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 The relationship between Japan and China is complicated by historical pretexts as well 

as current trade relations. Formulating a feasible policy in regards to Chinese expansion 

involves the cooperation of South Korea. Unfortunately, Japan and South Korea currently have 

horribly deteriorating relations. These relations stem from current territorial disputes as well as 

historic abuses of Korean women during WWII by the Japanese. Therefore cooperation 

between Japan and South Korea plays an important role regarding the practicality of 

international policies regarding China.  

  

Background 

China and Japan have a history of warfare. The Second Sino-Japanese War coincided 

with WWII as the Japanese Empire invaded China. The United States aided the Chinese 

government covertly against Japan. Later, the attack on Pearl Harbor would bring the United 

States further into the conflict. One major event stands out in the Sino-Japanese War. What has 

become known as the Massacre at Nanking has marred the two nation’s relationship. Roughly 

40,000-300,000 Chinese in the capital of Nanking were slaughtered by the Empire of Japan. 

China has demanded further apologies from Japan, which it deems as unsatisfactory. Their 

close proximity has necessitated trade. Japan has become a major exporter to China. Lately, 

this trade relationship has taken hits due to strategic interests in the South China Sea. Chinese 

militarization has expanded recently, but Chinese incursions into Japanese waters have been 

occurring for decades. Japan resents China’s violations of its maritime sovereignty and China 

claims that it is patrolling waters that have historically belonged to it. The United States backs 

Japan’s interests in the region 100% and has vowed to protect disputed Islands controlled by 

Japan.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 



Japan doesn’t like China – 73% of Japanese have a negative view of China 
(BBC, A total of 24,542 citizens across 24 countries were interviewed face-to-face or by telephone between 
December 17, 2013 and April 28, 2014. Polling was conducted for BBC World Service by the international 
polling firm GlobeScan and its research partners in each country, together with the Program on 
International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) at the University of Maryland. Countries were rated by half samples in 
all countries polled except for Argentina and Japan. In five of the 24 countries, the sample was limited to 
major urban areas. The margin of error per country ranges from +/- 2.5 to 6.1 per cent, 19 times out of 20, 
“Negative views of Russia on the Rise: Global Poll,” 
http://www.globescan.com/images/images/pressreleases/bbc2014_country_ratings/2014_country_ratin
g_poll_bbc_globescan.pdf, June 2014) 
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China Doesn’t like Japan – 90% of Chinese have a negative view of Japan 
(BBC, A total of 24,542 citizens across 24 countries were interviewed face-to-face or by telephone between 
December 17, 2013 and April 28, 2014. Polling was conducted for BBC World Service by the international 
polling firm GlobeScan and its research partners in each country, together with the Program on 
International Policy Attitudes (PIPA) at the University of Maryland. Countries were rated by half samples in 
all countries polled except for Argentina and Japan. In five of the 24 countries, the sample was limited to 
major urban areas. The margin of error per country ranges from +/- 2.5 to 6.1 per cent, 19 times out of 20, 
“Negative views of Russia on the Rise: Global Poll,” 
http://www.globescan.com/images/images/pressreleases/bbc2014_country_ratings/2014_country_ratin
g_poll_bbc_globescan.pdf, June 2014) 
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Strategic Relationship 
 

Senkaku Islands Dispute 
(BBC, “How uninhabited islands soured China-Japan ties,” http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-pacific-
11341139, November 10, 2014) 

Ties between China and Japan have been strained by a territorial row over a group of 
islands, known as the Senkaku islands in Japan and the Diaoyu islands in China. At the 

heart of the dispute are eight uninhabited islands and rocks in the East China Sea. They have a total area 
of about 7 sq km and lie north-east of Taiwan, east of the Chinese mainland and south-west of Japan's 

southern-most prefecture, Okinawa. The islands are controlled by Japan. 
They matter because they are close to important shipping lanes, offer rich fishing 
grounds and lie near potential oil and gas reserves. They are also in a strategically 
significant position, amid rising competition between the US and China for military 
primacy in the Asia-Pacific region. 
 
Chinese Incursions into Japanese Waters 
(Sheila A. Smith, is Senior Fellow for Japan Studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, “Japan and the East 
China Sea Dispute,” Quarterly journal of world affairs by the Foreign Policy Research Institute, Summer 
2012, pg. 371) 

The territorial dispute remains unresolved, but it is the broader concern in Tokyo about 
Chinese maritime activities in and around Japan’s territorial boundaries that still rankles. 
Chinese maritime incursions into Japan’s territorial waters, and even more frequent 
survey activities in Japan’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), have continued, demonstrating 

that there is little evidence that either country has backed away from their quite divergent interpretations 
of their maritime rights in the East China Sea and beyond. Indeed, the following summer, Japan’s Vice 
MinLster for Foreign Affairs, Kenichiro Sasae, and then the Foreign Minister himself, Takeaki Matsumoto, 
formally protested the intrusion into the waters surrounding the Senkaku Islands of two Chinese fishing 

surveillance vessels. These vessels asserted China’s claims to the islands, and conveyed to 
the Japanese Coast Guard that they were undertaking “enforcement activities” in 
Chinese waters. 
 
China’s Needs Push them into Japanese Waters 
(Sheila A. Smith, is Senior Fellow for Japan Studies at the Council on Foreign Relations, “Japan and the East 
China Sea Dispute,” Quarterly journal of world affairs by the Foreign Policy Research Institute, Summer 
2012, pg. 380) 
This recent incident between Japan and China over activities in and around the Senkaku Islands 

demonstrates the growing sensitivities within Japan about its relationship with a rising China. Sharing a 
maritime boundary has always been a challenge for diplomats, but it became 
increasingly so as Chinese resource needs expanded. In the early decades after World War II, 

the East China Sea was primarily a fisheries region for Japan’s trawlers, and interactions with China were 
in the form of Chinese arrests of Japanese fishing boats operating too close to its shores. Prior to 
normalization of diplomatic relations in 1978, Japanese fisheries association delegations would visit 
Beijing to discuss how to handle these disputes. Once the treaty of friendship and cooperation was 
concluded, however, the two governments could formalize these understandings in a bilateral fisheries 
treaty. 

Chinese concerns over its security needs, as well as over the protection of fisheries stock 
in the East China Sea, were matched by Japanese concerns over access for its vast 
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trawler fleet. From the 1980s onwards, however, Japan’s trawlers had moved far beyond the East 

China Sea in search of their catch, and today, most of the Japanese fisherman who fish in the East China 

Sea do so in Japanese territorial waters rather than in the open seas. Today, it is the potential for 
energy resources that fuels Japan-China disagreement over the waters of the East China 
Sea. Ever since the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) 

survey of the East China and Yellow Seas in the late 1960s suggested that a vast deposit of hydrocarbon 
resources were to be found on or near the continental shelf that stretches off the Chinese coast in Asia, 
the waters shared by China, South Korea, Taiwan and Japan have become the focus of dispute. Moreover, 
the UNCLOS creation of exclusive economic zones renders the interactions of these Northeast Asia 
powers more contentious as the definition of where territorial waters end and the 200 nautical mile EEZ 
areas begin depends on who owns the islands that populate the East China Sea. 

 

Trade 
 

The relationship between Japan and China is obviously strained by history. In spite of this, both 
nations continue to trade with each other. China imports more from Japan than any other 
nation. However, anti-Japanese sentiment in China has been decreasing trade lately. This is 
largely due to the Senkaku Island dispute. Japanese investment firms have responded likewise 
by focusing their attention elsewhere in Asia. 
 

Japan and China Trade - A Lot 
(Michael Schuman, has spent 16 years as a journalist in Asia and is Time magazine’s correspondant in 
China, “China and Japan May Not Like Each Other, but They Need Each Other,” TIME, 
http://world.time.com/2013/12/01/china-and-japan-may-not-like-each-other-but-they-need-each-other/, 
Dec. 01, 2013) 

For two countries that so distrust each other, they sure do a lot of business together. 
Total trade between China and Japan was almost $334 billion in 2012. For Japan, 
struggling to emerge from two decades of economic malaise, exports to burgeoning 
China are a key source of growth. Companies from Sony to Toyota desperately need Chinese 

consumers to buy their cars and TVs to offset a sluggish home market and compete with rivals like GM 

and Samsung. But the relationship is hardly a one-way street. China imports more from Japan than 
any other country, and many of those goods are indispensable to China’s economic 
advance — high-tech components to fuel its export machine and capital equipment for its 

expanding industries. Japan also possesses special expertise in technologies that China 
badly needs for its future development, such as energy efficiency and other eco-friendly know-

how that could help China contend with the environmental damage brought about by rapid 
industrialization. 
 
Trade Decreasing Lately 
(Michael Schuman, has spent 16 years as a journalist in Asia and is Time magazine’s correspondant in 
China, “China and Japan May Not Like Each Other, but They Need Each Other,” TIME, 
http://world.time.com/2013/12/01/china-and-japan-may-not-like-each-other-but-they-need-each-other/, 
Dec. 01, 2013) 

Yet the tensions are inflicting an economic toll. Trade between the two has been on the 
decline since 2012. In the first half of 2013, total trade dropped by 10.8% to $147 billion. 
The decline is partly due to slower growth in China, but rising anti-Japanese sentiment 
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caused by the island row hasn’t helped. In 2012, sales of Japanese-branded cars plummeted amid 

large anti-Japan protests. China is taking a hit as well. Japanese firms are beginning to shift their 
money away from China and toward its emerging-market competitors, where they don’t 
face nearly as much ire. According to statistics from the Japan External Trade Organization, 
Japanese direct investment into China plunged by nearly 37% in the first nine months of 
2013, to only $6.5 billion, while investment in Southeast Asia’s four major economies — Indonesia, 

Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines — surged by over 120% to almost $7.9 billion. 
 
 

The Environment 
 

Japan and China have cooperated in the past for the purpose of environmental protection. 
Normally this has been through the sharing of green energy technology. However, China has 
developed this technology beyond that of Japan. Now, it appears that the most important 
aspect to getting China’s pollution down is not providing the technology, but providing the 
incentive. 
 

Japan and China Environmental Cooperation 
(Kubota Jumpei, Deputy director general and professor at the Research Institute for Humanity and Nature, 
“China’s Environmental Problems and Prospects for Japanese Cooperation,” Nippon [Japanese news 
agency], http://www.nippon.com/en/in-depth/a03101/, May 30, 2014) 

Japan’s environmental cooperation with China up to now has been conducted mostly on 
a bilateral basis. But in view of the lack of political and economic uniformity in East Asia, 
multilateral cooperation may be what is really required. Also, we Japanese tend to have the 

notion that our country is a leader in environmental technology and China is backward in this field, and so 
we think in terms of “technological cooperation,” effectively meaning the provision of Japanese 
technology to China. As long as we are stuck in this mind-set, we are unlikely to achieve any progress. 
 
China more Advanced than Japan in Wind Energy 
(Kubota Jumpei, Deputy director general and professor at the Research Institute for Humanity and Nature, 
“China’s Environmental Problems and Prospects for Japanese Cooperation,” Nippon [Japanese news 
agency], http://www.nippon.com/en/in-depth/a03101/, May 30, 2014) 

China has also been actively promoting renewable energy sources like solar and wind 
power generation. Japan and Germany originally led in production of the photovoltaic cells for solar 

power generation, but in the past two or three years Chinese manufacturers have taken the lead. China 
is also number one in wind power generating capacity, and three of the world’s top 10 
companies in this field are Chinese. When it comes to addressing environmental issues 
with measures that apply economic incentives, China seems to be more advanced than 
Japan. And as with other manufactured products, it has achieved a strong advantage in terms of cost. 
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