JAPAN’S AND CHINA’S PERCEPTIONS OF
THE SOVIET MILITARY “THREAT”
AND THEIR DIFFERENCES
—_ With Special Reference to the Afghan Incident, 1979 —

Ryo Ota

I Introduction

This paper aims to analyze the Japanese and Chinese™ perception of
the Soviet military “threat” and thefr differences through a case étudy on
their respective behavior after the Afghan incident of December 1979.

Here, perception means definition of situation® Perception is nct
equivalent to image though they are highly related® Threat, in this
paper, is defined as: perceived or objectively existing signs of danger
and trouble!

Japan and China, at the beginning of 1970s, seemed to have a similar
perception toward the USSR, China, perceiving an increasing threat from
the USSR after the Soviet military intervention in Czechoslovakia in
August 1968 and a series of Sino-Soviet border conflicts, made a drama-
tic turn to the United States in 1971. Only seven months after the
Sino-American Joint Communique of February 1972, Japan’s Prime
Minister Kakuei Tanaka visited Beijing and issued .the Sino-Japanese
Joint Communique in September 1972, Though Japan's decision to
shake hands with the PRC was not a consequence of her prudent calcu-
lation over her strategic situation in the world system, it certainly pushed
Japan to lean to the PRC in the Japan-China-Russia triangle,

Japan and China, when they signed the Sino-Japanese Peace and
Friendship Treaty in August 1978, seemingly had a similar, if not iden-
tical, stance in their relationship with the USSR, which was strengthened
by the subsequent Sinoc-American normalization in January 1979. The
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second clause of the treaty, the so-called “anti-hegemonism™ clause
which the PRC insisted on inserting, has been interpreted to be antago-
nistic to the USSR though the Japanese government denied its anti-
Soviet intention by inserting the third clause which claims that the treaty
is not against any third country — the USSR¥

China’s approach to Japan did not stop only in the dlplomatlc milieu
but extended to the military milieu as well.

Su Yu, the Vice-Minister of Defense in the PRC, remarked that Japan
could strengthen her defense and increase her defense budget in his talk
with Hisao Iwajima, a member of the National Defense College of the
Agency of Defense, in March 11, 1980 Wu Xiuqian, the Vice-Chief of
the General-Staff of the People’s Liberation Army, stated that Japan
could increase her defense budget from. the 0.9% level of her GNP to a
2% level, to Yasuhiro Nakasone, a leader of the Liberal Democratic
Party, in April 29, 1980; and Hua Guofeng, the Premier, emphasized to
him that Japan should strengthen her air force to maintain her security,
in April 30,7 1980" China in 1980 supported Nakasone whom she had
criticized as being a leader of Japan’s militarism in 1970.

The subsequent behavior of the two nations, however, shows a widen-
ing differences in their Soviet policy. Generally, Japan has become more
antagonistic to the USSR while China slowly but steadily reduced the
existing tension between China and Russia® Japan decided to partici-
pate in the economic sanctions against the USSR though, as a result,
Japan would have to sacrifice her economic interest™ Japan took mea-
sures to reduce the governmental interaction between Japan and the
USSR, to put restrictions on the export of strategic and technological
goods to the USSR, and to put a check on credit loans for the Siberian
development.

China, in contrast, though 'postponed by the ocutbreak of the Afghan
war, has had talks on the Sino-Soviet rapprochement, one in October
1982 in Beijing and again in March 1983 in Moscow, between China’s
Vice-Minister of Foreign Affairs, Qian Qichen and its Soviet counterpart,
Leonid Ilyichev®

In addition, China did not protest against the Soviet deployment of
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§S-20 in the Far East, which is generally considered to be a serious
threat to both Japan and China, while the Japanese government repeated-
ly protested to the Soviet government!

Facing similar military threat from the USSR and holding tentatively
similar stance in world -politics, why and how are these differences
made? This is the major point to be analyzed, and this paper focuses
mainly on how, More theoretically, how are these differences in outputs
created between Japan and China in spite of similar inputs being made?
To answer this question the intervening variables should be analyzed.
Among various intervening variables such as domestic politics and inter-
national politics (these can be called environmental variables), the per-
ception of decision-makers has the top priority to be analyzed since it is
the decision-makers who in actuality produce the policy-outputs; and it
is the perception which to the largest extent and most directly controls
the decision-makers’ options on security mattérs whose objective evalua-
tion is most difficult. It is not the attributes of the international systemn
nor pressure -of domestic groups which directly define decisions over
national security®

Hereafter, the term, decision-makers in Japan, denotes leaders of the
LDP, bureaucrats of the government, mainly of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs (the MFA) and the Agency of Defense (or the Defense Agency;
the AD or the DA), and those financial leaders who have influence over
security issues™ This paper focuses on the former two actors, and the
role and significance of the financial leaders in security matters will be
analyzed in a future study because politicians and bureaucrats are more
influential than economic leaders on military security issues, China’s
decision-makers means: a group of leaders of the Communist Party in
China (the CPC), bureaucrats of the State Council, and the military
leaders of the PLA.

In making an analysis on the perception of the decision-makers, we
assume that it is possible to find 2 tendency and patterns in their *collec-
tive’® perception, although we do admit that as aggregates of individual
perceptions, there certainly exist differences at the individual level™

As for threat, it consists of at least two elements — capability and in-
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tention (or strategy) of the attacker®™ The intention of the USSR, or
the perception of Soviet intention, should be primarily analyzed since in-
tention of the USSR is more difficult for decision-makers of Japan and
China to estimate than the Soviet military and economic capability to

attack these countries. This paper, regarding threat as an entity, will
analyze iis existence and level.

H Existence of the Soviet Military *Threat”

The question is: do the decision-makers in Japan and China see the
USSR as a threat to their countries? The answer is yes, Both Japan and
China have the perception that the USSR is a threat to their security.
Ohira’s administrative speech in 1980 (see note 9) assumed the existence
of the Soviet threat to Japan. The succeeding Prime Minister Zenko
Suzuki generally restrained himself from referring to the Soviet threat
because he was too much involved with the factional politics within the
LDP for conducting the policy making. Nakasone, who was appointed to
be the Prime Minister in Novemnber 1982, remarked in the Standing Com-
mittee for the Budget of the House of Representatives that Marxism isa
philosophy of power and that the USSR has been increasing its military
force in Burope and in the Far East, so that we cannot help but choose
the policy of deterrence and balance of power® Since both deterrence
and balance of powet presume the equilibrium of mutual threat among
countries, his remark apparently assumes that the USSR is a threat to
Japan. '

Bureaucrats in the government also see the USSR as a threat to Japan.
Hiroaki Fujii, a member of the Asian Bureau of the MFA, pointed out
that the USSR is the cause of instability in Asia — the confrontation in
the Korean Peninsula, Vietnam’s military intervention in Cambodia and
Soviet military reinforcement in Asia' Akitane Kiuchi, the Director
of the Asian Affairs Bureau, supported Fujii’s view on the USSR™ The
Agency of Defense also perceives the Soviet military threat. The Defense
White Paper in 1980 asserted that the USSR was a major threat te
Japan’s security. This was the first time that the Agency, in its Paper,
referred to the USSR as a threat to Japan™ Soichird Ito, the Director-
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General (Minister of State) of the AD, remarked that Japan should pay
attention to the Soviet increasing military presence in Asia in order to
maintain Japan’s security ™
China’s decision-makers apparently see the USSR as one of the major
threats to China. However, on the significance of the Soviet threat, dif-
ferent opinfons among leaders are observed. For example, Hu Yaobang,
the General Secretary of the CPC, asserted that the two super-powers,
both the US and the USSR, are the major threat to world peace [and to
the security of China} in his speech at the Twelfth Party Congress” Hu
perceived that China was threatened not only by the USSR but alse by
the US. Hua Guofeng, in contrast, asserted that the major threat was from
the USSR. However, neither Hua nor Hu denied the USSR as a threat to
China, in spite of their different assessments on the significance of the
Soviet threat.

I Level of Threat

Both Japan and China perceive the existence of the Soviet military
threat, but their perceived levels of threat are far from similar. General-
ly, Japan perceives an increasing threat from the USSR while China
perceives a decreasing threat. Japan, seeing the Soviet construction of
military bases in the Kurile Islands in the late 1978, which Japan claims
to be her own territory, has already become antagonistic to the USSR.
The Afghan incident was the turning point of Japan’s Soviet policy. In
1979, before the incident, the Japanese government still hesitated to take
less friendly measures to the USSR. It only protested to the Soviet
government through a diplomatic channel twice in 1979 — on February
5 and on October 2 The Afghan crisis triggered a series of Japan’s
antagonistic behavior against the USSR, The Minister of Foreign Affairs,
Sunao Sonocda, did not refer to the territory issue between Japan and
the USSR in his speech at the General Assembly of the United Nations in
September 19792 but a year later, he criticized Soviet’s behavior in
the Kurile Islands™ This was the first time that the Japanese govern-
ment publicly referred to the territory issue and criticized the USSR in
the United Nations,
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The AD stressed the increasing Soviet military threat to Japan, point-
ing out her military activities in the Kurile IAsIandsfla

The MFA perceives increasing threat from the USSR, too. Kiuchi re-
marks that [not only in Europe, but also] in the Far East, Soviet military
presence has become too powerful, and to make matters worse, it seems
to keep its pace and never stops® Waga Gaiko no Kinkyo (usually
translated as The Blue Book), whose content was agreed upon in
the Cabinet meeting in August 1980, waived the term “all-direction
diplomacy”” (or “omni-direction diplomacy™) which had been a theoreti-
cal framework for the expected negotiation with the Soviets over the
peace treaty and the northern territory issue. The strategy of “all-
direction diplomacy™ was already being criticized by the LDP in 1979 as
being practically impossible to carry out®  The ending of “all-
direction diplomacy” seems to show Japan’s theoretical turnabout to
the Western bloc® though Japanese officials recognized a perception
gap within the Western: bloc, particularly between Japan and the United
States, over the sigﬁificance of the Soviet threat®

The ‘evaluation of decreasing threat from the USSR is, to a certain
extent, a political necessity for China to promote her economic construc-
tion. Evaluation of the Soviet military threat is deeply related to the
distribution of her limited resources between two major national pur-
poses — economic construction and military security. The decisions on
limiting resources between them can be made only after China maintains
a-certain level of security, but threat is a vague entity that the decision
cannot be made with a perfect rationality. Also, there is no objective
standard of minimum security, Here, factional -and organizational
politics is introduced into the decision process™

The difference is observed between military leaders of the PLA and
presumably non-military analysts of the CPC over the Soviet military
threat. Generally, military leaders emphasized the danger of war and
perceived the consistency of Soviet’s military policy® Information
analysts, in contrast, stressed the shortcomings and weakpoints of the
military force and economy of the USSR, and were relatively prudent on
the evaluation of the Soviet threat. On the consistency of Soviet’s policy,



Japan, China, and the Soviet Threat 71

they denied the existence of “time-scheduled” strategy ™

Political leaders such as Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang saw a de-
creasing threat from the USSR¥ but there is no evidence that their
evaluation of decreasing threat of the Soviet Union is approved by
the majority of the leaders of the CPC, PLA, and the State Council.

IV Intention of the USSR

The Japanese leaders, generally, perceive the Soviet external policy,
which can be called her intention, to be expansionistic, and believe
that the Soviets will not stop their expansion policy.

MFA has the perception that the Soviet Union is trying to isolate
the US in international politics®

AD has a similar perception to that of the MFA. The Defense White
Paper 1982 asserts that the Soviet Union intends to divide the Western
bloc by her “peace offensive.”® It also asserts that the Soviets have
the perception that a war [the world war] is inevitable so long as im-
perialism exists in -the world, and that the USSR considers the military
power as its indispensable means for carrying out her defense and
external policy™

The LDP has a sophisticated analysis on the driving force behind the
Soviet expansionistic policy. They assert that.the Soviet external policy
has been shaped mainly by three factors — the momentum of the Soviet
bureaucracy, unsatisfied desire for her national security, and her in-
feriority complex toward Western Europe #

China’s perception of the Soviet intentions, entangled with her assess-
ment of the Soviet military and economic capability, will be analyzed
in another paper. Generally, Chinese leaders seem to believe that the
domestic problems in the Soviet Union will make her become less expan-
sionistic in the future.

V Discussion and Concluding Remarks

This paper, so far, concentrates on the comparison of Japan’s and
China’s perceptions of the Soviet military threat, assuming that their dif-
ferent perceptions can be analyzed in a parallel manner. The assumption
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of a perfect parallel was necessary to have only a minimum number of
analytical concepts and to keep the Occam’s razor sharp with a risk of
making an analytical deviation. Here, influence of domestic politics and
international politics on their perceptions of the Soviet threat will be
briefly discussed to minimize the deviation of the analysis,

Among Japan’s domestic factors relevant to the issue of the Soviet
threat, “ukei-ka” (leaning to the right) may be most important. Ukei-ka
represents an aspect of Japan’s desire to recover the autonomy as a
nation lost by her defeat in the Second World War. As the first step of
the recovery, it is requested that her national security be maintained in
diplomatic and military manners. National security as a political issue
has been a taboo because it has often been associated with her militarism
in the past. Emphasis on increasing threat from the USSR, in part, is a
political necessity for justifying Japan’s internal ukei-ka. In practical
politics, it functions to justify the increase of her defense budget.

In international milieu, Japan faces pressure from the NATO countries
to increase her defense budget and assume her responsibility as a member
of the Western bloc® However, the Japanese government cannot in-
crease her defense budget just because of pressure from the US and West-
ern Europe. Pressure alone is not convincing enough for the Yapanese to
assume responsibility as a member of the developed nations in the West-
ern bloc. The image of Japan threatened by the USSR is employed in
order to warrant such a move, Here, a link between international politics
and domestic politics is observed.

China’s perception of the Soviet military threat should be analyzed
within the multilateral relationships among China, the USSR and the US,
because it has changed primarily as a result of overall assessment of
China’s strategic situation in the Russo-American balance. The Sino-
American rapprochement of 1971-1972 was, to a certain extent, 4 com-
promise between the declining US and the frightened China in the face of
an increasing Soviet threat. Gradual improvement of the Sino-Soviet
relationship in the early 1980s is mainly a result of China’s disillusion-
ment with the utility of the Sino-American rapprochement®

There is a link between China’s diplomatic change and its domestic
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politics. The rapprochement in 1971-1972 was obviously related to the
Lin Biao affairs. China’s concession in the negotiation process of the
Sino-American normalization was initiated by Deng Xiaoping to maintain
his advantage over Hua Guofeng and his supporters in the third plenum
of the Eleventh Central Committee of December 1979 The cooling-
off of the Sino-American relationship, in part, is a reaction of China’s
over-concession to the US. “Perception” of decreasing threat from the
USSR, expressed by the Chinese government, may be a ballon d’essai for
the Sino-USSR rapprochement.

We have thus examined Japan’s and China’s different perceptions of
the Soviet military threat — its existence, levels, and intentions. Both
countries perceive the USSR as their threat, but Japan sees it as increas-
ing while China considers it decreasing, We also have found the critical
influence of domestic politics and international politics to their respec-
tive perception of the Soviet threat.

In conclusion, the assumption of the decision-makers’ perceptions
as an intervening variable must be critically re-examined. In bilateral
relationship between the USSR and China and between Japan and the
USSR, the assumption of their respective perceptions as an intervening
variable is valuable as a working hypothesis, but it loses its validity when
the analytical scope is expanded to include the influence of international
system and of domestic politics, since perception cannot be defined
solely as an intervening variable but has the characteristics of dependent
and independent variables at the same time. At domestic level, perception
of threat is a variable controlled by the decision-makers. On the level of
international politics, more strictly, in the multilateral relations in the
international system, perception of the decision-makers is partly a de-
pendent variable on which decision-makers make their decisions and
partly an independent variable which the world system defines in a very
fuzzy manner.

An analytical concept which has the characteristics of the three
variables at the same time will lose or greatly reduce its analytical utility.
Re-examination and systematic clarification of perception as an analyti-
cal tool is necessary for further analysis, (May 31, 1983)
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Notes

(1)
(2)
(3)

(4)

(5)
(6)
(N
(8)

9

(10)

(11)

(12)
(13}

(14)

(15)
(16)
1mn
(18)

In this paper, China means the People's Republic of China.

Ole Holsti, Richard Brody, and Robert C, North (1969).

Image can be defined as the organized representation of an object.
See Herbert C. Kelman (1965), p. 24. Perception does not neces-
sarily have an orgenized structure of representation while image
must have,

For a detailed discussion on the definition of threat, for instance,
see The Kokusai Mondai [International Affairs] No. 217 (April
1978), the Special Issue on National Security and Economy.
Tomohisa Sakanaka (1978),

Haruo Tobari (1981), p. 94.

Ibid., pp. 94-95.

In terms of “absolute level” of tension, China may still have a
higher tension in the relationship with the USSR than Japan has,
but in terms of the “direction™ of tension vector, China may have
the minusg sign and Japan has the plus sign.

Wage Gaiko no Kinkyo 1981 (usually translated as The Blue Book,
1981), p. 333 of “Prime Minister Ohira’s Administrative Speech,
January 25, 19807,

In 1981, Deng Xiaoping remarked that the Sino-USSR negotiation
over their border is one thing and the Afghan incident is another
thing. (Asahi Evening News December 21, 1981),

Tomoyuki Kojima (1983). And see Special Editorial of the
Renmin Ribao [The People’s Daily] November 1, 1980, and
Ambassador Li Luye’s speech in Geneve in February 1980, (The
Asahi Shimbun [The Asahi Newspaper] February 2, 1980).

The Asahi Shimbun February 19, 1983.

For a discussion of perception as an analytical tool in international
relations, for example, see Robert Jervis (1970).

Ministry of International Trade and Industry is a major organiza-
tional actor in Japan’s security policy in general. However, MITI
secems to remain & minor actor over the specific issue of Soviet
military threat, compared to other economic security-related issues
such as the trade friction with the US and EC, ¢f. The Asahi
Shimbun May 21, 1983, p. 4. '
Different organizational and factional interests, various types of
personalities and beliefs and other seemingly non-political factors
may define the differences of perception of the decision-makers,
Dean G. Pruitt, and Richard C. Snyder (1969), pp. 22-26.

The Asahi Shimbun February 7, 1983.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Japan (b), 1981, pp. 24-25.
Ibid,, 1981, p. 79.
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Agency of Defense, 1982, p. 35.

The Minutes of the Special Committee on National Security, House
of Representatives, January 24, 1982, pp. 1-3, Speech of Soichiro
Ito, the Director-General of the Agency of Defense. However,
some members of the Agency consider that the Pacific Fleet of the
USSR, which is usually thought to be the major threat, does not
constitute Soviet major threat to Japan. See the Minutes of the
Special Committee on National Security, House of Representatives,
April 12, 1982, ¢f. Yonosuke Nagai (1978).

Renmin Ribao September 8, 1982,

MEFA (a) 1980, p. 135,

Ibid., pp. 369-377.

MFA (a) 1981, pp. 399400,

AD, 1982, pp. 28-32, ¢f. the Minutes of the Special Committee on
National Security, House of Representatives, April 12, Speech of
K"6ichi Arai, the Councillor of the Agency of Defense.

MFA (b) 1983, p. 73.

LDP (a) 1979, pp. 12-13,

“All-direction diplomacy™ and “equi-distance diplomacy” are
analytically different concepts — the latter requires Japan’s neutra-
lity in the triangle of the US, China, and the USSR, while the
former does not — but are often used interchangeably. The Docu-
ment of the LDP (a) 1979 (see note 27) criticizes the impractica-
bility of the all-direction diplomacy.

The Asahi Nenkan [ The Asahi Yearbook] 1982, p. 213.

For the discussion on the significance of factional and bureaucratic
politics in China, for example, see Ryo Ota (1981).

For example, see Xu Xiangqian (1977) and Zhang Aiping (1983).
¢f. notes 12-17 of Herbert 8, Yee (1983) and Shipeo Hiramatsu
(1979).

Qi Ya and Zhou Jirong [1981 (a), 1981 (b)], Xing Shugang, Li
Yuhua and Liu Yingna (1983).

For example, Deng Xiaoping (1982), Hu Yaobang (1980; a secret
speech, autumn 1980, The Asahi Shimbun March 21, 1983, p. 6)
MFA (b) 1983, p. 52.

AD 1982, p. 7.

Ibid,

LDP (b} 1979, pp. 22-27. LDP in 1979 already surveyed the
limitation of China’s pro-West policy and the inevitability of the
Sino-USSR rapprochement. Ibid., pp. 40-45,

The Kokusei Nempo [ The International Yearbook], pp. 117-121.
Qi Xin (1983), p. 52.

Haruo Tobari (1983), pp. 81-82, .
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