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Structural Change in East Asia and the Need for

New Diplomatic Thinking
Hitoshi Tanaka
Chairman, Institute for International Strategy
at the Japan Research Institute, Ltd.

This report outlines the challenges emanating from structural changes in East Asia and the need
for new diplomatic thinking.

The biggest challenge facing the US-Japan alliance is how best to approach China. China's con-
tinued economic growth and increased military capabilities mean it is on the road to becoming a
major regional power. But as China’s confidence is growing, it still faces an array of domestic chal-
lenges. Glimpses have been caught of factional conflict between Chinese conservatives and progres-
sives, and how this domestic situation plays out is intimately linked to China’s external posture.

While the United States seems to be taking a pragmatic approach to relations with China by
discussing concrete areas of cooperation, there is concern in Japan that as China continues its rise
the United States may be too accommodating toward China's proposal for operationalizing a new
model of great power relations. Diplomatic efforts are needed to bring China into the fold as a con-
structive regional stakeholder. At the same time increased defense cooperation among US allies is
needed as a hedge against uncertainty and unilateral changes to the status quo.

As countries around the region are strengthening their economic relations with China despite
tensions in the East and South China Seas, and as Japan's relations with both China and South Ko-
rea are caught in a vicious circle whereby negative domestic sentiments are limiting opportunities
to repair relations, it is clear that new diplomatic thinking is needed.

One area of new diplomatic thinking is to recognize the need for US allies to increase their
burden sharing roles, Regarding the US-Japan alliance, Japan needs to consider how it can increase
its defense spending and contributions to regional and global peacekeeping while also assuaging the
concerns of its neighboring countries. Frictions within the alliance also need to be addressed to en-
sure a continued stable foundation for US-Japan cooperation.

Avnother avenue for new diplomatic thinking is to halt regional tensions through staged miti-
gation efforts and the creation of new frameworks for crisis management and confidence building,
especially among Japan, the United States, China, and South Korea. This entails a mutual commit-
ment to put a freeze on unilateral changes to the status quo and to exercise discretion to avoid fan-
ning the flames of tensions.

A third aspect of new diplomatic thinking is the need for regional governments to recognize
and emphasize the mutual national and regional benefits of establishing greater cooperation, espe-
cially through the cultivation of win-win solutions. Greater efforts to tap into mutual benefits are
needed such as through the liberalization of trade, services, and capital and people flows, and
through joint energy cooperation and intensification of non-traditional security cooperation.

Given the current regional situation, it appears it is too early to actively consider the establish-
ment of an East Asian Community, Instead, a multi-layered functionalist approach to regional coop-
eration may prove more effective. This would allow different countries to flexibly organize them-
selves to tackle individual regional challenges, taking into account of the characteristics of the
specific challenges and the capacity of each country to contribute. To this end, Japan, as the most
industrially and democratically developed nation situated within East Asia, must show statesman-
ship and paint a picture to spur the future of regional cooperation.
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