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The new Security Strategy of Japan can be interpreted as a 

turning point in the defense policy of the country, as it 

allows for a counterattack on the aggressor’s territory. 

However, this document was written at a particular time: 

there is a war ongoing between Russia and Ukraine, 

tensions in the Taiwan Strait have increased, and there is no 

end in sight for the systemic rivalry between Washington 

and Beijing. Instability is on the rise in Asia: North Korea is 

developing its missile and nuclear programs, and above all, 

the power and assertiveness of China, allied with Russia, is 

growing. The security strategy, the first in a decade, reflects 

this new reality in which Tokyo must be ready to repel any 

aggression or to support its main ally, the United States, in 

a possible conflict in the Indo-Pacific. 
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On December 16, 2022, the Japanese government published its new, first since 2013, 

National Security Strategy (NSS) that is an expression of the country's adaptation to the 

dynamically changing political situation both on a global scale and in the Indo-Pacific. 

Two of the most striking changes are the consideration of a counterstrike in response to 

an attack on Japanese territory, and the end of an illusion concerning cooperation with 

Moscow. 

 

A NEW ERA 

According to Japan's National Security Strategy, "the international community is facing 

era-defining changes" as geopolitical rivalry in international relations is intensifying. 

ON the other hand, globalization alone as well as the interdependence among countries 

and regions are not able to guarantee peace and development around the world. It is even 

more difficult because climate change and the risks associated with the spread of infec-

tious diseases which the world continues to experience (Covid-19 pandemic), are press-

ing issues for global stability. 

Above all, however, this is Russia's invasion of Ukraine that the biggest single destabi-

lizing factor in global affairs nowadays. For the first time in the history of Japan's post-

Cold War strategy, Tokyo is using such a strong assessment of the Kremlin's conduct. 

In NSS’s Authors’ view, the Russian aggression against Ukraine violated the very basis 

of the principles shaping the international order and constitutes the most significant and 

https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=2ahUKEwjZ1_OQ3OL8AhUpi8MKHba2AHgQFnoECAwQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mofa.go.jp%2Ffp%2Fnsp%2Fpage1we_000081.html&usg=AOvVaw2fGMapLhbmDGLrjbgPFfms
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direct threat to security in Europe. However, it is also a serious challenge for Japan itself, 

because Russia is active - also militarily - in the Indo-Pacific - the region that is of stra-

tegic importance for Tokyo. The Japanese are particularly concerned about Russia's co-

ordination of activities in the region with Beijing. It includes joint military exercises, 

with warships and bomber flights of both countries near Japan, which have become more 

and more frequent in recent years. 

Tokyo is also concerned that Russia is increasingly militarizing the Kuril Islands, known 

as the “Northern Territories” in Japan, which Tokyo considers an inseparable part of its 

territory, which made impossible to the conclude a peace treaty with the Soviet Union 

after the end of World War II and the matter continues to this day. The Sea of Okhotsk, 

located between the Kuriles, Sakhalin and the Japanese island of Hokkaido, is an area 

of operation for Russian nuclear submarines that play an important role in the Kremlin’s 

strategic nuclear forces. 

In the Indo-Pacific, Japan's stated goal is to achieve a "new balance in international re-

lations," meaning that Tokyo intends to prevent situations where a state "could easily 

and unilaterally alter the status quo." This statement applies mostly to China, because 

Russia has neither sufficient resources nor interests to start wars of aggression in the 

Indo-Pacific, such as the invasion of Ukraine. On the other hand, however, it may some-

how keep Japan and its allies in check in the event of a possible conflict between Tokyo 

and Beijing. 

https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/russia-china-hold-joint-naval-drills-sea-japan-2021-10-15/
https://apnews.com/article/russia-ukraine-china-japan-beijing-moscow-d96830d0a58336fb4dfc73d1c6367bc8
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For Japan, the alliance with the US remains an indispensable guarantee of the country's 

security, but also for the "Free and Open Indo-Pacific" – an idea brought about by the 

late Prime Minister Shinzo Abe. In this respect, the new strategy points to the key role 

of the QUAD partnership, i.e. the Japan-US-Australia-India security dialogue format. 

Tokyo clearly focuses on building a "multi-layer network among its allies and like-

minded people" to strengthen the deterrent potential against possible aggressors. In this 

regard, the Japanese point to cooperation not only with the Quad nations, but also with 

the Republic of Korea, ASEAN countries, and outside the region - with Europeans, Can-

ada and NATO. 

With regard to its relations with China, Japan wants to build "constructive and stable 

relations" which concerns primarily economy and "global issues" not specified in the 

Strategy, probably climate change and pandemic related problems. However, it is Bei-

jing that is Tokyo's main rival not only in the neighborhood but throughout the Indo-

Pacific. In the document, the Japanese authorities state that China's actions in the mili-

tary sphere and its foreign policy "constitute an unprecedented and greatest strategic 

challenge in ensuring Japan’s peace and security, as well as the peace and stability of 

the international community." Therefore, Japan declares its "strong opposition to China's 

increasing attempts to change the status quo unilaterally by force", noting "the rapid 

strengthening of China's military capabilities and the expansion of its military activities". 

It is worth noting that with regard to the issue of Taiwan - a key thing in Beijing's own 

regional strategy - Tokyo has not officially changed its position, but nevertheless raises 
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the problem itself. This is explicitly stated in the document of the new Strategy itself. 

Japan's relations with Taipei are to continue as "non-governmental working relations" 

based on the joint Japan-China communiqué of 1972 that regulated this matter. Tokyo 

emphasizes that Taiwan is its extremely important partner, with which Japan shares fun-

damental values, such as democracy, as well as close economic and personal ties. What 

is worrying for Japan is that, as the NSS clearly says, “China does not deny the option 

of using military force. In addition, China is stepping up its military activities at sea and 

in the airspace surrounding Taiwan, including by launching ballistic missiles into waters 

around Japan." This is the first explicit reference to the Taiwan issue in official Japanese 

government documents. 

In terms of security, Beijing-Taipei relations are of fundamental importance to Japan. 

Maintaining the status quo is essential because in the event of a possible Chinese inva-

sion of Taiwan, Japan could be drawn into a war. The nearby Senkaku (Diaoyu) islands 

in the East China Sea are under Tokyo’s administration but are also claimed by both 

Beijing and Taipei. So China could try to invade simultaneously Taiwan and the archi-

pelago that Taipei claims as its own. 

Another major concern for Tokyo are aggressive actions of North Korea, especially the 

development of its missile and nuclear programs that directly threaten Japan's national 

security. Tokyo's position remains unchanged in this respect as well, emphasizing the 

need for complete denuclearization, based on the joint statement of the Six-Party Talks 

and UN Security Council resolutions, as well as the full implementation of sanctions 
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against Pyongyang and conducting diplomatic activities in close cooperation with the 

US and the Republic of Korea. 

 

STRENGTHENING JAPAN'S DEFENSE CAPACITIES 

Russia's aggression against Ukraine has demonstrated that invasions of other countries 

are still possible in the 21st century. What happens in Europe can also happen in East 

Asia. For this reason, Japan's new Security Strategy provides for a substantial strength-

ening of defense capabilities. Regular missile tests by North Korea, some of which fall 

into the sea near Japan, prove that missile attacks are a real threat to this country as well. 

Beijing's assertiveness in the East and South China Seas and the dynamic development 

of China's military potential also make Tokyo reevaluate its current strategy. 

According to the Japanese government, the key to stopping a possible invasion of Japan 

is the ability to counter strike. This new approach in official defense doctrine stems from 

the observation that missile defense alone is no longer sufficient as a defensive tool. 

Japanese strategists believe that in the event of an enemy missile attack, it is necessary 

to combine counter-strike capabilities to prevent further attacks while defending against 

incoming missiles with a missile defense system.  

What is surprising, however, is making a counterattack on the territory of the aggressor. 

It is worth remembering, however, that a similar concept was already put forward by the 
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Japanese government in 1956 who at that time assessed that "striking guided missile 

bases is lawful and covered by self-defense, and therefore acceptable if it is considered 

that there are no other means of defense". At the same time, the Japanese authorities 

stipulate that the counterstrike option falls within the scope of the Japanese constitution 

and international law, and that it does not change Japan's policy that is focused solely on 

defending its territory. Thus, a pre-emptive strike remains unacceptable - it is a strike 

when an armed attack has not yet taken place. The counterstrikes in question will be 

coordinated with the United States, as is the case with ballistic missile defense. 

In terms of more general planning for the development of the country's defense capabil-

ities, the Japanese authorities promise to strengthen them within five years to such an 

extent that Japan will be able to assume primary responsibility for dealing with a possi-

ble invasion and defeating the aggressor’s forces. All this, of course, requires an appro-

priate, constant increase in the defense budget, and Tokyo intends to raise the level of 

spending for this purpose by 2027 so that it is comparable to NATO requirements (Japan 

is not a member of the bloc), i.e. to 2 percent of current GDP. In total numbers, this 

would be an expenditure of USD 320 billion and Japan would rank third in the global 

defense spending ranking. 

 

 

 

https://apnews.com/article/business-japan-8d8fe00c6e87914f1dd1ea3388a7f6db
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GLOBAL REACTIONS  

While in the Japanese society itself, 60 percent of respondents believe that it is necessary 

for the country to have the ability to counterattack, the reactions of Japan's neighbors 

have been mixed. Japan's new National Security Strategy was published on December 

16, 2022, and already on December 18, North Korea launched two ballistic missiles that 

fell into the sea between the Korean Peninsula and Japan, but outside the country's ex-

clusive economic zone (EEZ). Some international analysts saw this as Pyongyang's "re-

sponse" to the publication of a new Japanese strategy. The more so that on December 

20, the North Korean authorities issued a statement in which they stated that "Japan is 

causing a serious security crisis in the Korean Peninsula and the East Asian region by 

adopting a new security strategy, which in effect confirms its ability to strike preemp-

tively against other countries." 

Beijing also condemned the document, accusing Tokyo of stoking regional tensions by 

declaring China the "biggest strategic challenge" to Japan's security. In India, commen-

tators assessed that the new Japanese strategy "indicates the country's growing self-con-

fidence in relations with neighbors who act against its interests. It can also serve as a 

model for other nations that have problems with Chinese belligerence, coercion and en-

croachment on their exclusive economic zones." 

Meanwhile, Tokyo's main ally Washington strongly supported Japan's new strategy. Na-

tional Security Adviser Jake Sullivan said he believed Japan had taken a bold and 

https://www.nippon.com/en/news/yjj2022061600753/
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/world/north-korea-fires-2-missiles-capable-of-reaching-japan-in-possible-response-to-tokyos-new-security-strategy
https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/north-korea-slams-japans-new-security-strategy-warns-military-measures-kcna-2022-12-20/
https://news.cgtn.com/news/2022-12-16/Japan-approves-new-national-security-strategy-1fOjtIZUIFi/index.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/ChanakyaCode/new-national-security-strategy-of-japan-model-for-countries-facing-the-chinese-aggressiveness/
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/ChanakyaCode/new-national-security-strategy-of-japan-model-for-countries-facing-the-chinese-aggressiveness/
https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/12/17/national/japan-security-documents-china-us-reaction/
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historic step to strengthen and defend a free and open Indo-Pacific, while Secretary of 

Defense Lloyd Austin said the Strategy would "strengthen regional deterrence." The 

document was similarly welcomed by the new British Prime Minister, Rishi Sunak. On 

January 11, 2023, the United Kingdom concluded a "Mutual Access Agreement" with 

Japan, which is a de facto defense pact, simplifying, among other things, procedures for 

joint training of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces (SDF) and the British military. 

Undoubtedly, and the authors of the National Security Strategy of Japan do not hide it, 

it was created because the international situation is deteriorating with new threats accu-

mulating, ranging from pandemics to climate change and aggressive actions of some 

countries. Russia's invasion of Ukraine has overturned the international order and raised 

the risk of new armed conflicts not only in Europe but also in East Asia. The Japanese 

government is determined to prepare the country and its Self-Defense Forces (自衛隊) 

to face all these challenges and their possible consequences. 

 

Bruno Surdel, Ph.D. 

https://www.japantimes.co.jp/news/2022/12/17/national/japan-security-documents-china-us-reaction/
https://www.mofa.go.jp/erp/we/gb/page1e_000556.html
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