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LETT RE DU CENTRE ASIE  

Emmanuel  Macron in Japan and 
South  Korea: A Historic Opportunity 
for Euro-Asian  Rapprochement  

 

Marc JULIENNE  

President Emmanuel Macron is touring Japan and 

South Korea at a time when the interests of these three 

countries have never been more aligned, and more broadly 

between Europe and East Asian democracies.  

Triple Strategic Threat 

France, Japan, and South Korea face a triple strategic threat. 

Russia, which poses a threat to Europe’s security, is also a 

destabilizing factor in Asia, especially since the signing of an 

alliance treaty with North Korea in June 2024 and the 

resulting increased military cooperation. The supply of 

North Korean ammunition and troops to Moscow is a 

legitimate concern for South Koreans, who fear that 

North Korean soldiers will gain battlefield experience and that 

the country’s military modernization will accelerate due to 

Russian technology transfers. Furthermore, Russia is 

stepping up joint air and naval patrols with China around 

Japan and strengthening its military presence in the southern 

Kuril Islands, some of which are claimed by Tokyo. This 

dispute, which has been simmering since the late 1990s, has 

been significantly reignited since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

and Tokyo’s diplomatic and humanitarian support for Kyiv.  

China poses a multifaceted risk to both Europeans and Asians. 

Its assertiveness and military expansion in Asia (in the 

South China Sea, the Taiwan Strait, the East China Sea and 

increasingly in the Western Pacific) is a major concern for its 

neighbors, who are seeking to strengthen their military 
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capabilities and defense industries. But China is also a cause for concern 

due to its growing weaponization of trade, particularly through export 

controls on critical minerals, which are crucial for the Japanese and 

South Korean electronics industries. These trade and strategic issues are 

also at the heart of the disputes between the European Union and China, 

compounded by a European trade deficit that is widening at an alarming 

rate, reaching nearly €360 billion in 2025. 

Finally, European North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 

members, Japan, and South Korea (as well as the Philippines) are 

plunged into deep strategic uncertainty regarding their principal ally: 

the United States (US). It is worth recalling that while the US has 

established numerous military bases in Europe and Asia and has 

sheltered its allies under its extended nuclear deterrence, this has 

never been out of charity, but because it saw an interest in containing 

its adversaries (USSR, Russia, North Korea, China) to the extent 

possible and thus protecting its national territory from a potential 

conflict. Donald Trump reverses this logic by arguing that allies free-

ride on American-paid security, a blatant distortion of reality given 

the allies’ financial contributions and their massive purchases of 

American weaponry. In any case, the credibility of US military and 

nuclear support is no longer assured in the eyes of European and 

Asian allies, and the very sustainability of the US commitment to 

NATO is now in question. Beyond security, Donald Trump is also 

attacking the most basic principles of international law: the 

abduction of Nicolás Maduro, the assassination of Ali Khamenei and 

the upheaval of the Middle East, threats to conquer Greenland… 

Similarly, on the trade front, the imposition of sweeping tariffs 

violates and undermines global trade rules. 

Alignment of Euro-Asian Interests  
Toward Strategic Autonomy 

It is therefore a historic moment in which the interests of Europeans 

and East Asian democracies are aligning. Until now, the foreign 

policy of many European countries has been limited to their own 

continent and the US, while Japan and South Korea have been 

focused on East Asia and their American ally. Today, to address the 

respective threats in each of the two regions and in other 
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international crises, such as the current situation in the Middle East, 

Europeans and Asians have an interest in cooperating and 

coordinating. A crisis in one region has consequences on the other 

side of the world. An additional unprecedented opportunity: Japan 

and South Korea, which were held captive by their conflict-ridden 

historical legacy from the first half of the 20th century, began a 

rapprochement in 2023, which is being reinforced under the 

administrations of South Korean President Lee Jae-myung and 

Japanese Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi.  

Today, the concept of “strategic autonomy”—long championed by 

France but viewed with suspicion in Europe and met with only 

moderate interest in Northeast Asia—is beginning to gain consensus. 

Strategic autonomy consists of viewing state sovereignty as 

paramount while acknowledging that absolute independence is 

illusory. Thus, the proliferation of chosen dependencies—in other 

words, bilateral and multilateral cooperation among like-minded 

countries—is the only way for middle powers to avoid becoming 

victims of great-power rivalry. Asians, like Europeans, need to reduce 

their dependencies (on the US, China, and Russia). To do so, they 

must diversify their partnerships. The war in the Middle East and the 

strain on oil and gas supplies are heightening this awareness. 

France is the European country whose diplomatic engagement around 

the world—and particularly in the Indo-Pacific region—is the most 

clear-cut and consistent. This is evidenced by strategic documents, 

military planning laws, naval and air deployments, and presidential 

visits to the region. This is why France can play a leading role in 

bringing Europe and East Asia closer together. President 

Emmanuel Macron’s visit to Japan and South Korea is, moreover, a 

continuation of his proposal to form a “coalition of independents” 

between Europe and the Indo-Pacific, which he called for in May 2025 

at the Shangri-La Dialogue in Singapore and reiterated in Tokyo. 

Areas of Cooperation Between France, Japan,  
and South Korea 

The potential for bilateral cooperation between France and Japan, 

and South Korea, is immense and, frankly, overlooked. Defense is one 

of the key areas for developing this cooperation, whether operational 
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(exercises, joint patrols, coordination, and intelligence) or industrial 

(co-development, co-production), even if competition will naturally 

arise in the latter.  

Beyond defense, middle powers must guard against the technological 

competition between major powers, which is the spearhead of their 

strategic rivalry. Euro-Asian cooperation on standards, production, 

and supply chains is crucial in the fields of processors, memory cards, 

graphics cards, batteries, and data centers, some of whose global 

leaders are based in East Asia (and a few in Europe, such as ASML or 

STMicroelectronics). The refining and recycling of critical minerals, 

essential to all high-tech industries, is an area of cooperation that is 

already fruitful between France and Japan, and holds strong potential 

with South Korea. Another cutting-edge sector, industrial and 

scientific cooperation in the space sector, can be taken much further. 

France possesses significant experience and expertise in the fields of 

space exploration, observation, and communication, areas in which 

Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan are advancing at varying paces.  

Finally, on the trade front, France, Japan, South Korea, as well as all 

of Europe and much of Asia, agree on the importance of rebuilding a 

rules-based international trading system. As France chairs the G7 

with the primary goal of promoting the rebalancing of international 

trade, President Emmanuel Macron’s visit to Japan—a G7 member—

and South Korea—a guest country—is an opportunity to make 

progress on these issues at the highest level, ahead of the Évian 

summit in June. 


