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China, India and Japan are the main military powers of East and South Asia1. For this 

reason, it is essential to monitor the overall quality and specific military capabilities of these 

nations, evaluating at the same time the existence and the strategic impact of any cooperative 

agreements they may have signed or any other particularly project. 

As always, the country that is generating more concern is the People's Republic of China. 

The most important initiative to enhance the modernization of the Chinese armed forces are not 

linked to appropriations, rather to actual technological and operational capacity improvements that 

the country has recently managed to achieve. 

The latest report published by the DIA (Defense Intelligence Agency) in the United States is 

very clear in this regard: the vast modernization effort, which includes the launch of China’s first 

independently developed aircraft carrier in 2019, the continuous development of the Xiang Hong 

20 and the emphasis placed on the professionalization of national land forces, has produced "a 

robust and lethal force with capabilities that span the air, sea, space and information sectors that 

can help China impose its will in the region"2. 

This does not mean that Beijing has achieved a military capacity comparable to that of 

Washington. However, there are areas where the former may soon exceed the latter. The first is 

that of hypersonic weapons, and in particular with regard to hypersonic sliding vehicles for ballistic 

missiles. Also, China is already the leader in precision attack capabilities, particularly with medium 

and long-range ballistic missiles. Finally, the country excels in the development of anti-satellite 

capabilities, in particular satellite jammer, direct energy weapons, kinetic energy weapons, and 

dual-use technologies for orbit use. 

Another very interesting element of the US report is the comment on China's confidence in 

the actual capabilities of its armed forces. If on the one hand it is true that the Chinese army has 

never tested its army, therefore it cannot be sure that its existing capacity can be translated into a 

real strategic advantage in the field, what the American analysis highlights is the increased 

confidence of People's Liberation Army generals in the effectiveness of the army. This new trust is 

worrying Washington for two reasons. First, because it represents a new element compared to the 

past. Second, it could become a good trigger to convince Beijing to test its men, maybe in Taiwan, 

given the exponential growth of pro-annexation rhetoric recorded in recent times3. 

As for strategic collaborations, China continues to be very selective and to prefer national 

tests and experiments. At the same time, the country is becoming more active in exporting its 

military capabilities, especially to countries where it is trying to strengthen the image of China as a 

reliable and competitive partner. Finally, Beijing has been intensifying the use of national 

intelligence forces to collect precious secret information needed to reduce the technological 

capacity gap that continues to distance it from the United States4. 

 

Over the last few years, Japan has also shown a clear interest in changing its current 

approach to defense. The country is bound by its own constitution (Art.9), imposed by the 

American occupation forces at the end of the Second World War, to renounce the idea of disposing 

of an autonomous Army. The country has, instead, a “Self-defence force” who is restrained from 
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conducting offensive operations. The offensive capacity is granted to American troops that are still 

stationed in the territory. The Shinzo Abe government has worked hard to revive the debate on the 

need to abandon this anachronistic model to allow Japan to equip itself with efficient and 

competitive armed forces. Unfortunately, this change continues to be opposed by a pacifist civil 

society. However, their attitude is neglecting the negative impact of Art.9 on Japan's security 

considering the existence of crucial external strategic threats: the military strengthening of China 

and its growing assertiveness on the whole Asian territory, and the less credible US commitment to 

military support Japan in case of crisis, especially during the Trump administration5.  

Japan finds itself in a very singular situation such that it cannot afford to reform the 

Constitution by proposing the repeal of Article 9, but it may try to give the current self-defence 

forces "an offensive posture" to cope with the challenges coming from a region that is becoming 

more and more unstable6. 

There are four policies confirming this orientation. First, the country will invest 245 billion 

dollars in the defense sector over the next five years, 11 percent more than in the previous five 

years. This investment corresponds to 1% of the national GDP, and exceeds what France and 

England normally spend on defense7. Second, Tokyo is trying to acquire offensive capabilities. It is 

developing a maritime attack force, building an aircraft carrier, buying 147 F-35s, acquiring carriers 

that can reach long distances, and developing JASSM-ER, a cruise missile that can be fired from a 

warplane and can travel over 900 km, which is the distance that separates Okinawa from 

Shanghai. Third, the Air Force has allocated $ 240 million to invest in monitoring satellites and 

space probes. Researchers such as Paul Kallender and Christopher Hughes have calculated that 

this investment advertised as "dual-use" generates a further 10 percent increase in the overall 

defense budget8. Finally, over the course of five years, Tokyo has set itself the goal of enhancing 

its cyber-security capabilities, and in particular cyber-offensive capacity, but no budget for this 

project has yet been confirmed. What is certain is that this development will further increase the 

overall defense budget. Regarding Japan strategic alliances, despite the difficulties that have 

emerged over the last few months, Tokyo main partner remains Washington9.  

India is another special case. Despite its enormous number of personnel, the Indian army 

suffers from a profound lack of funds and capacities in relation to equipment and investments10. 

Accordingly, despite Modi aggressive tones and military posture, it is realistic to imagine that there 

will be very few changes in terms of national military choices and capabilities in the years to come. 

 At the beginning of February, the government announced a defense budget of about $ 

42 billion (whose majority has been allocated for the Air Force). This budget was explicitly linked to 

the need to cope with "border threats and any other strategic problems". However, this is a budget 

only slightly higher than the one that has been allocated before. Therefore, it remains largely 

insufficient to even trigger the modernization process the Indian Army urgently needs11.                       
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The extreme backwardness of Indian military capabilities is inevitably downsizing the real impact of 

Modi's nationalist discourse on the entire region12.  
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