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Between Two Coups succeeds in triangulating 
Turkish foreign policy toward the main issues 
of Syrian domestic and foreign politics in the 
1960s and 1970s. It also opens new avenues of 
research and raises related questions that need 
to be unpacked, such as Turkey’s perception of 
issues like the rise of the Muslim Brotherhood 
insurgency in Syria in the late 1970s, which 
the book touches upon very briefly (p. 419). 

With Between Two Coups, Salık fills a gap in 
the literature of Turkish-Syrian relations and 
offers a detailed account not only for diplo-
matic historians interested in Turkish foreign 
policy and Middle East politics but also for 
political scientists and International Relation 
scholars interested in foreign policy analysis, 
and the impact of coups and domestic politics 
on foreign relations.

Japan’s relations with the Muslim 
world can be traced back to the late 
19th century. The Ottoman Empire 
was the first among Muslim-majority 
states to send a diplomatic mission 
to Japan–the Ertuğrul Frigate. Yet 
the event resulted in a tragedy that 
would serve as a catalyst in the de-
velopment of Japanese-Muslim rela-
tions. Another important event was the Russo-
Japanese War of 1904-1905. In this war, Japan 
obtained an overwhelming victory against the 
Russian Empire. It was the first time an Asian 
nation had defeated an imperial power. Mus-
lim societies all over Asia, especially those 
living under Russian rule, were very satisfied 
with Japan’s victory.1 There was no significant 
dialogue between Japan and the Muslim world 
before the war. Unlike Christianity, Islam had 
never gotten a chance to reach Japan’s borders. 
Nevertheless, downtrodden Muslim societies 
were pleased with Japan’s victory.

The main point Bryan Barber’s Japan’s Rela-
tions with Muslim Asia is built upon is that 

Japan securitizes Islam in a way that 
is very different from practices in 
the West, Russia, or China (pp. 5-8). 
Barber’s argument that Japan takes 
a different approach to Muslim Asia 
is mainly based on two important 
speeches: Foreign Minister Aso Ta-
ro’s 2006 ‘Arc of Freedom and Pros-
perity’ speech and Prime Minister 

Abe Shinzo’s 2016 speech on Asian democ-
racy (pp. 2, 156). While these speeches reflect 
a very important aspect of Japan’s diplomatic 
strategy, it is not clear whether they are vi-
able for Muslim Asia or not. Also, it must be 
stated that Barber uses the term ‘Muslim Asia’ 
mainly to cover most of the Middle East re-
gion plus Turkey and part of Southeast Asia 
(pp. 4-5, 7). As expected, Japan’s engagement 
with Middle Eastern states is the most men-
tioned part of Japanese-Muslim relations. 

Barber argues that Japan’s securitization of 
Islam is mostly based on identity and value-
based politics. But it is not clear how Japan se-
curitizes Islam is different from the practices 

By Bryan Barber
Palgrave Macmillan, 2020, 261 pages, €69.99 (Hardcover), ISBN: 9783030342791

Reviewed by Mustafa Onur Yalçın, Ankara Yıldırım Beyazıt University

Japan’s Relations with Muslim Asia



BOOK REVIEWS

312 Insight Turkey

of other actors around the world. Barber ar-
gues that because of the milieu that links the 
Islamic world to the language of threats, it is 
very hard to engage in normative conversa-
tions about Islam as a religion and Muslims as 
people without thinking about securitization 
(p. 6). However, this finding may not explain 
how Japan securitizes Islam well. Barber ex-
plores how Japan securitizes Islam despite its 
distance and differing religio-cultural prac-
tices (pp. 19-20). To achieve this, Barber se-
lects his cases among the Muslim-majority 
states in Asia, which are mainly located in the 
Middle East and Southeast Asia. His findings 
mostly rely on data sources, such as state-
ments from political leaders, think tanks in 
Japan, and leading Japanese scholars of Islam. 
For instance, the oil crisis and the Iranian 
Revolution, discussed in Chapter 3, serve the 
author’s claim well (pp. 63, 66-76). But these 
cases also can be evaluated as a resource-
scarce state’s multi-directional diplomacy,2 
rather than a value-based or Islam-related ap-
proach. In Chapter 7, Barber addresses sanc-
tions and interventions, claiming that Japan’s 
position on economic sanctions and armed 
interventions in Muslim Asian states is related 
to its values-based diplomacy and securitiza-
tion of Islam (pp. 210-211). But Barber notes, 
Japan’s political engagement with Muslim-
majority states, especially those located in the 
Middle East, is mainly driven by its alliance 
with the U.S. (pp. 186-187). In these cases, Ja-
pan’s diplomatic or political strategy toward 
Muslim Asia does not seem to be highly con-
nected to its own conceptualization of Islam.

All in all, Japan’s Relations with Muslim Asia 
examines what Muslim Asia means to Japan 
in a comprehensive way. The relevant litera-
ture that focuses on Japan’s relations with the 
Muslim world generally tends to be limited 
to a historical perspective. Although it has 
quite interesting origins, this relationship 

has not attracted deserved scholarly atten-
tion from IR scholars. In this sense, Barber’s 
book, based on his doctorate dissertation, is a 
well-designed study that focuses on this issue 
across multiple dimensions. The book con-
tains eight chapters in total. Barber focuses 
on Japan’s relations with Muslim states in Asia 
in terms of identity and values, energy, mar-
kets, aid and development, human rights and 
democracy, interventions, and sanctions. The 
first two chapters mainly focus on how Japan 
conceptualizes Islam. In subsequent chapters, 
Barber examines different aspects of Japan’s 
engagement with Muslim Asia. As he argues 
in the first chapter, Japan’s conceptualization 
of identity, self, and other is a natural conse-
quence of its geographical position. However, 
Japan’s conceptualization of Islam has been 
filtered by other actors (p. 8), but with notable 
exceptions like the oil crisis of 1973, the 1979 
Iranian Revolution, and early interactions in 
the late 19th century. 

To conclude, although Barber’s Japan’s Rela-
tion with Muslim Asia touches on important 
points in Japan’s strategies toward Muslim-
majority states in different dimensions, its 
‘unique’ approach to the securitization of Is-
lam may not be clear. The book is an attempt 
to add a new and fresh perspective to the ex-
isting literature. Its diverse, multi-language 
references will open many paths for further 
research on this topic. Despite its shortcom-
ings, this book is a must-have for anyone in-
terested in Japanese-Muslim relations.
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