted on China, from the Japanese participation in the Eight Nation 
Alliance in the suppression of the Boxer Rebellion in 190011, to the acceptance of Japan’s 
Twenty One Demands12 by the Yuan Shikai government in 1915.  
 
​ But the crucial historical memory that still poisons Chinese-Japanese relations today 
remains the Second Sino-Japanese War13 of 1937-1945. Japan invaded and occupied large 
swathes of Eastern China and subjected the Chinese to immense pain and suffering during 
those years. The Nanjing Massacre14 of 1937 remains firmly in Chinese historical consciousness 
till this day, where Japanese soldiers committed gruesome war crimes against hundreds of 
thousands of Chinese civilians. The inability for both countries to get over this painful historical 
memory stems partly from the repeated playing up of World War Two by the Chinese state15, 
Japanese historical revisionism16 and also repeated visits17 to the controversial Yasukuni Shrine 
by nationalist Japanese politicians. 
 
 
A lighted powder keg: China-Japan 
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​ Ever since the end of the Second World War, Chinese-Japanese political relations have 
been frosty at best, due to tremendous underlying grievances between both states. The 
Chinese detest the Japanese for being the foreign nation that inflicted the most pain on China 
during the Century of Humiliation18. The Japanese worry19 about a militarily resurgent China 
keen to settle historical scores with Tokyo once and for all in their worst nightmares.  
 
​ Over the past 80 years, Tokyo became one of America’s closest allies20. East Asia has 
not seen another war yet, with a largely constrained Japanese post-war military in the form of 
the Self Defence Forces21 (SDF) and a rapidly rising China. China and Japan have had 
relatively close economic ties since relations were normalised in 197222, with China as Japan’s 
largest trading partner23.   
 
​ But with the second Trump Presidency and the arrival of arch-conservative Sanae 
Takaichi as Japan’s Prime Minister, Chinese-Japanese relations are once again deteriorating 
today. The Trump administration’s policy shift of having their allies pay more for their own 
defence has caused policy ripples in Japan’s policy and security establishment. One underlying 
trend has been the acceleration of the increase of the Japanese Defence Budget from 1% of 
GDP to 2% of GDP by 2026 instead of 2027 previously24. But the sudden catalyst was PM 
Takaichi’s remark of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan that would constitute a “survival-threatening” 
situation, that has caused deep Chinese unhappiness and economic retaliation in the form of 
reduced Chinese tourist arrivals in Japan25.  
 
​ From the Chinese perspective, Japan’s actions were seen as highly provocative. The 
last time a “survival-threatening” situation was invoked by Japan was for the takeover of 
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Manchuria in 1931 by Japan26, still deeply scarring in Chinese historical consciousness today. 
Given also that China views Taiwan as an integral part of the Chinese nation,27 Japan's 
statements of a potential intervention in Taiwan brought about great anger as it was seen as 
Japan wanting to repeat what they did to China during the Century of Humiliation once more 
again. But yet, mere emotional outrage at what PM Takaichi said is unlikely to be the most 
serious Chinese concern. What China is likely more worried about is the potential 
remilitarisation of Japan with the steep jump in defence spending. Over the course of the First28 
and the Second Sino Japanese War29 from 1894 to 1895 and from 1937 to 1945 respectively, 
Chinese military forces were trounced by Japan time and time again, often with heavy 
casualties and humiliating territorial losses. Hence China certainly views Japan as a strong 
military adversary and even a deserving peer to China’s military might. With Trump unshackling 
the constraints of Japanese pacifist requirements30, Japan’s military is rising, with the acquisition 
of longer range strike capabilities against China itself31. The Chinese know that the rise in Japan 
militarily can alter the balance of power in East Asia. A strong Japan in future could potentially 
be the key to repelling a Chinese invasion of Taiwan, even without American support. This 
would be a headache for Chinese policy makers, who are unable to stop the Japanese military 
build up. This could potentially accelerate the Chinese timeline for the retaking of Taiwan, before 
Japan’s military becomes strong enough to resist such attempts.  
 
​ From the Japanese perspective, there has been a rise in the nationalist right, but within 
the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) in the form of the selection of PM Takaichi in October 
202532, and outside the LDP, in the form of the anti-immigration Sanseito Party33. The Japanese 
right is spurred by historical revisionism over the Second World War and a determination to 
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amend Japan’s pacifist post-war constitution to deal with a more aggressive China34. Apart from 
the right, the Japanese general public is also wary35 of an increasingly assertive China, 
pressuring Japan on the territorial issue of the Senakuku Islands36. This, combined with 
pressure from President Trump, led to the rise in Japanese military spending. This was seen as 
necessary to keep Japan safe in the “severest and most complex” regional environment since 
the end of World War Two.37 Furthermore, Prime Minister Takaichi has not been the only 
Japanese policy maker to call for a Japanese intervention in Taiwan, with former Prime Minister 
Shinzo Abe similarly calling for a need for such intervention in the past38. This is due to the close 
proximity of the Japanese island of Yonaguni39 to Taiwan, making it potentially caught in the 
crossfire of a Chinese invasion.  
 
Tough questions on both sides 
 
​ However, a better question to ask Prime Minister Takaichi instead could have been, “If 
the US refuses to intervene in a Chinese invasion of Taiwan today, would Japan still intervene?”. 
This is an especially pertinent question due to the ambiguity of US policy over Taiwan and the 
unpredictability of President Trump, who will still be here until his term ends in January 202940. 
This would provoke thought among Japanese policy makers on the right who are pro-Taiwan, as 
even they know that the SDF on its own today would not be strong enough to face China’s 
People Liberation Army (PLA) or make a major difference on the battlefield. This is compounded 
by the realisation that the SDF has never had any battlefield experience nor lost a single soldier 
in combat41. This pales in contrast to the PLA, while not being in combat in the 21st century yet, 
does still have experience from the Korean War in 195042 to the 1979 border skirmish with 
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Vietnam43. This could make an intervention for Japan especially costly, given the asymmetry of 
battlefield experience. However, if this same question is asked 5 years later after Japan’s 
military build up, it is possible that this question will receive a “yes” from Japan. Hence Japan’s 
priority now under Prime Minister Takaichi is likely to build up their military as fast as they can.  
 
​ On the Chinese side, a crucial question remains in military planning for a Taiwan 
invasion. Would China also strike bases in Japan, Guam and Hawaii at the same time? History, 
through the Six Day War in 196744 and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour in 194145, has 
shown that pre-emptive attacks have great value in gaining the upper hand, and buying much 
needed time for the attacker to achieve their military aims while the victim recovers from shock. 
But at the same time, a pre-emptive strike would likely destroy all progress in economic and 
people-to-people ties that have been fostered between China and Japan over the past 50 years. 
But most of all, it may strengthen the resolve of Japanese and American publics for a full scale 
war with China. Ultimately, as an import-reliant nation46, what China lacks the most in a Taiwan 
invasion is time, and such an attack would precisely buy time for China to secure Taiwan while 
Japan and the US lick their wounds. China, like Japan during World War 2, would hope to 
conclude a war with Taiwan as quickly as possible, to avoid longer term economic dysfunction 
should America cut off the Malacca Straits.  Whether China launches such an extensive 
pre-emptive strike would rest on Chinese assessments of the probability of a 
Japanese-American intervention over Taiwan.  
 
Conclusion 
​ In conclusion, the poison of history has strained ties between Japan and China till this 
day. Mutual trust is breaking down over tit-for-tat measures and it would take time to mend ties 
between both nations, potentially through a younger generation of leaders on both sides in the 
longer term. But the powder keg has already been lighted, with many avenues for it to blow up, 
from the Senkaku Islands to Taiwan. Managing this powder keg would hence require careful 
management by the current leaders on both sides.  
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