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Abstract  
 
The thesis looks at the dynamics of Sino-Japanese relations, with an emphasis on their territoria l 

dispute, namely the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. The puzzle guiding the research is meant to examine 

the applicability of a security framework, in order to gain a better understanding of the region. The 

thesis uses a theoretical framework composed of the liberal interdependence approach, intertwined 

with security insights. The method involves a qualitative textual analysis of the relevant material 

for the case study. The material includes Chinese and Japanese governmental sources regarding 

three events dealing with security incidents near the disputed territories. Further, the security 

framework is applied to the findings in order to examine the implications of this territorial dispute 

for Sino-Japanese relations and for the East Asian security. Throughout the analysis, what stands 

out is how the two states are constantly expressing serious concerns in relation to one another, 

along with blaming and protesting each other’s actions. However, recent data suggests a high 

interest in cooperation, which means that a security community might start developing in the 

future, if the states will end their dispute. 
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1. Introduction  
 
 

East Asia has been called by scholars as a region of the world emerging as “ripe for rivalry”, 

following the unstable multipolarity generated by the end of the Cold War (He, 2008). Even after 

China and Japan normalised their relations, and China constantly assuring the world of its 

‘peaceful rise’, there is lack of confidence regarding the future of the security dynamics of the 

region. As a 2017 study points out, China’s foreign objective varies according to its perception of 

the status quo. During the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute moments of crises, China did not back down 

from deterring Japan from interfering in the jurisdiction of the islands (Lai, 2017:172). Japanese 

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s visit to China on October 26, 2018 broke new ground for Sino-

Japanese relations. While the visit is seen as a success in terms of resetting the previously frozen 

relationship, under the surface diplomatic relations between China and Japan remain largely 

unchanged. Moreover, tensions remain high over the Japanese-administered Senkaku/Diaoyu 

Islands in the East China Sea (Lin, 2019). 

Continued improvement of Sino-Japanese relations will have a positive influence on East 

Asian security. Firstly, it will facilitate cooperation on the Six-Party Talks, relating to the North 

Korean nuclear weapons security issue. Secondly, if China and Japan are successful in jointly 

developing their claims in the East China Sea, there are at least two major benefits for the region. 

One is setting a positive example for other countries in the region in relaxing tension and resolving 

disputes over territory or maritime interests. The other one would be facilitating the establishment 

and development of a regional multilateral security cooperation mechanism (Tuosheng, 2009:117-

118). 

 

Despite of the fact that Sino-Japanese relations have been extensively researched, there is still 

no solution to end the territorial disputes, and little to no improvement of the states reaching an 

agreement concerning these disputes. Thus, how should we understand contemporary Sino-

Japanese dynamics today?  

In order to understand the contemporary Sino-Japanese relations, this thesis attempts to assess 

the security dynamics of the region, with the help of the liberal approach, and a security framework 
developed by two IR scholars (Adler and Barnett’s Security Communities). It will first provide 

insights into previous studies in accordance to the topic, as well as defining a theoretica l 

framework meant to serve as a toolbox for analysing the issue.  
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Through the analysis, the paper will argue that the recurring security disputes between China 

and Japan impede a fruitful and complete cooperation between them, as well as slow down the 

process of forming a security community in the East Asian region. 

Finally, by outlining the case of Sino-Japanese territorial disputes, the thesis will conclude 

that whilst both countries stated their wish to develop sound relations, their unsolved territoria l 

dispute has led to little progress in their security relations. Therefore, it will be seen that not only 

economic interdependence is an incentive for successful relations, but it is also vital to take into 

account the role of security issues, and how they can impede the further development of the region 

as a peaceful and stable one. 

 

 

1.1 Problem formulation 
 

China and Japan are two highly interdependent states, however, when looking at the Sino-

Japanese relations, we see increasing security tensions and an ongoing regional rivalry. Among 

their recent issues, there is one factor standing out, namely the tensions concerning regional 

security, hence it will be the main concern of the thesis. Current discussions of East Asian security 

in International Relations are either emphasising the enmity of both states given their past, either 

being more optimistic about the future of the region, given the increased globalisation and 

interconnectedness of the states nowadays. In the present time, classical wars and a state invading 

its neighbour has become a rather rare occurrence. Still, there are other ways for two states to show 

their enmity towards one another. This century witnessed the ‘rise of China’ as a powerful, 

confident state, and the emergence of Japan as a ‘peaceful state’, which denounces resorting to 

military force to solve disputes. Still, these two concepts are highly debated within IR scholarship, 

therefore, more investigation of the two states and their role in the region is needed in order to 

reach a conclusion concerning the region. 

The research questions of the thesis are the following: 

 

1. “How does the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute affect modern Sino-Japanese relations, 

particularly in the security sphere?” 

2. “How can we understand the East Asian regional security, based on Adler and Barnett’s 

security framework?” 
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In order to answer these questions, the liberal approach will be applied to the case. 

Likewise, the role of the security framework is to see if it could be possible for a security 

community to be formed in East Asia in the near future, as well as to find out the direction towards 

China-Japan security relations is headed to. 

 

 

1.2 Aim of the study and International Relations relevance 
 

When other scholars have investigated the problem field, they have looked at the economic 

interdepence between the two states, as well as at the identity formation processes that affected 

their foreign policies throughout the last decades. Since the security cooperation of the two states 

was not yet strictly defined, the thesis argues it is necessary to investigate the puzzle by looking at 

updated data in relation to the case. Based on Adler and Barnett’s (1998) approach, the 

applicability of the theories and security framework to the Sino-Japanese case will shed light into 

the present situation and near future of the East Asian security dynamics.  

This paper aims to investigate modern Sino-Japanese relations, focused on their territoria l 

dispute, through lenses of an IR theory and a security framework. International relations' essential 

concern deals with inter-state dynamics and how state relations can change, implicitly affecting 

the region they belong to. The international relations’ relevance is exemplified by the Sino-

Japanese case, which has additional implications for the East Asian region and for the world. By 

answering the above-mentioned research questions through testing and applying IR theoretica l 

concepts, the thesis aspires to enrich the existing literature on the topic, and generate new 

perspectives in the field of regionalism.   

 

 

1.3 Organization of the thesis 
 

This thesis is composed of six chapters, proceeding with the first chapter as the introductory 

chapter, followed with the second chapter that introduces previous research on the topic of Sino-

Japanese relations. The literature review chapter provides insights concerning what shaped Sino-

Japanese relations and the East Asian security order. The thesis continues with the third chapter, 

which outlines the theoretical framework. Next, the fourth chapter introduces the choice of method 

and the selected material, followed by the fifth chapter presenting the analysis. The thesis’ final 

chapter is the conclusion, which concerns the concluding remarks, while also identifying the 

limitations of the present study. 
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2. Literature Review 
 
 

This part of the thesis brings up studies of Sino-Japanese relations and the East Asian region, 

as a way of familiarising the reader with the topic. By providing information of past approaches 

and the methods used, this section shows how previous studies on the topic set up a foundation for 

looking at the two states’ relations. Sino-Japanese relations have been extensively researched 

throughout time; however, the present paper introduces literature that has dealt with the security 

aspect of the region, as well as how the two states conduct relations today.  

Firstly, studies looking at the Sino-Japanese relations today are introduced. Secondly, the 

literature review continues by presenting the relevant aspects of the ongoing Sino-Japanese 

territorial dispute. Finally, at the end, recent studies dealing with the security order in East Asia 

are presented and examined.  

 

2.1 Sino-Japanese relations today  
 
 

Based on existing research of China and Japan, it is commonly known that China is becoming 

the fastest growing export market for Japan. Furthermore, the embedding of China-Japan 

interactions in a variety of regional organisations, and institutions, such as the ASEAN and the 

East Asian Summits can contribute to impeding a dramatic deterioration in Sino-Japanese 

relations. Moreover, this leads to multilateral talks and managing bilateral relations by Chinese 

leaders who have an open approach towards Japan. China would rather have this approach, since 

it relies on Japan for economic aid, technology, and investments. Additionally, the increase of 

people exchanges between the two states (workers, students, tourists) might promote tolerance and 

seeing each other in a positive light, thus generating mutual understanding and respect (Mochizuk i, 

2005).  

Despite of the fact that decades have passed since China and Japan normalised relations, the 

topic of their bilateral relations is still being observed and analysed today. Recently, at it has been 

written in Xu’s (2018) article, China and Japan celebrated the forty-fifth anniversary of their 

diplomatic relations in 2017. Their relationship is generally characterised by deep interdependence 

(Xu, 2018:501). However, the Japanese invasion of China, which took place over 70 years ago is 

still affecting some parts of the Sino-Japanese relations today. Moreover, the Chinese 

governmental-driven initiative of patriotic education shows how memory is mobilised in present 

day society.  
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Shunji Cui’s study of “Problems of Nationalism and Historical Memory in China’s Relations with 

Japan” shows how the CCP (Chinese Communist Party) has been building a nationalist discourse 

implying anti-Japanese sentiments within the Chinese population, as part of its attempt to mainta in 

its legitimacy. Therefore, the Chinese government has shaped the construction of the nationa l 

collective memory, portraying Japan as the enemy (Cui, 2012).  

As some scholars point out, the alternative explanations for China’s coercive diplomacy 

have generally not been rigorously tested, and the case for a diversionary conflict argument has 

yet to be made (Quek & Johnston, 2017/2018:8). What is more, relations with Japan appear to be 

particularly susceptible to popular emotions, given how the destructive history of Japanese 

imperialism in China is emphasized in education and in the Chinese media (Ibid: 8). 

 When discussing the security concerns of Japan, as a study from 2018 shows, the most 

serious and broad-based challenges to Japanese security come from China, and Japan urgently 

needs to reconsider its basic approach to deterrence under rapidly evolving conditions 

(Heginbotham and Samuels, 2018:166) 

In another study, Hagström points out the main causes which impact the Japanese identity 

formation. Until the Meiji Restoration, Japanese identity construction was achieved by 

differentiating Japan from the rest. Japan was seen as ‘superior’, while China was seen as 

‘inferior’. Subsequently, the beginning of the twentieth century marked Japan’s aggression in 

China, which at that time was viewed as a backward state (Hagström, 2014:135-136).  

Hagström’s study emphasises that China, especially its rise, is perceived in Japan as a 

problem, mainly because of Chinese values and culture being differentiated as ‘undemocratic’ and 

‘aggressive’ and thus ‘inferior’. Moreover, through the securitization process, the Japanese Self 

would try to protect itself from the ‘negative’, ‘threatening’ Other.  In practice, this is advocated 

by the political right wing in terms of Constitutional revision and possible remilitarisat ion. 

Consequently, this would reinforce the idea of Japan as a ‘democratic’, ‘postmodern’ and 

‘peaceful’ state, therefore contributing to the divide between the two states (Hagström, 2014:138-

139).  

Another scholar, Kai Schulze, utilizes discursive institutionalism and securitisat ion 

approaches in order to show an existing correlation between the institutional shift and a change in 

Japan’s defense whitepapers between a specific period of time (Schulze, 2016). This has been done 

through a text-based analysis of key official documents, which were produced by Japan’s security 

elite. The selection of documents incorporated three different official sources, namely the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs’ Diplomatic Bluebooks, the Japan Defense Agency’s White Papers and National 

Defense Program Guidelines. What is more, China’s rise has been given as the reason why Japan 

is willing to take a more assertive leadership role in East Asia, which is supported by the foreign 
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policy elite. In order to understand when the securitization of China began to occur in foreign 

policy, Schulze provides the main factor to be the Japanese institutional change, which has started 

in 2007 (Schulze, 2016).  

 The studies mentioned above are meant to introduce the reader to the problematic aspects 

of the security relations of China and Japan. Different scholars used several methods throughout 

time in order to study this issue, however, there is still not enough information about the effects of 

these issues in today’s international system. Thus, today there is a proper timing to enrich the 

research on the topic, and apply the IR theoretical concepts in this case, in order to get updated 

results on Sino-Japanese security issues. 

 

 

2.2 The Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute 
 
 

When looking at the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, it is useful to recall its history in order to 

understand why these uninhabited territories became important. As Chen (2017) points out: in 

1968 the discovery of massive oil deposits near the East China Sea for the first time put the 

(Senkaku) Diaoyu Islands in the spotlight. Furthermore, the dispute over the (Senkaku) Diaoyu 

Islands was sparked in 1972, when the United States turned over administrative rights of the 

islands to Japan, as stipulated by the Okinawa Reversion Treaty (Chen, 2017:96). The author 

researched why nationalism hit strong among the Chinese youth, using as source a Chinese bullet in 

board on the official website of the People’s Daily, which is the biggest newspaper group in China. 

During this study comments and discussions on the Strong Nation Forum during the 2008–2015 

period were reviewed and analysed, in order to understand Chinese youth nationalism, its 

emergence, and its evolution into anti-Japan nationalism in 2012. Content analysis was further 

used to analyse this text-based data set (Chen, 2017:97). Additionally, the study was 

complemented by two other data sources – an online survey on patriotic and nationalistic attitudes, 

and face-to-face interviews in China, conducted in 2012 by the World Values Survey (Chen, 

2017:100-101). It was found that the Chinese youth tend to strengthen their Chinese identities in 

contrast to clear enemies - Japan and the United States. Likewise, the crisis of threat is the 

motivation for collective resistance as well. As a consequence of the immediate threat, and the 

need to contain the US-Japan alliance advancing across the Pacific, China’s xenophobic 

nationalism in 2012 spread swiftly (Chen, 2017:111).  
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At the same time, Oros’s study on Japanese identity points out how when dealing with 

security identity, the Japanese population is divided into two sides, one advocating for keeping its 

pacifist mark, while the other side adopting the nationalist discourse and wishing for the revision 

of the Constitution’s Article 9, which is the one relating to the militarisation of the state (Oros, 

2015:141). Furthermore, what accounts for Japanese security identity change can be seen in 

security policies, given the regional environment in which the territorial disputes with China and 

China’s rising military force are the main driving force (Oros, 2015).   

Chen’s (2017) and Oros’ (2015) studies bring valuable information into the researched 

topic, which will be completed by the author’s analysis of the official response from the states’ 

governments following the emergence of security incidents in the past decade. 

 It is important to point out that one incident concerning the islands generated response from 

the states in 2012, when the right-wing nationalist governor of Tokyo purchased the islands from 

their nominal owner, a Japanese citizen, and proposed to colonise them on his own behalf 

sovereignty (Wade, 2013:28). For China, this represented an urgent matter, a call for the nationa l 

pride and avoidance of humiliation. As Wade (2013) points out, “China wants to wrestle 

sovereignty back, or at least, restore the status quo ante of undefined sovereignty, for both military 

and economic reasons” (Wade, 2013:29). Furthermore, the islands also have value as a plat form 

for radar and missiles in the event of a war between China and Japan; and may well be valuable 

for oil and gas in surrounding seas (Ibid: 29). 

As it was pointed out by the author, neither China nor Japan was/is willing to consider to 

submit their claims to International Court of Justice, thus the dispute remains open and active. 

(Wade, 2013:30). More recently, there was another study which proposed an imaginary scenario 

of an armed conflict erupting on the islands. According to Quek and Johnston (2017/2018) this 

crisis setting is not an unrealistic scenario, since some Japanese officials have raised the possibility 

of building government or military facilities, or both, on the Senkaku/Diaoyu Islands, in part to 

preempt any such effort by China (Quek & Johnston, 2017/2018:17). In authors’ view, most 

observers believe that any such action could trigger an armed conflict, which could even compel 

the United States to use force to defend Japanese forces (Ibid: 17). Their research involves carrying 

out an extensive survey on Chinese people, which aims to examine the public approval of different 

actions that the Chinese leadership might take in case of an emerging conflict in the disputed 

islands. 

Chen (2017) and Quek & Johnston’s (2017/2018) studies provide insightful information 

about how the islands dispute directly affected how Chinese population sees its state relations with 

Japan.  
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However, it is not enough to only examine the public response, but also the official response of 

the state. Thus, in the Analysis part of the paper the author of the thesis will examine the officia l 

response of the Chinese government (as well as how the Japanese government reacted to it). 

 

 
2.3 Current East Asian security order 
 
 

Contemporary East Asian order could be understood as a continuation of the process that 

began in the nineteenth century, when Japan forcibly tried to unite the region under its dominat ion. 

Considering Japan’s failed attempt of dominating the region, nowadays in East Asia the Western 

domination is rather accepted (or tolerated), despite China’s sense of reluctance and ambivalence. 

Moreover, Japan’s more recent claims to regional leadership have been met with concern from 

China and Korea, where memories of Japanese brutalities remain strong (Buzan and Zhang, 

2014:71).  

Nowadays, the balance of power in East Asia has shifted with startling speed, and Japan 

now finds itself facing a potential adversary (China) with growing advantages in numerous 

capability areas (Heginbotham and Samuels, 2018:131). Besides, dramatic improvements to 

Chinese military capabilities had altered Japan’s security landscape, forcing Japanese planners to 

think anew about military strategy (Heginbotham and Samuels, 2018:144). Local or limited 

conflict might see Japanese and Chinese forces engage in combat in the East China Sea, and a 

midsized or general conflict could follow from the escalation of localized conflict (Heginbotham 

and Samuels, 2018:147). 

In the present, when discussing the security aspect of the region, the general view is that “an 

unintentional security dilemma between China and Japan, and their growing conflicts of interest 

and nationalism are likely to create an insecurity spiral that will undermine the prospects for a US–

China grand bargain that involves any compromise between China and Japan” (Goh, 2018:57). 

By the same token, shifts in the regional balance of power have created uncertainty, and thus 

mistrust in the region. China’s rise, and more specifically its increasing militarization of the South 

China Seas, has fuelled mistrust, and its neighbors remain unconvinced by Chinese claims to 

peaceful rise and development (Yeo, 2017:70). 

As Buzan and Zhang (2014) explain, China and Japan have not yet developed substantive 

means of managing their bilateral relations directly and have not yet moved substantially towards 

a shared notion of coexistence or cooperation (Buzan and Zhang, 2014:168).  
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Moreover, when discussing how great powers manage their relations with each other through the 

maintenance of balance of power, crisis management and the limitation of wars, we see that in 

East Asia, these mechanisms have been developed mostly between US and China, and not between 

China and Japan, as it would have been expected.  

In the broader picture of engaging in regional leadership, Japan has helped China by integrat ing 

it into the international system and the region as a great power. However, China and Japan have 

different views of regionalism, which implies the competition between the two states.  

Thus, from this perspective of competition, it can be seen that Japan’s acts are made as a 

response to China’s policies of regional integration. One clear example of this matter is when 

China proposed a China-ASEAN Free Trade Agreement in 2000, and Japan suggested a Japan-

ASEAN Free Trade Agreement in 2002, followed in 2008 with a Japan-ASEAN Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership Agreement (Goh, 2011:895).  

 

The literature discussed above points out at a lack of regional integration, which shows a low 

existing cooperation between China and Japan when it comes to the development of East Asia as 

a secure, united region. In order to get an updated perspective of the region, the Analysis section 

will look at recent data in the region and provide theoretical insights into the dynamics of this 

region. 
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3. Theoretical framework 
 

The theoretical framework of the thesis concerns how scholars investigate Sino-Japanese 

relations using one of the most common theoretical approach in International Relations, namely 

the liberal theory. This theory’s assumption that further cooperation happens when two states are 

economically interdependent is going to be tested in present Sino-Japanese relations.  

Furthermore, since the thesis is focused on regional security, and aims to examine the security 

aspect of East Asia, what follows is the introduction of a security theory framework, as Adler and 

Barnett defined it, which is going to be applied to the findings of the study in the Analysis. 

 
 
3.1 Liberal interdependence 
 

Claiming to be a historical alternative to the dominant realist theory of International Relations, 

liberalism seeks to project values of order, liberty, justice, and toleration into international relations 

Liberalism champions the spread of democracy to achieve security – ‘if you want peace promote 

democracy’. The goal is a universal pluralistic security community (Dunne, 2014:115). 

One of the major influences throughout the liberalist thought is represented by Kant’s 1795 

essay “Perpetual Peace” which talks about the peace among democratic nations based on a 

number of existing conditions. Economic interdependence highly contributes to these conditions, 

as it will reinforce constitutional constraints and liberal norms that do not encourage conflict. 

Based on Kant’s idea and previous research, scholars Oneal, Maoz and Russett (1996) test the 

democratic peace assumption by incorporating a measure of economic interdependence derived 

from bilateral trade flows (Oneal et al, 1996:12).  

The authors of the study conclude their research stating that the countries that share borders 

have more issues, particularly territories over which they could fight for, and their proximity makes 

armed conflict more feasible. Furthermore, the political regime should also be taken into account 

as a conditions for maintaining peace between states (Oneal et al,1996:23-24). 

One common approach applied to the world order, especially after 1945 consists of the Liberal 

Internationalism. G. John Ikenberry argues that liberal internationalism is in a crisis of authority, 

but that this is not a crisis of the underlying logic and character of the LIO (Ikenberry et al, 2018:2). 

In addition, more non-western states (including China) are seeking greater voice and authority 

within a renegotiated and expanded system of rules and institutions, but they are not offering 

fundamentally new ideas about how global order should be organized or run (Ikenberry et al, 

2018:3).  
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Today, it is interesting to apply this concept when it comes to the emerging illiberal states, 

starting with China, and the region of East Asia, where security and geopolitical domination is 

being contested and might change in the near future. 

As shown in the literature review, there are tight economic links between China and Japan, as 

well as a high level of bilateral trade going on between the two states. Thus, this approach could 

bring new insights into the two states’ relations developments and the future of the East Asian 

region. Over the past decades, East Asia’s regional economic integration evolved through the 

rising levels of intraregional trade and transnational investments, as well as deep internationa l 

production networks. Therefore, all these factors strengthened systemic interdependencies among 

the region’s economies. A more specific example of economic cooperation in practice is seen in 

the ASEAN Plus Three (APT) initiative, which was the first time East Asian leaders had met 

exclusively in December 1997, in preparation for the second Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM).  

Scholars of neoliberal theory such as Keohane and Nye (2012) conclude that interdependence 

between two or more states promotes peace, binding the economic and hence the political interests 

of states even more tightly together. However, when looking at the Sino-Japanese relations, we 

see increasing security tensions and ongoing regional rivalry instead. Moreover, in reality we have 

witnessed that the regular high-level diplomatic discords between China and Japan are slowing the 

process and the successful implementation of trade agreements (Dent, 2013).  

One of liberal theory’s main assumptions that economic interdependence fosters more peaceful 

relations during military conflict is applied in the case of Senkaku/Diaoyu islands’ dispute by Min 

Gyo Koo. Over time, these islands have been the reason of Sino-Japanese tensions, however, as 

Koo showed, adopting the liberal peace perspective could help to explain why there was no major 

full-scale military conflict between China and Japan regarding this issue. Koo argues that as long 

as profitable economic opportunities continue for both sides, it is likely that a system of control 

and restraint will prevail in the Senkaku/Diaoyu dispute (Koo, 2009:228). 

Nonetheless, there is one major shortcoming of this view. Liberal theory is proper to provide 

explanations for the solving of disputes, but in practice, the proclaimed peace dividend generated 

by interdependence is rather short-lived. Thus, liberal theory addresses the positive aspects of 

Sino-Japanese relations, since their economic interdependence might tie them together and impede 

a military conflict, but that does not mean that tensions will disappear and the two states will be 

able to overcome their differences in order to enter a new era of bilateral relations. On that account, 

in order to solve the puzzle regarding what impedes greater cooperation and peaceful relations 

between the two states, as liberal theory leads us to expect, it is necessary to bring other factors 

into account and examine Sino-Japanese security tensions, and what are their implications for the 

East Asian region.  
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3.2 The security approach 
 
 

At the systemic level, collective security pledged to prevent military competition between 

states by facilitating mutual trust, international cooperation and peaceful settlements of 

international disputes (Bjola and Kornprobst, 2013:38). However, it is yet to be seen if these are 

practical features of Sino-Japanese relations, especially since their ongoing territorial dispute is 

still far from being solved. From a diplomatic perspective, both China’s and Japan’s governments 

have tried to find a non-military solution for the issue of the disputed islands, however, the 

negotiations most often failed, as neither of the parties wish to limit their presence in the East 

China Sea.  

China, particularly wishing to protect the territorial integrity of the islands, has been 

enforcing an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ), which covered most of the sea and restricted 

foreign vessels from entering the space, including the disputed islands.  

Even if some of the islands were declared Japanese territory and recognised so in the San 

Francisco Treaty from 1951 and later in 1972, when Japan and the US signed the Okinawa 

Revision Agreement, China denied recognising the Japanese ownership over the islands. What is 

more, starting from 1992 China issued the Law on the Territorial Sea, where the islands are named 

Chinese territory, following up with 2009 and 2012 Government statements meant to emphasise 

once again the protection of these islands as Chinese territories (Law on the Territorial Sea and the 

Contiguous Zone, 1992)1 

With this in mind, it is necessary to investigate whether a security community can emerge 

in East Asia, starting with China and Japan and, if so, how would it look like given the current 

territorial dispute between two of the major regional actors. A security approach and a security 

community framework are of relevance for the current study, as they give specific guidelines 

meant for analysing the collected data and answering the research questions as clear as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 See the Law on the Territorial Sea and the Contiguous Zone of 25 February 1992, available online at 
http://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/CHN_1992_Law.pdf. 
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3.3 Security community  
 
 

Karl Deutsch first defined the term of a security community, as a group of people that 

become integrated to the point “that there is a real assurance that the members of that community 

will not fight each other physically, but will settle their disputes in some other way” (Deutsch cited 

in Adler and Barnett, 1998:6). 

Building on this definition, Adler and Barnett developed a study concerned with the 

pluralistic security communities, as this form is thought to be the closest to the developments of 

international relations theory (Adler and Barnett, 1998:5). 

Adler and Barnett (1998) argue that now, “states are identifying "new" security issues that 

revolve around economic, environmental and social welfare concerns and have ceased to concern 

themselves with military threats from others within the community” (Adler and Barnett, 1998).  

A security community has three phases: “nascent”, “ascendant”, and “mature”. In the nascent 

phase, which is the initial one, the governments begin to consider how to increase their mutual 

security and encourage further exchanges and interactions. Further, the ascendant phase is defined 

by increasingly dense networks, institutions and organisations that reflect military cooperation and 

coordination. Finally, the mature phase sees the regional actors sharing an identity, entertaining 

dependable expectations of peaceful change (Adler and Barnett, 1998). 

 

Adler and Barnett’s framework for studying the emergence of security communities is 

analytically organised around three tiers, as follows:  

1) the first tier consists of precipitating conditions such as change in technology, demography, 

economics or the environment, as well as the development of new interpretations of social reality 

and external threats; 

2) the second tier consists of the factors conducive to the development of mutual trust and 

collective identity; 

3) the third tier is concerned with the necessary conditions of dependable expectations of peaceful 

change (Adler and Barnett, 1998:38). 

A security community has three phases: “nascent”, “ascendant”, and “mature”. Given the 

thesis’ second research question, this framework and its categories will be used in order to analyse 

the current state of China and Japan’s security relations, as well as discuss possible outcomes for 

the establishment of a security community in the region, starting with both states and later 

expanding to the whole region. 
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 Security communities are made from small and modest steps. According to Adler and 

Barnett, even if two states had a history of violence between them, this can provide an important 

backdrop for the initial rounds of cooperation (Adler and Barnett, 1998). 

Moreover, states found it in their mutual interest to contemplate coordination, only to avoid 

unwanted outcomes or to further their individual security and economic interests (Adler and 

Barnett, 1998:415).  

As reported by Möller (2003), the essence of a security community is the belief and the 

expectation of a peaceful resolution of conflicts among populations and policymakers.  

Moreover, the resort to large-scale physical force or significant preparations for it has to be 

abandoned. A sense of community is based on the perception of compatibility of major values 

relevant to political decision making, and makes individuals believe that they can agree to solve 

any upcoming issues by the processes of peaceful change (Möller, 2003).  

 

If China and Japan are on the way to become such a security community is yet to be seen, 

however, an analysis of the current status of relations will be following in the next chapter of the 

thesis. Furthermore, the three phases of the security community, as well as the three tiers Adler 

and Barnett came up with serve as a good starting point to the analysis of Sino-Japanese relations 

and East Asian regional security, and will be taken into consideration within the analysis. 

Two decades have passed since the security community framework was created, however, 

even today this framework proves to be an useful tool in the study of regionalism and regional 

integration. Thus, it will be applied in order to examine the East Asian region, using Sino-Japanese 

relations as the direct object of study.  
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4. Research design 
 
 

In this section, the choice of method will be outlined, as well as explanations for why the 

chosen method was found to be relevant for the research questions and for examining the collected 

data. The study is adopting an interpretive research design, which according to Lamont (2015), 

aims to illuminate social representations, discourses and meanings that underlie events (Lamont, 

2015:37). This type of inquiry is useful for understanding the puzzling aspect of Sino-Japanese 

relations, namely their unsolved territorial dispute. The thesis’ research is relying upon a case 

study. As stated in Lipson’s definition, a case study represents the detailed investigations of 

individual events, actors, and relationships (Lipson cited in Lamont, 2015:128). The great 

advantage of a case study is that it can be intensively examined, and it can be used to apply theory 

from one context to see if it still holds in another context (Halperin and Heath, 2012:205-206). 

 

4.1 Choice of method  
 
 

The present thesis follows an interpretive research relying upon a case study. The thesis’ case 

study consists of four events, which concerned China and Japan in the past decade. The method 

chosen is qualitative content analysis. The qualitative methods are focused on the analysis of non-

numeric data. Moreover, they are used in order to gain better understanding of the meanings and 

processes of international politics. They do not belong to a particular epistemological position in 

IR, and encompass a wide range of research traditions (Lamont, 2015:78).  

One of the thesis’ research questions is “How does the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute affect 

modern Sino-Japanese relations, particularly in the security sphere?”, clearly pointing out the 

need to examine data concerning this dispute. Therefore, it is useful to engage with a method that 

allows examining this particular case (Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute) throughout several events 

that happened within the last decade in Sino-Japanese relations.  

Interpretive research focuses on representations of symbols and events (Lamont, 2015:39). 

Additionally, it often relies upon case studies that emphasise the representations of particular 

individuals or events (Lamont, 2015:43). Thus, in the present paper four events related to the 

disputed islands between China and Japan will be examined. The reasoning behind this choice lies 

in the aim of identifying the deterioration of Sino-Japanese relations, and its outcome on the 

regional security (this being linked to the second research question of the thesis, namely “How 

can we understand the East Asian regional security, based on Adler and Barnett’s security 

framework?”). 
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This method of relying upon a case study, plus applying a security theoretical framework is 

suitable for the research questions for a number of reasons. Firstly, it is an appropriate approach 

for highlighting the implications of the security aspect of Sino-Japanese relations for the regional 

security, as it directly looks at relevant events that concern the territorial disputes (a matter of 

security for both states). Secondly, the security community framework will be applied to the case, 

in order to understand how the bigger picture relating to the East Asian security might look, and 

answer the second question of the study, given the current situation of Sino-Japanese relations.  

 

 
 
4.1.1 Operationalisation and coding 
 
 

The purpose of the study’s analysis is to investigate the security patterns of Sino-Japanese 

relations throughout the materials related to Senkaku/Diaoyu islands incidents and the security 

impacts on the East Asian region. The categorisation process adopts an inductive approach, aiming 

to identify particular themes, which are present throughout the texts. The analytical unit used 

would be specific words that can designate relevant themes for answering the research questions 

of the thesis. 

Coding involves the identification of passages of text and applying labels to them that 

indicate they are examples of some thematic idea. In this way, the gathered materials can be 

examined together and then compared to different cases, as well as drawing conclusions of their 

implications (Halperin and Heath, 2012:323). The passages of text found in the collected material 

will be divided into themes. The research follows through both phrases of the coding process, 

namely ‘closed coding’ and ‘open coding’. 

Throughout the closed coding stage, the codes are based on a research hypothesis and previous 

research and theory. In the paper, this means looking for patterns which previous literature 

emphasised in Sino-Japanese relations, such as the tensions, rivalry and conflicts between the two 

states. Thus, highlighting the terms of “senkaku/diaoyu islands”, “protest/opposition”, “history 

issues”, “territorial integrity”, “blame/responsible”, “conflict/incident”, “counter measures” 

and “national identity/nationalism” will be done in order to generate the themes of this stage. 

What follows is the second stage, or the open coding stage, where the collected sample of 

texts will be reviewed and characterised according to the themes found in each text. In this stage, 

grounded codes emerge from the data and the researcher concentrates on finding the themes in the 

data.  
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This means looking for initiatives for improvement of relations, as well as the future of relations 

between the two states, which directly relate to regional integration, while attempting to solve the 

security issues of East Asia.  

The key terms for this stage are the following: “regional integration”, “alliance”, “economic 

partnership”, “cooperation”, “mutual trust/benefit”, “strategic benefits”, “commitment” and 

“peaceful change”. 

The coding will be done through a computer program designed especially for qualitative content 

analysis, namely QDA Miner. 

 

 

4.1.2 Strengths and weaknesses  
 
 

According to Halperin and Heath, this method is known for reducing bias and helping 

researchers to gain access to subjects that may be difficult to reach through personal contact 

(Halperin and Heath, 2012:318). The chosen method’s strengths include allowing for an in-depth 

analysis investigating a wide range of topics, which is more advantageous than using obtrusive 

methods, such as surveys, interviews, or focus groups (Ibid: 318). Moreover, the method allows 

the researcher to get materials from official sources, which look at the relation between the two 

states and the political phenomena linking them (in this case the security tensions).  

Furthermore, as for the advantages of the method for data examination, they include 

reducing bias and the possibility to investigate a wide range of topics among a larger population 

of people, since the content is easily observable.  

However, there are limitations that have to be considered as well. Essentially, the present 

case study cannot be generalised to other cases. Thus, it is inviting researchers to further expand 

the knowledge of the topic by increasing the number of cases considered, and then comparing 

them in order to achieve generalisation of findings (Halperin and Heath, 2012). Additionally, the 

timeframe of the research was limited to a certain number of events, thus it might considered 

another limitation. 
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4.2 Data collection 
 

Previous studies mentioned in the literature review chapter critically examined media 

documents (Chen, 2017), surveys and data concerning public opinion (Quek and Johnston, 

2017/2018), face-to-face interviews, as well as Japanese Diplomatic Bluebooks and White Papers 

coming from official institutions, along with official documents relating to defence and security 

strategies and military capabilities (Schulze, 2016 and Heginbotham & Samuels, 2018). 

The data collection for the paper will consist of both primary and secondary sources. The 

collected data will be analysed using a qualitative textual analysis, and then examined through a 

security framework developed by Adler and Barnett.  

This study relies on document-based research, including official reports - statements given by 

the foreign ministries of China and Japan; transcriptions of parts of official speeches, officia l 

meetings and conferences. These documents are either concerning the disputed territory and thus 

published in the aftermath of the incidents taking place in the disputed islands (in September 2010, 

September 2012, and November 2013), or regarding the bilateral cooperation between the two 

countries and their common goals, as outlined in materials from 2017 and 2018. All of the 

materials are to be found within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs websites 

(http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/ and http://www.mofa.go.jp/). 

 

 

4.2.1 Sources 
 
 

Primary sources will come from a set of texts concerned with the Sino-Japanese relations 

in terms of their security dynamics and especially connected with the aftermath of key events in 

the states’ territorial dispute. For practical reasons, the main sources will be written reports and 

transcripts, available in English on the website of China’s (http://www.fmprc.gov.cn/mfa_eng/), 

respectively Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs (http://www.mofa.go.jp/). The material has been 

chosen as it is accessible to the public and it does not require the knowledge of Chinese or Japanese 

language. Moreover, it fills the gap in previous research, which largely examined material coming 

from the media. 

The transcripts of speeches and reports were picked manually in the period of the same 

month of the relevant event taking place (namely September 2010, September 2012 and November 

2013). The other sources concerning the more recent bilateral meetings and declarations of the key 

politicians of the two states were picked manually from the time frame of January-December 2017 

and January-April 2018. 
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In order to get a deeper perspective into the topic, the thesis will also include secondary 

sources, which means previous research done on the topic (provided by journal articles, chapters 

of textbooks or news reports). This stands as valuable evidence on the topic and it helps to increase 

the diversity of the material and the level of knowledge about this issue. 

 

 

4.2.1.a  China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs  
 
 

Data taken from China’s official website of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs will be used. 

The type of materials to be used includes transcripts of key parts of speeches or spokesperson’s 

remarks, reports from the bilateral meetings, or summits and activities that were relevant for the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands territorial dispute. 

Given the limited length of the study, a timespan was chosen, starting from 2010 up until 

2018. The timespan was set in accordance with the main events affecting the bilateral relations of 

China and Japan, namely when security issues took place in the disputed islands. The search and 

selection of sources was done manually by the author through browsing on the different categories 

found within the “Department of Asian Affairs”, in the Japan section of the Chinese Ministry’s 

official website. A number of 18 texts was selected after a search in the list of available reports 

connected to Sino-Japanese bilateral relations. All the material was then categorised according to 

the specific years of the events. All the selected resources are available on the main website (and 

represents the Chinese government’s official position), which adds to their validity. 

 

 

4.2.1.b Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs  
 
 

From the official website of Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the selected data comes 

from the given category of “Japan-China relations”. Moreover, some of the documents used in the 

analysis were selected from the section especially dedicated to the Senkaku islands. The time span 

of the documents is throughout the past eight years, with oldest ones dating from 2010 and newest 

one from 2018. After the manual selection of the documents, done in accordance to the relevance 

for the thesis’ research topic and the given main events impacting security in the disputed territory, 

a number of 17 texts was selected for the analysis.  
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The selected material was categorised according to the specific years of the events. Coming 

directly from the official website of the Ministry, all the documents represent the official view of 

the Japanese government, which adds to the validity of the study. 

 

 

4.2.2. Delimitations 
  

 The author recognises the fact that the islands dispute is not the sole factor which would 

generate a lack of increased regionalisation in East Asia. However, it was chosen as the focus of 

the thesis, as it has been ongoing and unsolved, thus it is considered a relevant factor of Sino-

Japanese relations today. Regarding the selected materials and sources taken into account, the 

number of materials were manually selected and all of them were originally in English language. 

However, since the author does not speak Chinese or Japanese, this is limiting the access to more 

data and materials. 
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5. Analysis 
 
 

5.1 Overview 
 

 
As mentioned in the literature review, Sino-Japanese relations today are still facing some 

hardships and unresolved matters (Wade, 2013). Predominantly, if their Senkaku/Diaoyu islands 

dispute re-emerge as a violent crisis, the consequences would strain the states’ diplomatic relations 

or even lead to an armed conflict (Quek and Johnston, 2017/2018). In addition, regional integrat ion 

and regional security might be at risk due to the Sino-Japanese security tensions, which are 

exemplified in the events involving the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. 

In order to produce valid knowledge in relation to the topic and to respond to the research 

questions of the thesis, the analysis aims to make use of the theoretical framework, and carry out 

the discussion of the qualitative content analysis’ results. 

The upcoming analysis is divided into three parts. The first part looks at the territoria l 

dispute concerning the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, outlining three events that occurred near the 

disputed territories, starting with September 2010, when a Chinese and a Japanese boat collided, 

following with September 2012 when Japan purchased and nationalised three of the disputed 

islands. The succeeding event regards China declaring an Air Defense Identification Zone in 

November 2013. What follows is the discussion of more recent events in Sino-Japanese relations, 

more specifically from 2017 and 2018. The part ends with a theoretical discussion, which examines 

the data, by taking into account the theoretical framework, presented in the Chapter 3 of the thesis.  

The second part is concerned with the applicability of the security framework designed by 

Adler and Barnett (1998). Through this discussion, the author of the thesis attempts to understand 

how the regional security of East Asia will develop, as well as if the establishment of a strong 

security community in the region is possible in the near future.  

Finally, the third part has the role of discussing the findings in relation to the future of the 

Sino-Japanese relations, while attempting to answer the thesis’ two research questions, after taking 

into account the previous parts of the Analysis. 
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5.2 Part I: The Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute key events 
 

In this part of the analysis three events from different years (2010, 2012 and 2013), which 

have happened near the disputed territory of Senkaku/Diaoyu islands, and generated strong 

response from both China and Japan will be outlined. At first, the events will be briefly discussed, 

followed by the textual analysis of the response given to them by China and Japan.  

As mentioned in the data collection part, the texts analysed represented the Chinese, 

respectively Japanese official views. 

 

  

5.2.1 Chinese trawler collision  
 

 

In the morning of September 7th 2010, a Chinese trawler collided with one of Japan Coast 

Guard’s ship, resulting in the Chinese captain being detained in Japan. Further, he was suspected 

of deliberately colliding the Japanese ships. This has generated a diplomatic crisis between China 

and Japan, which involved the suspension of high-level talks, cancelations of meetings and 

bilateral events, as well as Chinese protests against Japan’s measures. What is more, from the 

Chinese side, retaliatory measures were taken against Japanese firms or individuals, as has been 

the case with the arrest of four Japanese employees of Fujita corporation. Anti-Japanese protests 

evolved in violent acts, such as the attack of a Japanese international school (Hafeez, 2015:77-78). 

This incident represents a starting point of deterioration of Sino-Japanese relations from recent 

years, with China and Japan taking immediate measures and extensively reacting in relation to it. 

The examined time period concerns the whole month of September 2010, the time when 

the incident discussed above took place. The sources examined are found on the China’s Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs website, respectively on Japan’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs website. 
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5.2.1.a China’s view 
 
 
 

 
Chinese reports concerning the trawler collision 

 

 

After the above-mentioned event taking place in the disputed islands, China’s Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs reports overview the incident with most mentions of blame and responsibility 

directed towards Japan2. This time, the trawler collision is mentioned in the texts as a conflic t 

between the two states. It is clearly a worrying incident, thus China’s position is to protest and take 

counter measures against Japan’s actions3. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
2 See MOFAPRC, 2010c. 
3 See MOFAPRC, 2010a; MOFAPRC, 2010b; MOFAPRC, 2010d and MOFAPRC, 2010e. 
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5.2.1.b Japan’s view 
 
 

 
 

Japanese reports concerning the trawler collision 

 

 

 From Japan’s side, there is also a pattern of seeing the incident as a conflict and the 

common reaction is to protest and oppose China’s actions. Moreover, mentions of territoria l 

integrity (Japan holds the view of Senkaku islands as inherent Japanese territory) is also mentioned 

throughout the reports from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs4. 

 Among Japan’s discourse, there is no mention of the history issues that troubled the Sino-

Japanese relations throughout the past century.5 Furthermore, any nationalist ideas, or questions 

of identity, are left out from the governmental reactions to the incident, which is not the case found 

in the texts from China. 

 

                                                 
4 See MOFAJ, 2010e. 
5 See MOFAJ, 2010a; MOFAJ, 2010b; MOFAJ, 2010c and MOFAJ, 2010d. 
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5.2.2 Japan nationalises three out of the five disputed islands 
 
 
 

In September 2012, the nationalisation of the disputed territory came after Japan’s 

government has decided to purchase three out of the five Senkaku/Diaoyu islands. The main reason 

behind this initiative was the Japanese government wanting to protect the islands from Chinese 

actions that could be seen as threatening for Japan’s territorial security.  

What is more, since in the 2010 incident the Japanese government received high criticism 

for the way of handling the diplomatic issue with China. As it was accused of giving in to Chinese 

pressure, this time, the Japanese Prime Minister handled the issue with a decisive tone. The 

outcomes of the event resulted in massive anti-Japanese protests in China, which turned violent 

and damaged Japanese properties, as well as affected the sale of Japanese goods and products 

throughout China (Hafeez, 2015:84). 

The sources examined include reports from China’s and Japan’s website of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, during the month of the nationalisation of the three of the disputed islands 

(September 2012). 
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5.2.2.a China’s view 
 

 

After Japan’s nationalisation of the disputed islands, China had a disapproving response 

According to the coding frequency from the graphic below, the main themes were the 

blame/responsibility which was cast on Japan, along with the protest and opposition towards its 

actions6. What is more, there are several re-affirmations of the territorial integrity of the islands, 

which China admits it owns. It might come as no surprise that once again, the most frequent theme 

related to the Japanese nationalisation is seen as a conflict and a serious incident.  

Throughout the examined reports from China, there were mentions of the national identity 

and nationalism, which are connected with the disputed territories as well. Overall, as an outcome 

of this incident, the Chinese reports show a high frequency towards portraying this incident as a 

conflict, and looking at Japan with blame, which is being held responsible for the conflict.7 

 

 

Chinese reports on Japan’s nationalisation of the islands 

 

                                                 
6 See MOFAPRC, 2012a; MOFAPRC, 2012b; MOFAPRC, 2012c. 
7 See MOFAPRC, 2012d; MOFAPRC, 2012e. 
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5.2.2.b Japan’s view 
 
 
 As far as Japan’s view is concerned, the nationalisation event is seen less as an 

incident/conflict, and more as another opportunity to report on the disputed islands’ status and its 

territorial integrity. A high frequency in the selected text highlights Japan’s attitude of 

protesting/opposing against China’s reaction8.  

Although Japan is aware of China’s claims at the sovereignty of the islands, the Japanese 

official view remains firm that the Senkaku islands are part of Japan’s territory, thus their 

nationalisation is a normal measure and not a threat to China or to the regional security order9. 

 

 

Japanese reports on its nationalisation of the islands 

 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
8 See MOFAJ, 2012b; MOFAJ, 2012d and MOFAJ, 2012e. 
9 See MOFAJ, 2012a and MOFAJ2012c. 
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5.2.3 China declares an Air Defense Identification Zone  
 
 

China’s Ministry of National Defense has announced on November 23rd, 2013 the 

establishment of an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) covering the disputed 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands among a large part of the East China Sea. This implies a military threat 

to any aircraft not recognising Chinese authority over the zone. Given the Japanese nationalisa t ion 

of three of the disputed islands, which happened in 2012, China’s move could be seen as a response 

to a new status quo, in which Chinese and Japanese military regularly challenge each other’s 

control of the region (Cohen, 2013).  

This time, the event chosen is showing what China does in relation to the disputed islands. 

China’s governmental view admits these acts as justified, with emphasising that there is no need 

for overreaction from Japan. However, from the Japanese side, there are visible worries about 

China’s initiative, as well as mentions of counter measures that Japan will take10. 

The examined reports are from the month of the incident and the following month 

(November-December 2013). Sources are found in the websites of China’s and Japan’s Ministr ies 

of Foreign Affairs. 

 

 

5.2.3.a China’s view 
 
 
 Despite being a measure taken by China,  the textual analysis reveals that the blame and 

responsibility is put on Japan, which is seen as security threat to the disputed territories, and 

implicitly, to China’s sovereignty claims11. 

China considers Japan to be the “aggressor” state and as evidence for backing up this 

opinion, the official texts relate to the history issues between the two countries, which as mentioned 

in the previous studies done on the topic (Cui, 2012). 

Consequently, territorial integrity also has a part to play, while questions of identity and 

nationalism are not as visible as it might have been expected. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 See MOFAPRC 2013c and MOFAJ, 2013a. 
11 See MOFAPRC, 2013a; MOFAPRC 2013b; MOFAPRC, 2013d and MOFAPRC, 2013e. 
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Chinese reports regarding the Air Defense Identification Zone 

 

 
 

 

 

5.2.3.b Japan’s view 
 
 
 In the case of Japan, the most frequent theme is the protest/opposition one, which stands 

against China’s actions in the disputed territory12. 

 The most common theme found in the coded texts is understood as an indicator of 

discontent with China. However, what is interesting is that there was not any mentioning of the 

possible threats or counter measures that would worsen the situation. The emphasis in the texts 

was not put on the conflictual aspect of the event, which reinforces the evolving identity of Japan 

as a “peaceful state”. This was found to be in contradiction with China’s perception of Japan as an 

“aggressive state”. 

  

                                                 
12 See MOFAJ, 2013b; MOFAJ, 2013c and MOFAJ, 2013d. 
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Japanese reports regarding the Air Defense Identification Zone 

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
5.3 The liberal approach applied 
 
 

The data concerning the Chinese trawler collision from September 2010 revealed that 

security issues remain in present Sino-Japanese relations, despite their economic interdependence. 

China and Japan had a different perspective over the trawler collision, which at that time 

represented a turning point in their relations. Through examining the data, it can be seen that the 

codes showed a tendency of China to dwell on the past and evoke the controversial history that it 

has with Japan. Despite having constant diplomatic talks and meetings, China’s reaction of 

blaming Japan enforced an opposed idea of liberal thought, namely that states will seek security 

and will react promptly to the anarchy found in the international system they are in.  
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Furthermore, both countries took measures against one another and suspended their 

bilateral meetings after the incident took place. Thus, in the states’ recent past, there has been an 

important event highlighting that interdependence between two states promote peace (Keohane 

and Nye, 2012) is not always the case, but it does not mean that the states will engage in an armed 

conflict.  

The material presented in the section 5.2 of the Analysis revealed that China and Japan 

backed down from further cooperation, despite still being two economic interdependent states. 

Nonetheless, in this case, China and Japan demonstrated that even a small-scale incident could 

bring in the insecurity and threats to the sovereignty of the state. Still, liberal thought is still valid 

when taking into account one aspect of the relations of China and Japan following the 2010 

incident.  

For instance, Japan’s identity as a peaceful state is preserved in the outcome of the incident. 

Despite perceiving this incident as a conflict, the data shows that Japan’s reaction was not focused 

on previous nationalist ideals and troubled history issues, which indicates the change in Japan’s 

behaviour for the concerned time. Its external actions have not been violent or connected with 

using military force, reinforcing the identity Japan has been shaping for itself since the aftermath 

of the Second World War, and also providing an example of liberal values.13 

 

The second event examined portrays another turning point in Sino-Japanese relations, as 

the states had opposing views about the disputed territory. Two years after the trawler collis ion, 

Japan’s decision to nationalise three of the disputed islands put another yet strain on the already 

troubled relations. In this case, liberal interdependent theory failed to account for the arising 

security tensions between China and Japan. It could be considered as one limitation of this theory 

and applying it to this case, as it could not predict the change in Japan’s actions. Following the 

Japanese nationalisation of the islands, the Chinese’ government called the incident as a serious 

conflict. Furthermore, while looking at the broader picture, such actions are slowing down the 

process of the development of a regional security community.  

 

 The third event, namely China’s declaration of an Air Defense Identification Zone comes 

as a consequence of the 2012 Japanese nationalisation of the disputed islands. The textual analys is 

of the data revealed that China follows the usual narrative of blame put on Japan, as well as its 

perception of Japan as the “aggressive” state, which represents a security threat for China’s 

territories.  

                                                 
13 See section 5.2.1.b on page 24. 
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By taking this move, China is continuously enforcing its identity as a well-established powerful 

state14. On the other hand, Japan responded rather peacefully to the matter, by diplomatica l ly 

denouncing China’s action, yet without announcing any counter-measures against it.  

Hence, this was a different response compared to the last event, which indicates that Japan can 

easily return to its “peaceful state” identity15. The data showed that the major concern in Sino-

Japanese relations following the 2013 event was either blaming the other part involved, or 

opposing and protesting the actions. Under these circumstances, strong cooperation is taken aback, 

and once again the territorial dispute portrays Sino-Japanese relations as troubled and in need of 

reaching an agreement on the dispute. However, the two states did not stop bilateral relations or 

imposed any sanctions, which proves that China did not act in accordance to the emergence of an 

alternative global order. The constant talks and economic ties between China and Japan will be 

discussed below, taking into account newer material. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
14 See section 5.2.3a on page 28. 
15 See section 5.2.3b on page 29. 
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5.4 Recent developments in Sino-Japanese relations  
 
 

Throughout 2017 and the beginning of 2018, there were important events related to Sino-

Japanese relations and East Asian regional integration, for instance governmental talks and 

meetings, or even summits which discuss regional cooperation and the future of Sino-Japanese 

relations. Thus, key texts were analysed in order to examine the most recent patterns of Sino-

Japanese relations, as well as obtain an updated perspective over what is happening within East 

Asia16.  

Moreover, 2018 is an important year to observe Sino-Japanese relations, as it marks the 

40th anniversary of the signing of China-Japan Treaty of Peace and Friendship17. Understanding 

this is crucial for the next part of the analysis, which deals with applying the security community 

framework, given the current Sino-Japanese relations. 

 
 
 
5.4.1 China’s view 
 

Among the themes regarding the future developments of Sino-Japanese relations, China is 

stressing the cooperation between the two countries as being crucial to the regional stability.  

Secondly, mentions of mutual trust and mutual benefits/gains are common as well. On third 

position is the concept of peaceful change (which is adapted from a regional security point of 

view). The peaceful change refers to the security of the region and dealing with security threats 

such as North Korea18. 

These results were found especially after the consultations with Japan that took place in 

relation to the Maritime Affairs (December 2017), as well as after the meeting of Chinese President 

Xi Jinping and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in Vietnam (November 2017).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
16 See MOFAJ, 2017a; MOFAJ, 2017b and MOFAPRC, 2017a. 
17 See MOFAJ, 2018 and MOFAPRC, 2018. 
18 See MOFAPRC, 2017b. 
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 Chinese 2017-2018 reports on meetings with Japan 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

5.4.2 Japan’s view 
 

For Japan, in a similar manner as China, mutual trust and mutual gains matter. Emphasis 

is put on cooperation, economic partnership and mutual benefits. Likewise, the alliance and 

strategic benefits of the states was mentioned as well. At the beginning of 2017, the Chinese and 

Japanese Foreign Ministries met and emphasised that the year marked the 45th anniversary of the 

normalisation of diplomatic relations between Japan and China, thus the improvement of relations 

stays under the concept of a “Mutually Beneficial Relationship Based on Common Strategic 

Interests”19. At the end of 2017, both states met at the Japan-China Summit Meeting, and the 

Japanese Prime Minister emphasised the importance of strengthening economic cooperation, 

people-to-people exchanges, as well as the denuclearisation of the Korean Peninsula, which is seen 

as a shared goal of both states20. 

                                                 
19 See MOFAJ, 2017a. 
20 See MOFAJ, 2017b. 
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 Japanese 2017-2018 reports on meetings with China  

 

 

  
 

 

The recent events from the end of 2017 and beginning of 2018 portray the two states as 

ready for cooperation and certainly open for dialogue. This gives hope for the development of a 

security community; however, there are other factors to be discussed in order to complete the 

picture. The following part will bring in the application of the security framework, by discussing 

the characteristics and tiers of it in relation to the case. Thus, the appliance of this framework will 

be tested. The final remarks in relation to the emergence of a stronger cooperation between the 

two states, and the development of a secure East Asian region will be discussed at the end of the 

analysis. 
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5.5 Part II: The security framework applied 
 
 
5.5.1 Characteristics 
 
 According to Adler and Barnett, a security community has three main characteristics. The 

first one, the members of the community need to have shared values, identities, and meanings 

(Adler and Barnett, 1998:31). Applied to Sino-Japanese relations, it is safer to say that certainly, 

based on the previous studies mentioned in the literature review, and perceptions of one another, 

the shared identities are not characteristics of the states. However, according to the codes from the 

recent developments in the relations (2017-2018), the shared values have a high frequency, which 

gives hope that in the future, the identities and meanings will reflect these values. Shared values 

include the given categories of working towards a strong economic cooperation, maintain mutual 

trust and benefits. 

The second characteristic of a security community is that those in the community have 

many direct-sided and direct relations; interactions occur in a face-to-face encounter (Ibid: 31). In 

the 2017-2018 section of the analysis, it was found in the materials that both states were having 

constant meetings between their head of states (the President of China and Prime Minister of 

Japan). There was also data discussing the interactions of China and Japan taking place during the 

ASEAN Summits, or the East Asian Summit (including South Korea as a participant). Moreover, 

the material analysed included reports of a number of face-to-face encounters of the Chinese and 

Japanese Ministries of Foreign Affairs.  

 

The third and last characteristic of a security community is that communities exhibit a 

reciprocity that expresses some degree of long-term interest (Ibid: 31). The codes showed a high 

frequency of cooperation and interest in maintaining an open communication and diplomatic 

relations, for instance, the Ministries of Foreign Affairs were congratulating each other with the 

occasion of the 40th year anniversary of the conclusion of the Treaty of Peace and Friendship, 

which took place in January 2018. 

Yet, it is true that during the key events relating to the incidents in the disputed islands, the 

emphasis was rather put on protesting and opposing each other’s actions. Still, the bilateral 

dialogue was kept open and the escalation of conflict was avoided. 
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5.5.2 Tier one – precipitating conditions 
 
 
 The first factor of tier one is a change in technology, followed by demography and the 

environment. Adler and Barnett (1998) believe that all these factors would bring the states together, 

encourage dialogue and regular meetings, thus promoting the establishment of a security 

community. 

It is true that during the past decade, especially China has witnessed a change in technology 

and the environment; however Japan has not changed and kept its characteristics from before.  

In opposition to Adler and Barnett’s view, these changes which are supposed to make states eager 

to form alliances, and have the desire to reduce mutual fear through security coordination, did not 

occur within Sino-Japanese relations. The disputed territory issue was not settled yet. Moreover, 

the events discussed before showed that it is still a key issue in impeding the strengthening of the 

relations. 

  
 
 
5.5.3 Tier two – towards mutual trust and collective identity 
 
 
 The second tier is concerned with factors conducive to the development of mutual trust and 

collective identity. Adler and Barnett define this tier as the moment in which states and their 

peoples have become involved in a series of social interactions that have begun to transform the 

environment in which they are embedded (Adler and Barnett, 1998:39).  

For Sino-Japanese relations, starting with 2010 and up until present, despite the high 

number of social interactions taking place between the two states, the environment in which the 

states conduct their relations was not changed, as proved by the re-occurring disputes taking place 

in the disputed islands. Moreover, the recent data clearly showed that the negative perception of 

one another has not substantially decreased in the past years, thus building mutual trust and 

establishing a peaceful environment is yet to be achieved. 
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5.5.4 Tier three - necessary conditions of dependable expectations of peaceful change 
 
  
 The last tier deals with trust and identity, which are reciprocal and reinforcing: “the 

development of trust can strengthen mutual identification, and there is a general tendency to trust 

on the basis of mutual identification” (Adler and Barnett, 1998:46). Identity is defined here as “the 

understanding of oneself in relationship to others” (Ibid: 46). 

 As mentioned before, the literature view deals with the questions of identity and 

perceptions of one another in Sino-Japanese relations. It is interesting to realise, that despite of the 

fact that China and Japan do not have a positive mutual identification of each other, they still 

emphasise mutual trust in the governmental speeches and reports. There is clear difference 

between public opinion and public attitudes, and the official view held during bilateral talks and 

meetings. 

 However, it is crucial to keep in mind that the territorial dispute plays a major role in Sino-

Japanese relations as well. As the textual analysis has shown, during moments of conflict and 

crisis, the governments emphasised distrust of each other and even blamed each other for the 

incidents (that is why the number of protests and opposition toward one another was so high) 21. 

Thus, it is difficult to say that between China and Japan there could be an enforcement of trust and 

mutual identification, let alone understanding one another.  

 

 
 
5.5.5 Could a nascent security community form in East Asia? 
 

 The first phase of a security community is the nascent one. It is firstly important to 

understand what are the characteristics needed for the emergence of this phase. The main feature 

is that the governments do not explicitly seek to create a security community. However, they begin 

to consider how they might coordinate their relations, in order to increase their mutual security 

(Adler and Barnett, 1998:50). Besides, they start to encourage further exchanges and interactions. 

Additionally, various diplomatic, bilateral or multilateral exchanges are expected to take place 

(Ibid: 50). 

Based on this, are China and Japan moving towards a nascent security community, thus 

starting the formation of a security community in East Asia? Certainly, China and Japan had a 

turbulent history, yet they made noticeable progress in the normalisation of relations, and both 

states claim to be working together for creating a stable and a peaceful region.  

                                                 
21 See pages 23-30 and 34-35 for the graphics. 
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Considering the discussions so far, there is evidence for constant coordination of relations and a 

high number of interactions which took place between the two states during the past decade.  

 According to the framework, in a security community the members need to recognise or 

discover that they have joint interests which require collective action, and can mutually benefit 

from some modest coordination of security policies (Ibid: 50). In East Asia, that is what happens 

when it comes to external actors. For instance, in the case of the North Korean threat, China and 

Japan have better coordinated their security policies, however, in other aspects, they do not show 

interest for maintaining a security cooperation.  

Given the ongoing territorial disputes and their response to it (as shown in the graphics 

before), it is rather difficult to see that China and Japan would start coordinating their security 

policies more in the future (or at least, not when it comes to the disputed Senkaku/Diaoyu islands 

or the East China Sea area). The past eight years have served as a proof that, although the states 

are highly interested in economic cooperation, going to the next level of benefitting from the 

security policies is more difficult than expected. Thus, coming back to the second research 

question, East Asian security is highly dependent on Sino-Japanese relations, and forming a 

nascent security community in the present remains a challenge which both states should complete. 
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5.6 Part III: Reflecting on the findings - stronger cooperation or prolonged 
sourness? 
 
 
 The case of Sino-Japanese relations is unique and not ceasing to surprise. Throughout the 

textual analysis of relevant materials for the dynamics of relations, it was found that during times 

of crisis, the general governmental reaction to one another was emphasising blaming the adversary 

and opposing/protesting its actions. Especially for China, sovereignty and the territorial integr ity 

are embedded in the national identity, thus the government did not cease to mention these facts 

while discussing with Japan. On the other hand, Japan was more ‘neutral’ in making use of the 

history issues and its national identity, but nonetheless constantly protested and opposed China’s 

actions.  

 More recent data regarding the bilateral relations of China and Japan shows that both states 

have a high interest in keeping their economic partnership and cooperation, as well as enhancing 

their mutual trust and benefits between each other22. This confirms that the liberal approach is 

rather useful in order to examine Sino-Japanese relations today, and offers important theoretica l 

insight into how the two states responded to the past security incidents on the islands. 

 

As far as the research questions are concerned, the first one, “How does the 

Senkaku/Diaoyu islands dispute affect modern Sino-Japanese relations, particularly in the 

security sphere?” can be answered by taking into account the previous discussion of the theoretica l 

framework applied to the data. Firstly, it can be said that the issue of the territorial dispute remains 

actual in Sino-Japanese relations, and its solution is yet to be seen. Secondly, there have been 

visible attempts at economic cooperation; however, despite all these meetings and speeches about 

having a strong cooperation and better communication, the two states do remain affected by this 

issue. The narratives of the past and questions of national identity are also present when it comes 

to modern-day Sino-Japanese relations, which indicates that in the present moment it can be 

challenging to develop strong cooperation in all fields, but certainly not impossible, as the more 

recent data showed. 

As for the second research question of the thesis, “How can we understand the East Asian 

regional security, based on Adler and Barnett’s security framework?”, it can be noticed that this 

territorial dispute directly affects the establishment of a more secure region, thus impeding the 

development of a security cooperation for the time being.  

                                                 
22 See 5.2.5 section 
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The aim is not to compare the East Asian region with other areas in the world with a 

stronger security cooperation, but to look at the East Asian region through IR theoretical lenses 

that relate to the connection of an economic and a security cooperation. It is crucial to understand 

that a security community forms rather slowly. Thus, even if the territorial dispute between China 

and Japan is still not solved, this does not mean that the region does not have any potential to 

evolve into a security community which respects liberal and democratic values and promotes 

stability. 

 Coming back to the Adler and Barnett’s (1998) framework, for a security community (even 

in the nascent phase), it is necessary to coordinate the security policies. This does not yet happen 

in Sino-Japanese relations, given the number of incidents and measures that the states engage in 

within the disputed islands. Therefore, even if there is potential for a security community 

developing, as of 2018, a compromise between China and Japan regarding the disputed islands is 

yet to be reached. Nonetheless, the relations are subject to changing in the future, as the bilateral 

exchanges and communication between China and Japan is still frequent. 
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6. Conclusion 
 

In this last part of the paper, a summary of the findings will be given, followed with re-

stating the choices made in relation with the theoretical framework and the method of the study. 

Furthermore, the author will state the implications of the findings for the central puzzle and for the 

argument guiding the paper.  

 

 
6.1 Research puzzle revisited 
 

The research puzzle of the thesis outlines liberal theory’s incapacity in explaining that 

China-Japan relations have worsened instead of improving, despite the liberal beliefs that 

economic ties make relations between two states prone to cooperation and stability. This serves as 

a starting point in the examination of current Sino-Japanese relations and their security dynamics. 

As the research questions of the study deal with the study of bilateral relations and their 

implications for East Asian security, it was necessary to include numerous investigations dealing 

with different aspects of the Sino-Japanese relations. These investigations were helpful for setting 

a foundation meant for analysing the territorial dispute, which is not yet solved, and implic it ly 

modern Sino-Japanese relations, which remain problematic.  

Previous literature on the topic identified the state of Sino-Japanese relations today. In like 

manner, it brought up recent literature regarding the Senkaku/Dioayu islands territorial dispute. 

Furthermore, it provided insights into the current East Asian security order, while pointing out to 

the gap in research and undefined results of the studies. 

In the light of these findings, it was acknowledged that these studies invite for further 

research, as they lack complete explanations of such a complex topic. Coming back to the research 

questions, the thesis used an IR theoretical approach for the case, and applied a security framework 

for a more in-depth analysis. Moreover, it made use of a method which allowed for investigat ions 

of the most recent events affecting Sino-Japanese relations, from a security point of view. 

The theoretical framework first started with introducing some central aspects of the liberal 

theory. Since the topic of research was connected with security issues, the theoretical continued 

with introducing a security approach, which proposed a security community framework that was 

used to examine China and Japan as the two main actors of the region, and implicitly East Asia in 

terms of becoming a more secure region.  
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The thesis’ method consisted in a case study involving a qualitative textual analysis. The 

data collection implied different types of sources, coming from the official websites of the Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs of China and Japan. Moreover, the research was set to a specific timeframe, 

when events that impacted regional security and the territorial dispute happened. These events 

were found to be relevant for the study, as they generated responses from both states. Still, more 

recent data (from 2017 and the beginning of 2018) was collected and analysed, in order to have a 

more extensive and updated view of the topic. 

Primarily, the thesis’ aim was to draw new insights into Sino-Japanese relations, while 

ensuring of taking into account already existing research on the topic. As the textual analysis of 

important transcripts and coding the materials is a powerful tool of finding patterns in research, 

the method of this thesis dealt with examining relevant sources from which insights on the issue 

could be drawn. Equally important was that the material is as diverse as possible, in order to be 

connected to the previous literature, and the chosen theoretical approaches as well. 

When it comes to the analysis, the results can be summarised as follows. From the Chinese 

perspective, throughout the three events impacting regional security, the patterns of the texts have 

shown that China has mostly blamed Japan for the Senkaku/Diaoyu islands conflict/incident, as 

well as mentioning the former history issues and the status of territorial integrity of these islands. 

On the other hand, Japan showed more emphasis on the protest/opposing category, being equally 

concerned about the conflict/incident taking places in the disputed islands. However, the 2017-

2018 results showed that both states are eager to keep cooperating, especially in the economic 

sphere, and are interested in regional integration and developing their mutual trust and benefits. 

Thus, coming back to the security community framework, it was found that a security community 

has potential to develop, given the states’ long-term mutual interest in keeping dialogue and 

enhancing the economic partnership. Nevertheless, there is still too little progress in the security 

relations, given the fact that the territorial dispute between China and Japan is yet to be fixed. 

 

6.2 Final remarks 
 

Perhaps it is reasonable to conclude that, given the results of the research, China and Japan 

will not become better security allies or the strongest partners in the future; however, it is not 

impossible that an improvement will take place either. Despite of the multitude of studies showing 

the factors of enmity between them, and the findings showing that the states have mostly negative 

perceptions of one another, there is also evidence of improvement and strong desire for keeping 

the bilateral communications active, which should be taken into account. 
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The thesis aimed at giving an extensive view of Sino-Japanese relations and their security 

issues, yet, it faced a number of limitations concerning the time-span and the analysis of the 

material. The three events and the selected material is without doubt relevant for the dynamics of 

Sino-Japanese relations, however, there is certainly more relevant data to be examined, thus further 

research of this issue is necessary. Still, given international relations’ emergence as a field of study 

meant to shed light into states’ interaction and aiming, among others, to prevent conflict between 

them, the present research of Sino-Japanese relations and the East Asian regional security is 

contributing to the richness of this field and of this topic. 

To conclude, the thesis’ results contribute to IR scholarship by providing an understand ing 

of two states’ relations with a different method, and dealing with relevant material from both states. 

Furthermore, the present thesis follows an international relations’ theory appliance into ongoing 

cases of state bilateral relations. Therefore, it represents a step towards finding new insights into 

East Asian regional security, a region of great interest for scholars worldwide. 
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