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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This article analyzes the historical evolution of Japan's positions, posture, and 

policies relevant to a possible conflict across the Taiwan Strait, including the 

of cross-Strait issues"-the first such reference in a summit-level statement since 

1969. This statement catalyzed a striking degree of public discussion in Japan 

It also elicited widespread, though often misleading or inaccurate, assertions 

Japan's decades-old, intentionally ambiguous official posture toward a possible 

to enhance deterrence and to prepare options if deterrence fails. Though 

have on Japan's and the alliance's response or how a conflict plays out. 
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military to force unification with democratic and self-governed Taiwan 

( officially, the Republic of China [ROC]). In addition to the potential 

implications that any attempt by Beijing to achieve unification through 

"the most dangerous flash point in the world for a possible war that involved 

A top Biden administration official warned in 2021 that a military dash 

government's official policy has stopped short of making an unambiguous 

conflict. However, Washington remains Taiwan's de facto security guarantor. 

The U.S. government has long supported a "robust unofficial relationship" 

It also "insists on the peaceful resolution of cross-Strait differences [and] 

2021 testimony, a high-ranking Pentagon official publicly stated that the 

The United States, China, and Taiwan: A Strategy to 

Alex Fang, "Taiwan Conflict Would 'Trash' World Economy: Kurt Campbell;' 

Taiwan-conflict-would-trash-world-economy-Kurt-Campbell. 
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territory is only 70 miles from Taiwan. The massive forward-deployed U.S. 

The following month, 

"Taiwan contingency:' past and present. Though the Japanese government's 

see for the alliance-are often neglected in the U.S.-centric, English-language 

Taiwan Strait, they deserve more careful and mainstream attention. This is 

Jeffrey W. Hornung, "What the United States Wants from Japan in Taiwan;' 

~ https:/ /www.reuters.com/world/asia-pacific/us-allies-would-take-action-if-taiwan-attacked-
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of power have surged. After all, Japan is a critical ally and its choices are-and 

will inevitably remain-a crucial variable affecting U.S. options, cross-strait 

This article is organized as follows: 

_..._... pp. 129-36 briefly introduce several recent developments motivating 

conflict, and critically engage recent claims of a radical shift in Japan's 

_..._... pp. 144-49 briefly explore several implications of the past decade's 

_..._... pp. 156-60 offer conclusions from this analysis. 

2021: A REVOLUTION IN JAPAN S POSTURE 

VIS-A-VIS A TAIWAN CONTINGENCY? 

the peaceful resolution of cross-Strait issues" -the first such reference in a 

This landmark statement 

~ https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/statements-
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officials from the United States, Japan, and other major U.S. allies in Asia and 

Beyond its international effects, last year's Biden-Suga summit also 

national security and regional stability. These included high-profile statements 

and remarks by Japanese officials and influential politicians. That April, for 

military balance is shifting in China's favor. 

In apparently unofficial but nevertheless global headline-making 

And though also not representing an official government position, Shinzo Abe, 

an influential and outspoken Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) heavyweight 

"Japan Sees China-Taiwan Friction as Threat to Its Security;' Bloomberg, June 25, 2021 ~ 
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asserted last year, that Japan's Taiwan posture vis-a-vis a cross-strait conflict 

has undergone a "revolutionary'' shift toward consensus and that "the Japanese 

affirming ... that it would be ready to join the United States in a fight to defend 

The short answer is no. The high stakes for regional and global peace 

international space in the face of growing PRC pressure, and efforts to send 

Ryan Ashley, "Japan's Revolution on Taiwan Affairs;' War on the Rocks, November 23, 2021 ~ 
warontherocks.com/2021/11/japans-revolution-on-taiwan-affairs; Andrea A. Fischetti and Antoine 
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though officially "unofficial" and nongovernmental, are extensive and 

But Japan's official, decades-old, core government positions-especially 

the fight. Nor, importantly, has Tokyo ever said it would not do so. Framing 

oversimplifies a complicated reality. 

judgments based on the actual contingency's specific nature and 

catalyst. Repeated authoritative government statements last year reaffirmed 

Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF), and the U.S.-Japan alliance, effectively 

conflict if deterrence fails. There is also some anecdotal evidence that internal 

discussions specific to a Taiwan contingency, perhaps even including some 

do. The "could" versus "would" distinction is necessary for separating 

signal from noise. The two terms are not interchangeable. 

That Japan has not publicly pre-committed to any particular course 

long-standing and far more publicly forward-leaning U.S. policy, often referred 

Adam P. Liff, "Japan, Taiwan, and the 'One China' Framework after 50 Years," 
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to as "strategic ambiguity" or "dual deterrence;' is officially noncommittal. 

In both cases, this ambiguity is by design. The shared intent of the allies' 

trying to maintain mutually beneficial, stabilizing ties with both governments 

That said, despite a basically shared objective, the allies' past and present 

with it differ in important ways. History, geography, and domestic factors 

Japanese official statements, policies, and potential responses to a crisis must 

Japan itself has not suffered an armed attack), and which do not apply in the 

U.S. case. This includes a potential cross-strait conflict scenario, even one in 

significant developments affecting thinking in Tokyo ( and likewise 

Washington) about the U.S.-Japan alliance's possible role. The confluence 

Richard Bush, "The U.S. Policy of Dual Deterrence;' in 

Adam P. Liff, "A 'Taiwan Relations Act' for Japan?" Wilson Center, Asia Dispatches, February 25, 
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military balance of power objectively shifting in Beijing's favor and heightened 

cross-strait deterrence. First, high-profile testimonies in March 2021 by 

the then nominee head of U.S. Indo-Pacific Command, sounded an alarm 

forceful unification with Taiwan and the possibility of Beijing's success. The 

engaged in live-fire drills, exercises, and increased air sorties near Taiwan 

that were largely unprecedented in scope, scale, and frequency. Thus, these 

Both developments were widely reported in Japanese media and amplified 

gave high-profile and bilateral attention to "the importance of peace 

"unilateral attempts to change the status quo:' The statement also called for 

already contributed to major shifts in JSDF force posture toward southwestern 

Brad Lendon, "Chinese Threat to Taiwan 'Closer to Us Than Most Think; Top U.S. Admiral 
~ https:/ /www.cnn.com/2021/03/24/asia/indo-pacific-commander-

Adam P. Liff, "Japan's Defense Reforms under Abe: Assessing Institutional and Policy Change;' 
The Political Economy of the Abe Government and Abenomics Reforms 

Phillip Y. Lipsey (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2021), 479-510. See also JeffreyW. 

134 



LIFF ,-.:;::,,,, THE U.S.-JAPAN ALLIANCE AND TAIWAN 

roles in the event of one. As reflected in the 

Third, there has been a worsening of authoritarian China's image 

(including but not limited to Taiwan). These developments have amplified 

accelerate the years-long expansion of "unofficial" political, economic, and 

people-to-people ties with Taiwan as part of a "free and open Indo-Pacific" 

and effective autonomy. 

to his election as prime minister-highlighted Taiwan's significance "on the 

commentary on these issues unfolded with insufficient historical baselining 

Taiwan policy, especially concerning a possible cross-strait conflict and the 

Adam P. Liff, "Japan, Taiwan, the United States, and the 'Free and Open Indo-Pacific; 

~ https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/ default/files/media/uploads/ documents/ ASIA-
210304%20-%201he%20Wilson %20China%20Fellowship%20report%20-%20web.pdf. 
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a noisy discourse that often skews toward simplistic binaries and sometimes 

necessary first step is to establish a historical baseline and describe the 

JAPAN, THE U.S.-JAPAN ALLIANCE, AND A TAIWAN 

CONTINGENCY IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Following the effective end of the Chinese Civil War in 1949 and 

throughout the early Cold War, important and formative differences were 

toward, and relations with the ROC government in Taiwan. These different 

as "China'' under significant U.S. pressure, Japan never made any security 

the Cold War, the Japanese government repeatedly resisted U.S. efforts even 

aggression in 1954-55 (aka the "first Taiwan Strait crisis") signed a mutual 

Dwight Eisenhower to employ the U.S. military "for the specific purpose of 

U.S. Department of State, Office of the Historian ~ 
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Tokyo generally saw a possible cross-strait conflict primarily as a concern for 

accelerating U.S.-China rapprochement-significantly reduced fears of a 

cross-strait conflict. President Richard Nixon's historic 1972 visit to the PRC 

alignment against Moscow coupled with significant economic cooperation 

contingency, including one involving Taiwan. But these efforts bore little fruit. 

The United States squeezed an official expression of support from 

forces' development and employment under the government's interpretation of the (U.S.-drafted) 
, prohibited "offensive" capabilities and 

The Golden Age of the U.S.-China-Japan 
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possibility of U.S.-Japan cooperation or a JSDF role in a cross-strait conflict. 

Defense Cooperation, which for the first time laid down how the allies 

might actually cooperate in a conflict, focused narrowly on the case of a 

direct attack on Japan itself (for example, a Soviet invasion). The Japanese 

the Far East outside of Japan which will have an important influence on the 

Japan's leaders effectively parried U.S. requests to do so. This was not because 

Rather, it was because they saw a possible cross-strait conflict as primarily 

play any role. More generally, Japanese negotiators resisted U.S. efforts even 

The "Far East" clause of the 1960 US.-Japan security treaty. The first 

security treaty, which is still in effect today. The clause reads: "For the purpose 

Though 

Tokyo and Washington defined "the Far East" ( 

"The Guidelines for Japan-U.S. Defense Cooperation," Ministry of Defense (Japan), November 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) (Japan), January 19, 1960 ~ 
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The Japanese government's official 

The 1969 Nixon-Sato communiques "Taiwan clause 

"The Prime Minister said that the maintenance of peace and security in the 

security in the Taiwan area:' That said, as noted above, historical context is 

important for interpreting its long-term significance. This conspicuously 

to include this single sentence assuming a cross-strait conflict was unlikely. 
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Those important caveats aside, according to Sato himself, in the 1969 

"Taiwan clause" Japan had for the first time identified an "external armed 

Nevertheless, the 1969 Taiwan clause was historically significant. It 

mechanism a potential U.S. effort to deploy U.S. forces from Japan in a Taiwan 

about its lasting legacy. After all, in 1969, both Japan and the United States 

defense agreement remained in effect. Just three years later, however, Tokyo 
switched diplomatic recognition to the PRC, effectively ending official ties 

of the Far East, including Japan's:' It would not be until vastly different 

1he Japanese government's official 1972 positions on Taiwan's status and 
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China;' effectively ending diplomatic relations with Taipei. However, Tokyo 

legacies, of which the first two have implications for potential U.S.-Japan 

security cooperation in a cross-strait conflict. First, this position enabled 

Tokyo to successfully resist significant pressure from Beijing (and from 

Second, it facilitated the government's subsequent adoption of an official, if 

even if their relationship remains officially unofficial and nongovernmental, 

cooperation to expand significantly over time, albeit-as noted below, 

domain of security/military affairs. 

The Soviet Union's 1991 collapse eliminated both the primary geostrategic 

Yinan He, "The Bitter Legacies of the 1972 Sino-Japanese Normalization Talks;' Wilson 

Liff, "Japan, Taiwan, and the 'One China' Framework after 50 Years:' 
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This effort was already well under 

rapidly democratizing Taiwan, especially on the eve of its first direct presidential 

first since 1958-contributed to growing calls for both Japan and the U.S.-Japan 

about whether and how Japan could effectively evacuate its citizens in the event 

of a war. Notably, Washington deployed two aircraft battle groups to the area 

Though the third Taiwan Strait crisis ended peacefully, one consequence 

1978 guidelines' effective punting on future consultations and "studies" about 

allies' failure to coordinate effectively. As the U.S. deputy chief of mission in 

Tokyo during the crisis later reflected: "There were no discussions whatsoever 

after the crisis was over, the allies remained reluctant to jointly comment on 

Declaration on Security-released just a few weeks after the last and most 

1993-94 North Korean nuclear crisis, and the first major military crisis 

Joseph S. Nye, "The Case for Deep Engagement;' Foreign Affairs 

Alliance Adrift 

142 



LIFF ,-.:;::,,,, THE U.S.-JAPAN ALLIANCE AND TAIWAN 

scenario. The public result of greatest consequence was the first-ever 

Though not legally binding, the 1997 guidelines expanded the alliance's 

operating in "areas surrounding Japan that will have an important influence 

aspects of the 1997 guidelines in domestic law, defined such "situations in 

The implications for a Taiwan-related contingency were left ambiguous, 

however. To avoid upsetting Beijing and give Japan flexibility in a crisis, 

the allies defined the guidelines' scope vaguely, as "not geographic but 

Though Tokyo successfully resisted pressure from Beijing to 

statement as the official Japanese government position, however, Japan's chief 

strait conflict. 

"The Guidelines for Japan-US. Defense Cooperation," Ministry of Defense (Japan), September 

"The Guidelines for Japan-US. Defense Cooperation," September 23, 1997. 

Alliance Adrift 
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The revised guidelines achieved what Washington had for decades 

specific role, separately or together, if one occurs. As a young LDP lawmaker 

diplomatic ties [with China] that would come from being more specific:' 

This approach mirrored the Clinton administration's explicit but also 

THINKING ABOUT THE U.S.-JAPAN ALLIANCE AND 

A TAIWAN CONTINGENCY TODAY 

twenty times as much as Taiwan and five times as much as Japan. Though the 

United States still spends significantly more than China, its military power and 

Alliance Adrift 

Alliance Adrift 
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China's leaders deem full reunification with Taiwan to be 

the "greatest and final obstacle" for achieving "national rejuvenation:' This 

is deeply skeptical of Beijing. Though neither major political party in Taiwan 

left-of-center Democratic Progressive Party (DPP), which has been in power 

idea of both sides of the strait being part of even a nebulously defined "one 

This changed political, economic, and strategic context challenges 

Japan's response closely: a study published in a journal affiliated with the 

Though after Prime Minister Sato's unilateral statement within the 1969 

terms of Taiwan's first DPP president Chen Shui-bian (2000-2008) led the 

After 

M. Taylor Fravel, "Shifts in Warfare and Party Unity: Explaining China's Changes in Military 

Liff, "Japan, Taiwan, and the 'One China' Framework after 50 Years:' 
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Since Ma left office, by most objective measures cross-strait stability 

orientation, the PRC has refused to engage in even quasi-official dialogue 

escalating its pressure significantly since 2020. These deepening cross-strait 

and effective autonomy. In this far more volatile context, Biden and Suga's 

resolution'' takes on additional significance. 

cooperation in a conflict scenario-including one not necessarily involving 

a direct attack on Japanese territory. Alongside efforts by Japan to bolster 

spectrum of possible conflicts over the past decade. Though the causes of 

these efforts are overdetermined, they include a basic consensus on Japan's 

worsening regional security environment and shifting domestic politics, 

the Cold War period with a more moderate, pragmatic center-left. 

Of arguably greatest significance for thinking about possible U.S.-Japan 

For an overview and post-mortem of these reforms, see Liff, "Japan's Defense Reforms under Abe." 
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Diet in 2015, and (3) major shifts in JSDF force structure and posture toward 

vis-a-vis the Senkakus. The latter included Japan standing up amphibious 

forces for the first time since 1945, procuring F-35Bs and longer-range 

neither the 2015 guidelines nor Japan's security legislation refers specifically 

the event of a cross-strait conflict will still inevitably depend on the specifics 

Though these post-2012 reforms to Japan's security policy and the alliance 

relative calm under President Ma-they nevertheless significantly expanded 

Of particular significance, in 2014 the Cabinet "reinterpreted" a decades-old 

Liff, "Japan's Defense Reforms under Abe." For a concise and general (not Taiwan-specific) 

Affairs, March 16, 2021 ~ 

pagel we_000084.html. For an overview, see Adam P. Liff, "Policy by Other Means: Collective 
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even if Japan had not been directly attacked. Abe's own rhetoric significantly 

But often missing from the contemporaneous discourse was sufficient 

Eight years later, these conditions continue to operate as practically significant 

an unambiguous defense of Japan scenario. Ambiguities could significantly 

Japan's 2015 security legislation, the net effect of the 2014-15 reforms was to 

All carry significant 

The nuances of Japan's "positive list" legal authorities governing JSDF 

whether and under what authorities the JSDF could be mobilized specifically 

decisions in Tokyo based on specific circumstances. Thus, it could be said that 

official position on Taiwan's status and desire to avoid precommiting to any 

Japan inevitably would take a particular action in a cross-strait conflict are 

"Security Laws Usher in New Era for Pacifist Japan," 

laws-take-effect-paving-way-collective-self-defense. 

Liff, "Policy by Other Means." 
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inherently problematic. That said, in theory at least, since 2015 there are 

conflict over Taiwan: 

DISCUSSION 
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ever before. The allies also have a significantly expanded security toolkit to 

deter conflict and, if deterrence fails, to cooperate in a Taiwan contingency. 

drawn disproportionately-often exclusively-on English-language media 

grounded and evidence-based analysis of Japan's official government policies 

and positions. Such claims reflect, to varying degrees, manifold analytical 
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a 

Affairs Director-General 

b 

C 

d 

e 

f 

Source: 

Note: 
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worse-miscalculation. The stakes for regional peace and the global economy, 

and for the millions of lives likely to be affected in Taiwan and beyond, are 

since 2021 lose significant luster. Specifically, developments of the past 

year-plus, though significant, did not fundamentally shift Japan's posture 

and government rhetoric/policy is also crucial. This is not to say that 

and headline-generating politicians' remarks are often not representative 

of official positions or policy. As such, they should be contextualized and 

influential politician, not a government official. Abe and his family, especially 
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its most influential. Current minister of defense Nobuo Kishi, a former 

(and, incidentally, Abe's brother) is another example. Though Kishi clearly 

and Japan's and the region's stake in peace and stability, his official statements 

balance is shifting), and vague calls to "pay more attention:' 

Most significantly, selective focus of much overseas commentary last 

year on headline-grabbing remarks by prominent politicians often meant 

were overlooked, further exaggerating claims of radical change. Throughout 

2021, Japanese officials repeatedly reaffirmed the basic ambiguity at the heart 

of action in the event of a conflict. Given repeated opportunities to endorse 

situation''), government officials opted to reply vaguely. They repeatedly 

depend on the "particular and concrete circumstances:' This official language 
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conflict has been static as circumstances, capabilities, and legal authorities 

from the scope of the U.S.-Japan security treaty and guidelines. They have also 

recently, even official government rhetoric displays an interest in continuing 

to deepen unofficial ties with Taiwan and to explicitly identify Taipei as "an 

made a public commitment to support the U.S. military in a possible fight 

This should not be surprising, and not only because the official positions 

the event of a cross-strait military conflict are also strategically ambiguous. 

Though since 2015 the roles the JSDF and the alliance 

Liff, "Japan, Taiwan, and the 'One China' Framework after 50 Years." 
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its potential exercise remain important. Unless Japan itself suffers an attack, 

defined and approved. 

strategically beneficial (read: stabilizing) effects in peacetime. However, in 

indecision with real-world consequences. These could include miscalculation 

heightened significantly through reforms and rhetoric, amplified by media 

the flag" and support military engagements in the Middle East, geographic 

response, any perception that Japan was sitting out the conflict or limiting its 

in the United States with potentially significant implications for the alliance. 

influence situation'' JSDF protection of the massive U.S. forward-deployed 

would be a significant and risky contribution. 
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Regardless, these difficult questions are best engaged as much as 

ensure a maximally rapid and effective response. 

LOOKING BACK AND AHEAD 

The most remarkable shift since the April 2021 Biden-Suga joint 

statement has not been to Japan's official policy or posture toward a 

possible cross-strait conflict but, in response to political and geopolitical 

and to plan and prepare for a possible contingency. Though much relevant 

intra-alliance discussions and planning are classified, recent media reports 

suggest more extensive bilateral dialogue focused specifically on a Taiwan 
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Throughout 2021 many Japanese security experts raised an alleged lack of allied planning as a 
major concern, including to U.S. media. See, for example, Anthony Kuhn, "After Being Silent 

org/2021/07 /26/1020866539/japans-position-on-defending-taiwan-has-taken-a-remarkable-shift. 

Beijing seems likely to seek to exploit this ambiguity. As one recent PRC government official asked 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (PRC), April 27, 2022 ~ 

Widespread popular affinity in Japan for Taiwan does not necessarily translate into popular support 
for fighting China in its defense. The paucity of high-quality polling on these questions and the 

a cross-strait military conflict has been taboo in Japan for so long that "Japan has very little 
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of Japan's ambiguous official posture toward a possible Taiwan Strait 

increasingly focused Japanese officials, media, commentators, and scholars 

on the strait and the impact a possible conflict there could have on Japan, the 

China, and worsening cross-strait and U.S.-China frictions, influential 

Implied, though difficult as yet to judge from publicly available sources, is a 

framework. Rather, exactly 50 years after adopting a vague 1972 official stance 

resolved peacefully through direct talks;' and 25 years after officially stating 

on Japan's and the U.S.-Japan alliance's likely response to a cross-strait conflict 

remains purposefully ambiguous. Today, government officials, including 
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That said, national security and alliance reforms since the 1990s, and 

especially over the past decade, have significantly expanded the possibilities 

experts appears to hold that any effort by Beijing to use force to unify with 

security. Coupled with Tokyo's evolving official position on Taiwan's 

But if a conflict over Taiwan ever occurs, the ultimate decision about 

are revealing of how much the political ground may have shifted in recent 

flagged cross-strait dynamics as 

August 27, 2021; and Kishida Fumio, "2021 Jiminto sosaisen shutsuba e no omoi" [Thoughts 
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Though the future remains uncertain, one thing is clear: Japan's 

effective autonomy, including as it concerns cross-strait deterrence and 

continual efforts to separate the signal from the noise-to recognize the 

rhetoric emanating from Tokyo-will be critical to efforts by scholars and 

and prosperity in Northeast Asia. The stakes for regional stability and the 

global economy-and for the millions of lives to be profoundly affected in 

♦ 

Sheila A. Smith, "The United States, Japan, and Taiwan: What Has Russia's Aggression Changed?" 

160 


