The Headaches of Northeast Asia Area Research

JIANG Long Fan (Visiting Research Scholar)

I returned to Japan at the end of 2015 for what [ assumed would
be an ideal opportunity for me as a researcher specializing in
international relations in the Northeast Asian area. Little did I
know at the time just how difficult the subject would prove to
become over the year that followed.

In parallel with the political games being played out over the
Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, Japan had pushed a series of security
bills through the Diet which approve the use of the right to
collective self-defense. At the same time, China continued
to carry out regular patrols in the waters around the Senkaku
Islands, bringing the area to the attention of the world as a
site of conflict. As a result, the Senkaku Island issue became a
win-win affair for both countries.

I had expected that Japan, desperate to make a success of
Abenomics, and China, needing to break out of a deep economic
slump as soon as possible, would conclude their drawn-out
dispute and turn at last to real and substantive cooperation on
economic matters. But the face-off between them has developed
into a problem that goes beyond Northeast Asia and now affects
the entire world. There are real concerns that if Japan takes the
further step of carrying out a demonstration of military force in
the South China Sea, it could spark a military collision.

North Korea has been acting recklessly since early in the
New Year. This year, Pyongyang has carried out several missile
launches, including submarine-launched ballistic missiles,
and two nuclear tests. Indications of further nuclear tests have
apparently already been confirmed. As part of its response,
South Korea has opted to acquire the Terminal High Altitude
Area Defense system from the United States. As a result of
this, relations between South Korea and China have soured
again. Although some commentators were describing relations
as “the best they had ever been” and even hinting at a possible
alliance, relations now face their biggest security crisis since
the restoration of diplomatic ties.

North Korea’s nuclear tests have also frozen the progress
previously being made in relations between North Korea
and Japan, and brought a halt to talks of a possible visit by
Prime Minister Abe to North Korea. Relations are now back
on their previous poor footing. Relations between Japan and
South Korea, on the other hand, are enjoying something of
a honeymoon, after a dramatic compromise on the comfort
women issue brought an end to prolonged tensions between
the two countries over historical issues and territorial disputes.
A tripartite alliance comprising Japan, the United States, and

South Korea is no longer out of the question.
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Meanwhile, it seems likely that relations between China and
North Korea will soon recover after a prolonged chilly period.
There are increasing calls within China for a reevaluation
of the strategic value of North Korea. There are widespread
concerns about the possibility of a new Cold War system, with
China, North Korea, and Russia facing off against Japan, the
United States, and South Korea. The international situation in
Northeast Asia remains in flux, and it is impossible to predict
what will happen.

Sometimes when I worry about the best way to approach the
constantly shifting international relationships in Northeast Asia,
I remember the famous saying that no permanent standards
of judgment or allies exist; the only thing that is eternal are
national interests. Sometimes this reminder that there is no
single correct answer to questions of international relations

helps to ease my worries at least temporarily.
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A speech at the Eleventh Standing Committee of the Jilin Province Chinese Peasants’ and
Workers” Democratic Party (Changchun, China, 2015)
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The International Research Center for Japanese
Studies celebrates its 30th anniversary on May 21,
2017. A logo has been made in commemoration of
the anniversary.

The design consists of the character for “three
(=) and the character for “zero (O)” overlapping like green
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clouds against a golden moon, evoking the much-appreciated &V HE o BIEAHD XS IC 0 AFEZLH TS &

oborozuki moon set off in the spring sky by a halo of haze.
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