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Q1: A Multipolar Region?

• Japan accustomed to US hegemony post-war
--system-taker & align with established/rising
hegemonic power
--discomfort as system-maker & open multipolarity
• Japan perceives US relative hegemonic decline 

of capacity and engagement since 1970s
--intermittent resurgence 1980s, late 1990s-2000s
--Japanese decline; rise of other powers, esp. 

China; potential for East Asia to bandwagon
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Q2: Multipolar regional scenarios

• Japanese policy-makers perceive variety of 
regional scenarios and security orders

--chronological progression, but overlap, 
intermingling, regression

• ‘Rise of the rest’ (China, India, Russia)
• ‘Multipolar Asias’ (BFTAs, APT, NEATC, 

ASEAN)
• Regionalism (ROK, Indonesia, Australia, ASEAN 

key integration partners; East Asian Community)
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Q2: Multipolar regional scenarios

• Pluralistic security community
• Concert of powers (Six Party Talks +/-)
• Multipolar balance of power
• US-China-Japan tripolarity
• US-China bipolarity (G2 or new Cold War?)
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Q3: Japan’s responses to 
multipolarity

• Japan’s risks & changing international structure
--exposure to inter-war style multipolarity?
--eventual East Asian bandwagoning with China?
• BUT Japan’s opportunities to intervene and 

shape international structure
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Q3: Japan’s responses to 
multipolarity

• LDP mainstream invest in propping up US 
hegemony, if with significant hedging

--Not pole, but ‘bigemony’, 1980s
--Follower/’partner’ (Koizumi)
• BUT experiments with potentialities of increased 

multipolarity…..’coalition of democracies’ (Abe, 
Aso, even Fukuda)

• Japan’s new horizons under multipolarity
--Middle Power/Asianists
--’Big Japanists’ (separate pole, nuclearisation…)
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Q3: Japan’s responses to 
multipolarity

• DPJ regime shift
--emerging multipolarity as inescapable fact
--keep US engaged, work towards enhanced 

regionalism, enmesh China
--prevent rise of full multipolar balance of power



10

M
ultipolar B

O
P

?

Existing hegemony/
hierarchy

Emerging 
revisionism/

hegemony/hierarchy

US ‘extreme’ hegemony (1950s)

US hegemonic decline (1960s, 1970s-)

US resurgence & overreach  (1980s)

US unilateralism (Bush doctrine/9-11)

US unipolar moment (1990s)

US offshore balancer/declining 
internationalism

US ‘bi-multilateralism’

U
S-J-C

H
 Tripolarity?

U
S-C

H
 bipolarity (2030?)

Bandw
agoning

CH unipolarity (2050)?

New CH world order?

C
oncert of  pow

ers?

R
egionalism

/E
A

C
?

M
ultipolar A

sias/B
FTA

s/A
P

T?

E
m

ergent m
ultipolarity/rise of 

the rest (2010-?)

Japan/LD
P hegem

onic supporter, w
ith alliance hedging

S
ecurity com

m
unity?

Japan-U
S bigem

ony
Follow

rship (K
oizum

i) Coalition of democracies (Abe) Big JapanistsMiddle Power/
Asianiststs

DPJ mainstream (Hatoyama/Kan/Okada)

Tripartite Pact

Pre-modern Japan

Anglo-Japan allianceWashington Treaties

Pre-WWIShidehara diplomacy (1920s) MeijiPost-Occupation

Ozawa

US-Japan ‘partnership’

Hierarchy/polarity

Time

Japan’s perceptions of the emerging multipolar 
East Asian order and its strategic options



11

Some Tentative Conclusions
• Japan recognises inevitable US decline, rise of 

multipolarity, even very long-term prospect of 
Chinese unipolarity….

• Japanese policy-makers towards end of LDP 
and now more fully under DPJ attempt to exploit 
but also constrain extent of multipolarity, prevent 
bandwagoning with China…. 

• DPJ focus on keep US engaged but foster 
regionalism as key antidote to open 
multipolarity…
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Some Tentative Conclusions

• BUT can Japan successfully exploit and shape 
multipolarity?

• Japanese inescapable economic decline?
• Over-dependence on US in security e.g. East 

China Sea?
• Wasted opportunities in East Asia?
• Japan default to propping up US hegemony; 

both steadily decline together? 


