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Abstract

The rivalry between the United States (US) and China, along with Russia’s war against Ukraine, risks the
bifurcation of the world. The expanded membership of BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation Organization
(SCO) is in opposition to the Group of Seven (G7) and US leadership, while small and middle powers try
to find a middle ground and pursue independent foreign policies. This article analyzes Japan’s foreign
policy strategy vis-a-vis China under the Kishida government (2021-2024), within the broader hedging-
versus-balancing debate, against the background of growing bifurcation. The study argues that, during
the Kishida government, Japan continued its conventional hedging strategy, centering on a mix of
internal balancing against China, as well as economic engagement of China. Most notably, Kishida’s
strategy added new initiatives in the Global South to Japan’s hedging menu, motivated by Japan’s
economic, security, and diplomatic interests.
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Introduction

Great power rivalries involve competition for dominance over the international order and
geopolitical, military, and economic superiority (Mazarr 2022: 10). According to Mearsheimer
(2019: 42), the present-day great power rivalry is rooted in China’s rise and the resurgence of
Russian power, with the latter being the weaker rival. The United States (US) under the Biden
administration (2021-2025) defined China as the only competitor for the US that had both the
will and the ability to change the international order (Garamone 2022). However, Russia’s
war in Ukraine added a new dimension to this great power rivalry. On the one hand, Russia
and China have developed closer strategic ties and have lured new members into BRICS
(derived from the names of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa) and the Shanghai
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Cooperation Organization (SCO) to circumvent Western economic sanctions. At the same
time, the US and the China-Russia axis are engaged in a struggle to win over the developing
and emerging countries of the Global South.

Japan, amid this bifurcating competition, carries four distinct identities: the closest
US ally in East Asia; a major economic partner of China; a key member of the Western
middle powers, as manifested in the Group of Seven (G7); and the leader of development
cooperation at global and regional levels. To account for these four sometimes conflicting
identities of Japanese foreign policy, previous research has used various “hedging”
frameworks (Samuels and Heginbotham2002; Samuels 2007; Matsuda 2012; Wallace
2013; Hornung 2014; Vidal and Pelegrin 2017). However, theoretical cross-talking has
resulted in debates between the “hedging” vs. “balancing” schools, as well as within the
“hedging” school, as many terms such as “soft balancing” and “economic engagement”
are used differently by scholars.

Recent work on small- and middle-state foreign policy strategies further expands the
analytical toolkit. For instance, Kulali Martin (2024) employs shelter theory to explain Finland’s
NATO accession as an incremental response to growing strategic vulnerability, emphasizing
how institutional shelter-seeking can coexist with gradual repositioning. Similarly, Orhan
(2023) shows that Qatar’s intensified cooperation with Iran during the 2017 Gulf blockade
was not a shift to alignment but a reaffirmation of hedging behavior under regional duress.
These studies highlight how states, whether small or middle powers, employ flexible and
multi-layered strategies to protect autonomy while managing systemic uncertainty.

The objective of this paper is to examine Japan’s foreign policy strategy in the context
of the growing bifurcation of international relations in the post-Abe period, with a focus on the
Kishida government (2021-2024). The research is a case study and policy-oriented analysis,
utilizing publicly available official government documents, focusing on Japan’s policy
towards Cambodia and Sri Lanka within the scope of its Global South pivot. This paper argues
that, under the Kishida government, Japanese foreign policy remained within the domain of
hedging. The Kishida government’s hedging strategy included a combination of strengthening
its military capabilities, maritime security cooperation with developing countries in the Indo-
Pacific region, and engagement of the Global South in security diplomacy.

This article offers an original contribution to the literature on hedging by analyzing
Japan’s foreign policy under the Kishida government (2021-2024), a period that remains
underexplored in academic scholarship. It provides a novel empirical perspective by
highlighting Japan’s strategic engagement with the Global South—an aspect of its hedging
strategy that has received limited attention. By examining how Japan integrates economic
statecraft, security diplomacy, and selective alignment, the study broadens our understanding
of hedging as a flexible and multidimensional strategy employed by industrialized middle
powers.
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Analytical Framework: The Hedging versus Balancing Debate

International Relations (IR) theory has evolved with a strong focus on powerful states,
treating small and medium-sized states mainly as subjects of the great power rivalry. Their
foreign policy choices are narrowly defined as either balancing or bandwagoning vis-a-vis
more powerful states. Balancing is achieved by increasing military power or forming military
alliances with other states against the stronger state (Waltz 1979), while bandwagoning means
forming close relations with the threatening stronger state to avoid domination or to receive
economic benefits, even at the cost of sacrificing autonomy (Walt 1987: 17; Schweller 1994:
72; Koga 2017: 637). The bipolar international order, formed by the US and the Soviet Union
during the Cold War, especially required states to openly and unequivocally take sides, and
states that did not take a side, or tried to be neutral became the sites of indirect military conflicts
and confrontations between the US and the Soviet Union (Koga 2017: 639).

The strong bipolarity of the Cold War period has shaped the IR theories with an implicit
presumption. Balancing and bandwagoning were treated as mutually exclusive concepts, as
scholars implicitly treated Western alliances of democracies as voluntary (therefore either
balancing or bandwagoning) and Eastern alliances around the Soviet Union as compulsory
(therefore necessarily bandwagoning). The wave of NATO conversions of the Central and
Eastern European states post-Cold War attest to the partial accuracy of this view but does
not explain why the post-Cold War international system, in the absence of an identifiable
threat, would maintain such a sharp distinction between balancing and bandwagoning (Sato,
Atanassova-Cornelis, and Sauer 2022). The international system entered a unipolar era with
the US as the system leader with the end of the Cold War (Krauthammer 1991). However, at
the beginning of the 21st century, the rise of China and the resurgence of Russia led to a new
great power rivalry with the US (Mearsheimer 2019).

IR scholars have observed that the uncertainty about the outcome of the power struggle
between China and the US in the East Asia region and motivations such as the desire to benefit
from China’s great economic power, have led small and medium-sized states to adopt an
ambivalent strategy and assigned the term “hedging” to this behavior. Hedging is a concept that
encompasses a broad range of multi-component or mixed strategies on a continuum between
balancing and bandwagoning (Tran and Sato 2018). In hedging, the small and medium-sized
states enter into economic relations with the greater power to receive economic gains, but at
the same time engage in military preparations to prepare for the risk of military confrontation
with the great power (Koga 2017: 640). Thus, hedging rests on the seemingly contradictory
motivations of minimizing risks and maximizing benefits (Kuik 2008: 171).

The often-talked-about downside of a balancing strategy, which urges states to hedge,
is the risk of agitating the threatening power and triggering a security dilemma. However,
risks do not only originate in the primary security threat. Bandwagoning states are particularly
sensitive to possible abandonment and bullying of many sorts (including demands for
unreasonable economic and financial concessions) by their benefactor (senior ally). A hedging
strategy attempts to address these risks as well.
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The difference between hedging and balancing is controversial since both involve
military preparation. Pure/hard balancing involves preparing for an imminent and clear
threat, whereas hedging involves military preparedness in response to a potential future threat
(Kuik 2008: 164). The state’s uncertainty about the threat is the main driver of hedging (Goh
2005: vii; Roy 2005: 306; Kuik 2008: 164). Secondly, pure/hard balancing involves military
build-up to reduce the power difference with the greater power and the formation of a formal
military alliance directed against a great power. Clear commitment through a treaty alliance,
however, runs a risk of falling into an endless arms race, known as security dilemma. This risk
is particularly important when an international system is still in flux, as opposed to having
solidified into a Cold War-like bipolar structure. Hedging, therefore, involves limited defensive
military build-up, loose and ad hoc military cooperation, as well as diplomatic, economic, and
institutional engagements with other states to balance against the stronger state (Tessman and
Wolfe 2011: 217-218).

Here we adopt the following definition of hedging from Kuik (2008: 163): “a behaviour
in which a country seeks to offset risks by pursuing multiple policy options that are in-tended
to produce mutually counteracting effects, under the situation of high-uncertainties and high-
stakes.” The definition suggests that hedging is a multifaceted policy incorporating diplomatic,
military, and economic dimensions and it is a risk-management tool, used especially under
conditions of strategic uncertainty as when the intentions or capabilities of a major power are
unclear. Furthermore, according to Kuik (2025: 9), hedging aims to offset multiple strategic
risks (e.g., economic coercion, abandonment, entrapment, or military threat). In our view, a
middle power hedging strategy also involves actions to mitigate the divisive effects of great
power rivalry, without provoking China.

According to Kuik’s (2008) definition, hedging is non-committal, that is unlike balancing
or bandwagoning, hedging avoids firm alignments. While China’s threat is on the rise, the
international system has not fully bifurcated yet. China continues to be the largest trade partner
of many Asian countries including Japan. The US under the second Trump administration
pursues an isolationist offshore balancing strategy, coercing Japan into playing the role of
frontline balancer against China, while retaining full strategic autonomy to itself and invoking
protectionist economic policy against China and US allies alike. The risks Japan needs to
offset in its hedging are multifold, including military conflicts with China, loss of trading with
China and/or the US, and loss of the alliance with the US.

Koga (2017: 641) suggests that diplomatic engagement forms a third aspect of hedging,
which encompasses efforts to socialize and integrate the great power into accepting the rules
and principles of the existing order. Thus, hedging is a comprehensive strategy with military,
economic, and diplomatic components.

According to Kuik (2008: 165), three prior conditions constitute a favorable international
context for states to resort to hedging: the absence of an all-out great power rivalry, the lack
of rigid ideological rupture that divides states into opposing camps, and finally the lack of
imminent threat perception vis-a-vis the great power. Such systemic variables incentivize
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states to locate their hedging strategy on a continuum between balancing and bandwagoning.
A fourth important indicator is the presence of economic dependence between the small/
medium-sized state and the great power (Kuik 2008: 165). If a state is economically dependent
on a great power, it will be inclined to refrain from pure balancing acts that will jeopardize its
economic interests (Koga 2017: 643). Consequently, systemic features including the nature
of great power rivalry, threat perception of the small and medium-sized state vis-a-vis the
threatening great power, and level of economic dependence on the great power are the main
predictors of whether a state’s hedging strategy has more balancing or bandwagoning elements.

The argument presented here is two-fold. First, due to systemic factors, Japan cannot
adopt a full balancing strategy. These systemic factors include the incomplete transformation
of global power competition into a sharp international division, Japan’s inability to eliminate
its economic dependence on China, and the costs of full integration with the US, including
most importantly entrapment, abandonment, and loss of economic opportunities. Therefore,
Japan continues to pursue a multi-faceted hedging strategy. Second, rather than being an
actor shaped by the uncertainties of the system, Japan deliberately seeks to protect itself from
systemic division by building bridges between the Global South and the West in the areas of
security and economic development. The new ties it is seeking to establish with the Global
South are adding a new dimension to its existing hedging strategy to keep the Global South in
the neutral domain in the growing US-China competition.

One of the first studies that applied the hedging concept to Japan’s foreign policy
claimed that Japan relied on the US to hedge against security threats but cooperated with other
states, including enemies of the US (such as Iran), to serve its economic interests (Samuels
and Heginbotham 2002). Accordingly, Japan’s post-war grand strategy was identified as a
“dual hedge” based on security cooperation with the US and economic cooperation with China
and East Asia (Samuels 2007). Wallace (2013) has observed that by undertaking strategic
partnership initiatives with India, Australia, and other Southeast Asian states, Japan expanded
its hedging strategy to the South. According to Matsuda (2012), Japan’s hedging strategy vis-a-
vis China heavily relies on soft-balancing but also includes, to a lesser extent, the development
of a multilayered and multilateral framework to persuade China to conform with international
principles and standards. Some of the most up-to-date research from the hedging perspective
emphasizes that because Japan has no intention to be a superpower possessing nuclear weapons
and offensive military capabilities, it has no other option than hedging. Commensurate with
its middle power identity, Japan resorts to developing multilateral initiatives and fulfilling the
role of a stabilizer in the regional order (Vidal and Pelegrin 2017).

A smaller number of studies acknowledge Japan’s steps toward balancing (Koga 2017),
arguing that Japan’s reduction of domestic constraints on the use of force and increasing
military capabilities, in addition to military cooperation with the US and to a lesser extent with
Australia, India, and the Philippines since 2010, is a step towards military balancing posture.
Hornung (2014), moreover, argues that due to China’s growing assertiveness, Japan’s foreign
policy towards China also emphasizes the reduction of economic dependency on China.
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Based on the above review, one can derive common findings in the previous literature
about Japan’s foreign policy strategy vis-a-vis China. First, Japan’s strategy in the past decade
has gained military components, including bolstering military capabilities, entangling the US
in regional security issues in East Asia (Atanassova-Cornelis and Sato 2022), and increasing
security cooperation with like-minded countries such as Australia, India, and members of the
Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). The goal of such military arrangements is
to prepare for the worst-case scenario: deterring China’s aggressive moves and hedging against
abandonment by the US. Second, Japan refrains from forming new military alliances outside
of the one with the US so as not to provoke China. Instead, it continues with loose security
cooperation based on bilateral and multilateral dialogue and joint military exercises with
like-minded states. Third, Japan simultaneously conducts soft balancing and the utilization
of multilateral frameworks to pressure China into conforming with international law and
principles. Fourth, Japan tries to reduce its economic dependency on China so as not to be
harmed by China’s potential import restrictions or economic reprisals. Finally, Japan will not
switch to a policy of hard balancing unless it eliminates its economic dependence on China
and becomes willing to risk a military confrontation.

Focusing on Japan’s China strategy under the Kishida government, this study confirms
that the findings of the previous literature are still valid, but also observes that a new dimension
of Japan’s hedging strategy is a pivot towards the Global South in the context of the intensifying
great power rivalry between the US and China. The aim of such a pivot is both to reduce
economic dependence on China and to prevent a breakdown in relations between the Western
countries headed by the US and the Global South countries.

International Bifurcation Amid Great Power Rivalry

The US-China rivalry has not yet evolved into clearly demarcated and competing economic and
military blocks reminiscent of the Cold War. One of the biggest differences between the US-
Soviet rivalry during the Cold War and the present-day US-China rivalry is the considerable
level of economic interdependence between the main rivals. The former US Secretary of State,
Michael Pompeo (2020), stated that the relationship between China and the US is not Cold
War 2.0 because China has already penetrated the US economy, politics, and society far more
deeply than the Soviet Union ever did.

The Biden administration has tried to reduce economic ties with China as much as
possible, short of decoupling. This policy involves avoiding reliance on China for the provision
of goods crucial for US national security, such as semiconductors and critical minerals,
and preventing China’s access to US advanced technology that can be used for economic
progress and military purposes (Demerals 2023). China processes 80% of the world’s rare
earth minerals, which gives the country control over supply chains for clean energy (Barbanell
2023). Because of this, the US sees Japan and the European Union (EU) as important partners
in securing supply chains for critical minerals. The US and Japan signed a Critical Minerals
Agreement on 28 March 2023, to strengthen and diversify the supply chains of critical minerals
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essential for clean energy and electric vehicle batteries (IEA 2024). To diversify supplies away
from China, the US also signed a memorandum of understanding on supply chain cooperation
for EV batteries and critical minerals with the Democratic Republic of the Congo and Zambia
in 2023 (Byamungu 2023).

Russia’s War in Ukraine has strengthened international bifurcation. The G7 has
orchestrated unprecedented economic sanctions against Russia and agreed to impose a cap
on the import price of Russian oil to prevent Russia from collecting funds for its war efforts
(European Commission 2022). The G7 is coordinating sanctions with the Global Export
Control Coalition which has also implemented similar sanctions and export control measures
against Russia (US Bureau of Industry and Security Office 2024). China has provided economic
support for Russia, increasing its purchase of cheap crude oil from Russia, and exporting dual-
use materials and technologies, thereby consolidating Russia’s ability to make weapons (Sun
2024). Furthermore, both China and Russia are cooperating to reduce their use of the US dollar
for international transactions (President of Russia 2023). In addition, in January 2024, the six
countries of Argentina, Egypt, Ethiopia, Iran, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates
joined the BRICS. China and Russia are also pushing the BRICS to take measures to reduce
the utilization of the US dollar and Euro in trade (Abay 2024).

Global South states are showing increasing resiliency against this bifurcating force of
geopolitics. India positioned itself as the leader and representative of the Global South after
taking over the Presidency of the G20 in December 2022 (The Economic Times 2023). In the
first “Global South Voices Summit”, hosted by India in January 2023, India’s Prime Minister
Modi emphasized that the countries of the Global South are struggling with more serious
problems than the war against Ukraine, such as poverty and lack of universal health care,
and stated that they should have a greater say in international affairs (Modi 2023). These
Global South countries have situated themselves at the middle of the spectrum of would-be
bifurcation between the West and the China-Russia axis navigating foreign policies in line
with their national interests (Alden 2023).

The Indo-Pacific region has become the main stage of US-China geoeconomic
competition. The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) aims to increase connectivity between China
and other countries through infrastructure construction and increased trade and investment
(McBride, Berman and Chatzky 2023). Consequently, many countries in Asia have borrowed
funds from Chinese commercial banks or China-backed international banks (OECD 2018).
Geographically, the BRI stretches from East Asia to Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America, and
the Caribbean to Europe, with the number of participants growing to 148 in 2023 (Green
Finance and Development Center 2023). There are concerns that the BRI has increased
participating countries’ economic dependency on China. In March 2018, a US think tank
released a study identifying eight countries (Djibouti, Kyrgyzstan, Laos, Maldives, Mongolia,
Montenegro, Tajikistan, and Pakistan) as at high risk of financial difficulties based on data
from the International Monetary Fund (Hurley, Morris and Portelance 2018).

In 2016, Japan’s then-Prime Minister, Shinzo Abe, introduced a Free and Open Indo-
Pacific that rested on three pillars: the promotion of values such as freedom of navigation, rule
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of law, free trade, and peaceful resolution of conflicts; the pursuit of economic prosperity by
increasing connectivity between countries and economic cooperation such as free trade; and
the securing of peace and stability including building capacity for maritime law enforcement
(MODJ 2025). As part of the second pillar, Japan introduced the concept of quality infrastructure
investment (MOFAJ 2023c¢). Japan’s quality infrastructure investment standards aimed to both
foster regional economic integration and counter the BRI.

Japan’s Heightened Threat Perception

China’s growing presence in the Indo-Pacific region has offered Japan both economic
opportunities and security concerns. Until the turn of the 21% century, East Asia received
large amounts of loan aid from Japan and the bulk of those yen loans were allocated to the
construction of vital infrastructure such as power plants, highways, bridges, airports, harbors,
and public transportation and communication systems in Asian countries (Rix 1993: 151).
Once a recipient of Japan’s yen loans, China has now risen as a major donor and provider of
infrastructure development in Asia through the BRI, challenging Japan’s leadership position in
East Asia. Since the late 2000s, Japan’s relative presence has gradually been eclipsed by China’s
rapid emergence as a major donor. Especially in the field of infrastructure development, it has
become increasingly difficult for Japanese firms to compete with China in terms of price and
delivery speed (Inada 2023: 114).

This increased Chinese presence in the Indo-Pacific region presents Japan with both
new opportunities and challenges. The economies of the Indo-Pacific countries have grown
to offer important consumer markets from which both China and Japan benefit. The supply
chains of Japanese industry have gradually expanded beyond China and ASEAN to encompass
the surrounding emerging regions, further promoting regional division of labor and economic
interdependence. On the other hand, Chinese businesses have started to pose tough competition
against Japanese firms in less technology-intensive industries, products, and services, including
construction. However, interdependence between Japan and China still favors Japan due to the
latter’s advanced technology and product and service quality.

The economic interdependence between Japan and China has remained robust. China
has continued to rank as Japan’s largest trading partner for well over a decade now, and Japan
is China’s second-largest trading partner after the US. China is the third largest recipient of
Japan’s outward investment and more than thirty thousand Japanese companies have a base in
China (MOFAJ 2024). China also continues to make contributions to the Japanese economy
through tourism, self-financed students in higher education, and migrant workers.

Despite Japan’s continuing interest in economic engagement with China, Japan’s
security perception towards China has worsened. China’s increased assertiveness in the South
and East China Seas has been alarming Japan since 2010. Following the war in Ukraine, Japan
fears that Russia’s act will set a precedent for China which may seek a similar approach in the
ongoing territorial disputes in the South and East China Seas, and concerning its claim over
Taiwan. In December 2022, the Kishida government passed three national security documents
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at a cabinet meeting: the National Security Strategy (NSS), the National Defense Strategy
(NDS), and the Defense Capabilities Development Plan (DCDP). The NSS mentioned:

“...Japan’s security environment is as severe and complex as it has ever been
since the end of World War II. Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has easily
breached the very foundation of the rules that shape the international order. The
possibility cannot be precluded that a similar serious situation may arise in the
future in the Indo-Pacific region, especially in East Asia” (Cabinet Secretariat of
Japan 2022: 2).

Following the war in Ukraine, China and Russia have increased joint military activities
near Japan (Al Jazeera 2024). The Ministry of Defense of Japan released a report in October
2024 indicating increased Chinese military activities in the Sea of Japan, the Pacific Ocean,
and the waters surrounding the Senkaku Islands (MODJ 2024). Japan fears that if Russia wins
the war in Ukraine, China will be emboldened to change the status quo in East Asia by force.

Japan’s Hedging Strategy Under Kishida Government (2021-2024)

Balancing Elements

While the strengthening of Japan’s defense capacity under the Kishida government was not
exclusively directed against China, it is fair to say that the heightened threat perception against
China played a major role. Japan has decided to double its military spending, from 1% of GDP
to 2% by 2027, and to spend a total of 43 trillion yen on defense between 2023 and 2027 (Nikkei
Asia 2024). Furthermore, Japan has introduced limited counter-strike capability to its self-
defense doctrine, which means acquiring missiles capable of striking back at military facilities
in adversary territory (Watanabe 2023). Kishida’s defense strategy relied on strengthening the
US-Japan alliance. Japan purchased Tomahawk and JASSM-ER missile defense systems from
the US. The former will be loaded onto Aegis destroyers of the Maritime Self-Defense Force
(Robson and Keishi 2025) and the latter is an air-to-surface missile designed to be mounted on
F-15 and F-35 fighter jets and has a range of approximately 500 nautical miles, which enables
Japan to target Chinese military installations on its east coast (Martin 2025).

The Kishida government strengthened maritime security cooperation with Indo-Pacific
countries with a newly introduced Official Security Assistance (OSA) in April 2023 (MOFAJ
2023b). The OSA aims to promote security cooperation between Japan and the armed forces
of the recipient country, including the provision of equipment and supplies to strengthen
the maritime defense capacity of the recipient country. It also includes activities related to
ensuring peace and security, such as monitoring territorial waters, counter-terrorism, and anti-
piracy activities; humanitarian activities, including disaster relief; and international peace
cooperation activities that are not directly linked to international conflicts (MOFAJ 2024).
Japan has implemented six projects with the Philippines, Bangladesh, Malaysia, Fiji, and
Djibouti in the past two years (MOFAJ 2025). Although Japan’s previous assistance to littoral
states of the Indo-Pacific and Africa did encompass maritime security concerns like piracy,
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the OSA aims to further strengthen the maritime patrolling and surveillance capacity of some
of the recipient countries, like the Philippines, which received a set of coastal radars (Takei
2024) to deter China. Aid to Djibouti started as infrastructure aid, but now focuses on maritime
security capacity building and diplomatically supports Japan’s only overseas base operation in
that country (MOFAJ 2024d).

New Pivot to the Global South: Bridging Between the Global South and the West

Prime Minister Kishida introduced policies to enhance Japan’s economic security through
increased cooperation with the Global South countries, with the intent to reduce its dependence
on China in the supply of rare earth minerals, and to get ahead of China in the ongoing
infrastructure development competition. The Kishida government’s economic security policy
was strongly influenced by the Biden administration’s de-risking policy towards China. The
Economic Security Promotion Act was enacted in May 2022 to ensure the continuation of
Japan’s national interests and economic prosperity. The act included economic measures to
improve Japan’s autonomy and to maintain technological superiority and indispensability
(METLJ 2024). The Government Action Plan for the implementation of the law states: “In
the face of geopolitical change when strengthening the industrial and technological base, it
is necessary to strengthen ‘de-risking’ in specific supply chains, technologies, infrastructure,
and markets, focusing on areas that have a direct impact on security, including cutting-edge
technologies.” (METIJ 2023). The law aims to develop and protect Japanese technological
innovations and secure the supply chains of essential goods. The Kishida government viewed
international cooperation with the US and the EU as strengthening Japan’s industrial and
technological base, and with the Global South countries as a means to make their economic
security indispensable (METLJ 2023).

Japan’s pivot to the Global South plays an importantrole in its broader strategy of reducing
economic dependence on China. As both an alternative source of critical materials, and as a
potential path for China’s disguised import of banned Western technologies, the cooperation
of the Global South states is essential. The Kishida government’s pivot to the Global South
has the purpose of both serving Japan’s economic and security interests and preventing such
countries from getting alienated from the West. Built on its many previous decades of win-
win cooperation, Japan aims to attune to the needs of the Global South countries in terms
of development aid and infrastructure investment. The Kishida Government’s diplomacy has
focused on playing a bridging role between the G7 and the Global South countries.

Japan hosted the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) summit meeting in Tokyo in
May 2022, which resulted in a joint statement that included a pledge to provide more than 50
billion US dollar of infrastructure assistance and investment in the Indo-Pacific over the next
five years. It also mentioned that the QUAD will work with G20 on debt management issues.
The statement announced the Maritime Domain Awareness and Humanitarian and Disaster
Cooperation Initiatives to target Indo-Pacific countries (MOFAJ 2022). This summit meeting
represented an important diplomatic achievement for Japan because of the steps it has taken to
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enhance cooperation between the QUAD countries and the Global South. In May 2023, Japan
chaired the Hiroshima G7 Summit meeting and invited chair countries of regional groupings
in Southeast Asia (Indonesia), the Pacific (Cook Islands), and Africa (Comoros), as well as
Australia, India, South Korea, and Vietnam. The G7 meeting had a special session entitled
“Strengthening International Partnerships with the Global South and G-20.” Prime Minister
Kishida stressed the importance of meeting the needs of the Global South countries through
a human security (people-centered) approach which includes a focus on poverty, energy
transition, and development finance (MOFAJ 2023a).

On 16 October 2023, a Global South Cooperation Promotion Council (GSCPC),
including members from the Cabinet and related bureaucracy, was established under the
Cabinet Secretariat as an advisory body. The Council adopted in June of the next year, directly
linking cooperation with Global South countries to Japan’s economic interests.

“For Japan, which is heavily dependent on imports of food, mineral resources,
energy, etc. from overseas, it is essential for economic development and economic
resilience to work with countries in the Global South and to incorporate their
vitality while supporting the overcoming of the vulnerabilities of these countries.

In particular, the production of strategic and important materials such as
semiconductors and storage batteries requires the use of important minerals such
as gallium, germanium, lithium, nickel, and cobalt, and any disruption to the
supply chain for these minerals would reduce Japan’s industrial competitiveness,
threaten its economic security and jeopardize its ability to respond to global
issues such as net zero emissions” (GSCPC 2024).

The Council’s decision as above spelled out several strategies to strengthen relations
with the countries of the Global South. The most notable of these was building the necessary
infrastructure for economic security, supporting Japanese companies for overseas expansion,
strengthening supply chains, and making Japan a leader in developing digital public
infrastructure in targeted countries (GSCPC 2024).

While Japanese economic infrastructure may contribute to win-win partnerships, China’s
aid has been viewed with skepticism as its poor economic feasibility assessments have resulted
in multiple defaults by the recipient states. Sri Lanka’s default on its Chinese debt to finance
the construction of a port in Hambantota, which led to a takeover of the operating rights of the
port by a Chinese state-owned enterprise for 99 years, is one well-known story about China’s
“debt trap.” In this instance, Prime Minister Kishida, after a talk with the Sri Lankan President,
played a leading role in the agreement on debt restructuring for Sri Lanka (Inada 2023). As a
member of the Paris Club, an established group of creditor countries, Japan stepped in and the
Japanese Ministry of Finance lobbied its counterparts in France and India for an agreement on
debt restructuring. China did not join this coordinated action. Moreover, the joint agreement
for debt restructuring was concluded as a result of Japan’s efforts to act as a bridge between the
Paris Club and the non-member creditor nations of India, Hungary, and Saudi Arabia. Prime
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Minister Kishida also extended a financial contribution, worth about 1.3 billion yen, to the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to produce reliable data
and policy proposals for sustainable economic growth for ASEAN member states, which can
be seen as a move to prevent ASEAN states from falling into this type of debt trap in the future.

Japan’s policy towards Cambodia is yet another example of its bridging diplomacy amid
the US-China rivalry. Lacking cohesion and economic tools in its application of the Indo-
Pacific strategy, the US approach to Cambodia was counterproductively pushing Cambodia
into China’s embrace. A Japanese loan had already been used to build a special economic
zone at Sihanoukville in 2012, and new loans and technical assistance continued to finance
an expansion of the country’s only deep-sea port there, with Japanese entities retaining stable
minority shares in the port operation (PAS 2024). Meanwhile, the Trump 1.0 administration
was creating new issues with Cambodia. In 2017, the US administration put Cambodia on
a list of visa-sanctioned countries, citing Cambodia’s non-compliance with the US effort to
rescind visas for some former Cambodian refugees (Reichlin-Mernick 2017). Trump then
rejected Cambodian Prime Minister Hun Sen’s request that the US forgive the loan it had
provided to the Lon Nol government during the Vietnam War which, with interest, amounted
to half a billion US dollars. Because of this, Hun Sen then expelled all US Navy personnel
(Hansen 2017) from Cambodian waters. China then demolished the previously US-held naval
facility in Sihanoukville and built a new port infrastructure, where Chinese naval vessels were
observed as early as December 2023 (Gan 2023).

Trump urged Hun Sen to return to a “democratic path,” while Cambodia faced the
withdrawal of European trade concessions based on the country’s poor human rights record
(Prak 2019). In 2022, the Biden Administration imposed sanctions against a Cambodian
tycoon for his alleged role in human trafficking, and for scam operations inside Cambodia.
This decision came at the time when Cambodia, under its new leader Hun Manet, was seeking
closer ties with the US (Bangkok Post 2024). Cambodian Deputy Prime Minister Sun Chantol
announced on October 1, 2024, that the country welcomed US vessels into the Chinese-
renovated Ream Port (Reuters 2024). At the same time, Japan was quietly working with the
Cambodian authorities on the scam center issue. Cambodia extradited the Japanese nationals
it had found during the multiple raids against the scam ring, and the Japanese police arrested
twelve of them in October 2024 (Teraoka 2024). Japan refrained from publicly criticizing
Cambodia for these scam centers and human rights violations, and instead quietly worked
to negotiate the first non-Chinese port visitation by two Self Defense Force minesweepers,
which had materialized under Kishida’s successor, Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba in April
2025 (Associated Press 2025). Even the discovery of an abducted Japanese national in the
Cambodian scam operation did not rock the port access.

The Kishida government has thus taken important steps to enhance economic and
security cooperation with developing and emerging countries in the Indo-Pacific region
under a new pivot to the Global South. Through this policy, Japan, in the long run, aims
to reduce its economic dependency on China for selected materials and products, retain
its influence as an aid donor, soft-balance against China’s influence in key geostrategic

152



Japan'’s China Strategy

regions, and support the US policy of selective economic decoupling from China, all without
losing the win-win orientation that has characterized the country’s traditional aid programs
(Ciociari and Tsutsui 2021).

Conclusion

The growing great power rivalry between the US and China has sparked new studies in IR
literature focusing on the strategies of small and medium-sized states. The concept of hedging,
a multifaceted strategy that includes military, economic, and diplomatic elements, has been put
forward to account for the behavior of these states which rarely fits in the either-or dichotomy
between balancing and bandwagoning. In the military dimension, the hedging strategy often
includes elements of balancing, which involves limited strengthening of a state’s military
capacity against a threatening great power (internal balancing), and military cooperation with
other states short of a formal alliance. Simultaneously, with balancing, hedging states continue
to seek economic benefits from the threatening great power. The diplomatic element includes
states’ efforts to persuade the threatening great power to conform to the rules and values of
the existing order in multilateral frameworks. The existing literature in IR has shown that
East Asian states seek to protect their economic and security interests by pursuing hedging
strategies of varying degrees to cope with an increasingly powerful China.

The present international system has not yet fully returned to bifurcated blocs. Also,
the fate of US efforts to reduce its economic ties with China is still uncertain, as the Trump
economic policy increasingly reveals its mercantilist face, not only against China but also
against US allies and friends, reminding these states of the likely cost of bandwagoning on
the US. Likewise, Chinese-Russian strategic cooperation and its outreaching efforts into the
Global South have few fully subscribing states. In the current great power rivalry between the
US and China, based on economic, technological, and geopolitical superiority, the increasingly
protectionist US does not offer a sufficient amount of positive economic inducements to lead
Asia. While Japan does cooperate with the US effort to secure critical supply chains, it resists
broader economic containment of China harming Japan’s own investment and trade interests
with China and integrated regional economies.

Japan competes with China for development aid in the Indo-Pacific region. As the most
reliable and close ally of the US, Japan’s aid strategy has gradually acquired other security
dimensions. Japan has developed loose military cooperation with new strategic partners other
than the US in the Indo-Pacific region both to counter China and to supplement and, to a
small degree, even substitute its dependence on the US. Under the Kishida government, Japan
continued to pursue a hedging strategy, with an added dimension of security diplomacy, with
the Global South. As part of soft balancing, Japan has launched a new cooperation initiative
to enhance the maritime security capabilities of strategically important Indo-Pacific countries,
which have been adversely affected by China’s military activities at sea.
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The most striking aspect of the Kishida government is its emphasis on economic security.
Japan’s economic policies towards China were closely aligned with the Biden era’s sector-
focused derisking strategy. A more comprehensive decoupling from the Chinese economy is
clearly against Japan’s economic interests and its ability to cushion the potential collateral
damage of the economic crossfire between China and the US, as we see today under the
Trump 2.0 government. In this context, a new Global South orientation policy was established
not only as a bridge between the Global South and the West to protect the Global South from
indebtedness to China, or to secure the supply chain of strategically important minerals, but
also to promote further regional integration inclusive of China through the development of
connectivity infrastructure.

In sum, this study expands hedging theory by showing that it is not merely a strategy
of ambiguity or avoidance, but a deliberate and multi-dimensional approach to managing
great power rivalry. Japan’s case illustrates how middle powers can hedge not just to manage
uncertainty, but to actively shape international structures through strategic engagement,
institutional outreach, and economic integration. This broadens the applicability of hedging
beyond the conventional focus on small states, adding analytical depth and policy relevance
to ongoing IR debates.
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