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Summary of Thesis 

How can international relations theory best explain the motivation and dynamism behind the 

making of Japan’s foreign and security policy in the twenty-first century?  This research provides 

one answer to this question by examining the policymaking of the Abe administration from 2012 

to 2020 (also known as ‘Abe 2.0’).  It is still theoretically puzzling as to why and how the Abe 

administration could bring about historical changes in Japan’s foreign and security policy.  

Structural realism might attribute such policy shifts to a changing of balance of power.  

Meanwhile, constructivism argues that the changes of domestic identity and norms would matter.  

Although different theories may have some explanatory power, this research argues that none of 

these approaches can solely explain the mechanism of Abe 2.0 foreign and security policy.  

Rather, as argued here, neoclassical realism (NCR) that incorporates domestic factors into a 

systemic analysis can best explain the changes in Japan’s foreign and security policy during Abe 

2.0.  To make this case, this thesis tests a NCR framework in the three exemplary cases of 

Japanese foreign and security policy under Abe 2.0: 1) security policy reforms and alliance 

management with the United States; 2) the management of Japan-China relations; and 3) the 

promotion of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) concept.  Relying principally on Japanese-

language sources and qualitative data, it reveals that domestic factors, especially leader images 

and policymaking processes, played significant roles to translate structural factors, namely the 

rise of China, into specific policy planning and outcomes.  It concludes that while systemic stimuli 

primarily drove Japan’s realist shift in foreign and security policy, domestic intervening variables 

solidified policy agendas and approaches and occasionally moderated policies in a more practical 

rather than strictly realist direction.  

(284 words) 
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Chapter I Introduction 

How can observers best understand the motivation and dynamics behind the making of Japan’s 

foreign and security policy in the twenty-first century?  This research provides one answer to this 

question by examining the case of Abe Shinzo,1 who served as Japanese prime minister from 

December 2012 to September 2020 and made historic changes to Japan’s foreign and security 

policy.   

His longevity in office and the many decisions he made provide a wide range of cases 

for international relations scholars to contemplate.  It is still theoretically puzzling as to why and 

how the second Abe administration (hereinafter referred to Abe 2.0) could bring about so many 

remarkable policy changes and outcomes.  Structural realist perspectives might attribute such 

policy shifts of a single state to systemic changes, especially a changing of balance of power in 

the region and the world.2  Liberalism, which relies on an ‘inside-out’ approach to comprehend 

countries’ foreign policies, gives pride of place to domestic factors, such as institutional 

arrangements or states’ preferences, relegating systemic-level factors to a secondary role.3  

Constructivism highlights ideational factors, including identity and norms, to explain policy 

changes. 4   While having some overlap with liberalism and constructivism, Foreign Policy 

Analysis (FPA) comprehensively investigates actor-specific variables, including personal 

characteristics of individual leaders.5   

Although each theory may provide some reasonable explanations in specific cases, this 

thesis argues that none of these approaches can solely or comprehensively explain Abe’s foreign 

and security policy in his second administration.  Rather, this thesis finds that neoclassical 

realism (NCR), which incorporates domestic factors into a systemic analysis can best explain the 

changes in Japan’s foreign and security policy during Abe 2.0.  To make this case, the thesis 

tests NCR in the three exemplary cases of Japanese foreign and security policy under Abe 2.0: 
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1) security policy reforms and alliance management with the United States; 2) the management 

of Japan-China relations; and 3) the promotion of the Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP) as a 

comprehensive diplomatic concept.  It shows that a major structural factor, namely the rise of 

China and its challenge to Japan’s security and economic influence, primarily stimulated Japan’s 

realist shift while domestic intervening variables profoundly shaped specific policy agendas and 

outcomes.  Leaders’ perception on the structure (leader images) and the interactions between 

the leader, the foreign policy bureaucracy, and political parties (policymaking processes) 

translated systemic stimuli into a specific policy outcomes.6  Based on the scholarly literature 

related to Japan’s foreign and security policy and on primary, secondary, and tertiary Japanese-

language sources, this research contributes not only to a better understanding of Abe 2.0 foreign 

and security policy, but also to the further development of NCR through its rigorous application to 

the Japanese case.   

This introductory chapter further elaborates these points in six parts: (1) puzzle and 

research question; (2) theoretical framework of NCR; (3) relevance of Abe 2.0 for testing NCR; 

(4) selection of three case studies; (5) methodology; and (6) structure of the thesis.  

 

1. Puzzle and research question  

This research aims to contribute to the ongoing debate about Japan as a realist power.  

Traditionally, the realist debate has been held between ‘structural realism’, which rigorously 

attributes states’ actions to the international anarchical system and ‘classical realism’, which 

loosely takes anarchy and human nature into account.7   In terms of Japanese foreign and 

security policy, prominent structural realist predicted in the 1990s that Japan would acquire 

nuclear weapons in the future, or at least seek a relatively more autonomous security policy.8   

So far, the reality seems different from this prediction as the official position of the Japanese 



Realist Japan? 

3 

 

government continues to adhere to the three non-nuclear principles while enhancing the alliance 

partnership with the United States instead of seeking an autonomous security policy.9  

While Japan took steps to adjust to the increasing systemic pressures as structural 

realism predicted in the early 2000s, Tokyo has increased its military capabilities not for 

autonomous purposes but for enhancing the U.S.-Japan alliance.  In 2001, Michael Green 

labelled these trends—in which Japan takes on a realist policy while accepting the ineluctability 

of reliance on the U.S.-Japan alliance and domestic pacifist norms—as ‘reluctant realism’, and 

differentiates it from the Yoshida Doctrine, the dominant foreign policy paradigm of the post-war 

Japan. 10   When Japan further pursued a proactive security policy and strengthened the 

capabilities of the Self-Defence Force (SDF) in the mid-2000s, Christopher Hughes described 

these emerging realist trends as ‘remilitarization’ and later termed them ‘resentful realism’ which 

describes Japan’s balancing against China as ‘emotionally charged with revisionist sentiments 

that indeed resent dependence on the U.S. or being surpassed by China.’11  

This debate has deepened and grown more sophisticated in recent years as scholars 

closely examine not only the facts of Japan’s security policy reforms but also the mechanism 

driving such changes that lie at the nexus between domestic and international politics or security 

and economics in Japan’s foreign policy.  Richard Samuels and Michishita Narushige examine 

Japan’s hedging strategy between the United States and China, arguing that Japan keeps the 

alliance with the United States as a deterrent and counterbalance against the rise of China while 

keeping stable economic relations with China for economic gains to counterbalance the economic 

pressure of the United States.12  Sheila Smith labels this dynamic in Sino-Japanese relations as 

‘intimate rivals’, in which the two countries have conflicting agendas, as well as deep and 

complicated economic relations based on diverse stakeholders.13  She also attributes Japan’s 

fear of abandonment by the United States pushed Tokyo to rearm its SDFs.14  Combining realist 
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and constructivist schools, Andrew Oros explains Japan’s ‘security renaissance’ by focusing on 

changing domestic party politics and security identities.15  While these recent studies reveal the 

complexity of Japan’s foreign policy, more case studies are necessary to explore the causal 

mechanisms associated with these developments. 

Building on these works and theoretical debates, this thesis argues that NCR—which 

takes account of both structural factors and domestic perceptions and decision-making processes 

as key intervening variables—provides a more effective explanatory framework for understanding 

Japan's foreign and security policy during Abe 2.0.  In comparison with the emerging works of 

NCR and its application to Japan, such as Watai Yuki, Raymond Yamamoto and Zakowski Karol,16 

as well as research on Japan’s specific security matters, such as defence policy reforms17 or 

ballistic missile defence18, this research examines a broad spectrum of Japanese foreign and 

security policies during Abe 2.0. 

 

2. Theoretical Framework  

This research positions itself in the study of international relations (IR) and IR theory, and 

contributes to the theoretical development of realism.  Acknowledging the limitations of structural 

realism, especially its simplification of the state as unitary and rational,19 this thesis employs NCR, 

which explains ‘why states do not move as the systemic imperatives require.’20  NCR ‘retains the 

primacy of the international system that structural realists emphasise’, while relaxing the 

constraints of external determinism by taking unit-level/domestic variables into account.21  By 

integrating the traditions of unit-level analysis, this research also complements the literature of 

FPA by seeking to achieve a generalisable framework for explaining Japan’s foreign policy without 

being entrapped into FPA’s overall focus on fact-finding (Chart 1).22  
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While Chapter 2 discusses the details of the theoretical framework, it should be noted 

that NCR has variations.  As a pioneering work, Randall Schweller’s domestic politics model 

argues essentially that domestic factors, basically a lack of elite consensus, can trump external 

constraints and induce under-balancing, ‘where threatened countries have failed to recognise a 

clear and present danger or, more typically, have simply not reacted to it or, more typically still, 

have responded in paltry and imprudent way’.23  Jeffrey Taliaferro improves this approach and 

explain that domestic factors play just a filtering role, which tends to mean that external constraints 

create a basic direction but do not fully determine the array of choices.24  This research follows 

the latter approach by focusing on the changing power dynamic in Japan’s security environment 

as the primary driving force for Japan’s realist shift, while attributing specific policies—which could 

be seen as ‘under-balancing’—to domestic variables.  In this sense, domestic factors play the 

role of an imperfect transmission belt.  

Thus, the NCR framework of this research accepts the structural realism’s assumption 

that systemic stimuli act as the independent variable and policy outcomes as the dependent 

variable while recognising domestic factors as intervening variables to explain the divergence 

between theoretical expectations and actual foreign policy outcomes (Figure 1).25  It tries not 

only to show the primary impact of international structural changes on Japan’s policy, but also 

reveals the subsequent interventions of domestic variables in the translation of systemic stimuli 

to policymaking.  NCR literature provides a range of intervening variables—such as leaders’ 

personal beliefs, strategic culture, and state-society relations—which can play mediating roles.26  

However, examining a large number of domestic factors poses a problem in terms of parsimony.  

Therefore, this research focuses primarily on two key intervening variables: the threat perception 

of leaders (leader images) and the policymaking process, including interactions among relevant 

foreign policy executives (FPEs) in the government apparatus and inter-party interactions with 

coalition partners.  Both had a central importance in the development and implementation of 
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Japan’s foreign and security policy under the reformed policymaking process of Abe 2.0.27  While 

leader’s perceptions became more important due to the centralisation of power to the Prime 

Minister’s Office (kantei), Japan’s FPEs under Abe 2.0 consisted mainly of bureaucrats seconded 

from different ministries and Abe appointed to key policy and intelligence positions within the 

kantei who retained their importance by providing highly sophisticated policymaking skills and 

ideas to the leaders to the top leaders.  

 

Chart 1. Comparison of Foreign Policy Making Models 

Neorealist Model (Waltz, Mearsheimer)   
External Stimuli   Policy (balancing) 
    

FPA Model (Holsti, Harmann)   
Domestic changes Actor-specific intervention Policy 
External changes    

NCR Model (Taliaferro et al.)   
External Stimuli Domestic intervention 

(Transmission belt) 

Policy  

(Divergence from NR) 
   

NCR Revised    
External Stimuli Strategic direction 

(NR Model) 
 

Domestic 
Adjustment 

Policy outcome 
(Divergence from NR) 

 (Technocrats) (Leader, Party, Business) 
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Figure 1. Neoclassical Realist Model of Foreign Policy28 
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3. Relevance of Abe 2.0 as testing case 

There are four important reasons why Abe 2.0 is a worthwhile case to test the applicability of NCR.  

First, Abe’s second premiership—seven years and eight months between 2012 and 2020 which 

made him the longest-serving Japanese prime minister—generated numerous important cases 

and time period for understanding and explaining Japan’s foreign and security policy.29   His 

lengthy second period as prime minister provides researchers with an opportunity to further 

elaborate on the framework of Japanese policymaking that developed around the Koizumi 

administration.30 

Second, in addition to its longevity, Abe 2.0 is unusual and outstanding for its policy 

achievements.  When Abe Shinzo returned as prime minister in December 2012, he 

demonstrated an eagerness to tackle urgent policy issues, especially security policy reforms and 

the restoration of the U.S.-Japan alliance, along with economic recovery  Despite the unique 

sensitivity and controversial aspects of security policy in Japanese politics, Abe’s administration 

brought about a number of legal, institutional and military changes, most remarkably, the re-

interpretation of the constitution to allow Japan to exercise the right of collective self-defence 

(though in a limited way).31   

Third, the Abe 2.0 period coincided with significant structural changes on the international 

scene.  Though China had already surpassed Japan’s military expenditure in the early-2000s 

and its nominal gross domestic product (GDP) by 2010, Beijing further expanded its influence 

militarily and economically after 2010.  In addition, in relation to the United States, Abe 

experienced both President Barack Obama in his first three years and then a very different U.S. 

president, President Donald Trump, from 2017 to 2020.  An investigation of Abe 2.0 provides a 

rich case on how Japan managed its relations with the world’s two most important powers—China 

and the United States—as they became increasingly uncertain and contentious.32  
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Finally, in this turbulent period for international relations, Abe 2.0 makes for an interesting 

case as Japan assumed unusually high-profile leadership roles in regional and global affairs.  

While there were some predecessors who promoted proactive foreign policies, Abe 

unprecedentedly reinforced the alliance with the United States and promoted stabilisation of its 

relations with China by combining balancing and engagement while he advanced coalition-

building of like-minded nations—such as the United States, Australia, India, European and 

Southeast Asian countries.  While his economic policy, coined as ‘Abenomics’, initially gained 

attention, such foreign policy concepts as ‘proactive contribution to peace’, ‘diplomacy which 

takes a panoramic perspective of the globe’, and, most importantly, a Free and Open Indo-Pacific 

(FOIP), have generated great interest within international foreign policy circles.  Thus, it is 

important to understand why and how Abe 2.0 could develop such outward-looking international 

diplomacy while his predecessors in similar structural situations could not.  

 

4. Selection of three cases 

The three cases at the centre of this research are: 1) security policy reforms and alliance 

management with the United States; 2) the management of Japan-China relations; and 3) the 

promotion of FOIP as a comprehensive diplomatic concept.  These cases were selected for two 

principal reasons.  First, they represent what are arguably the three most important pillars of 

Japan’s external relations.  Second, these cases provide insight into debates on the relevance 

of different realist approaches in IR theory.  

The first case is Abe 2.0’s security policy reforms and alliance management with the 

United States.  As one of the central platforms of his return to leadership, Abe prioritised 

rebuilding the alliance with the United States as well as promoting broader security policy 

reforms.33  Abe undertook important domestic reforms for Japan to move beyond ‘isolationist 
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pacifism.’34   However, there are remaining abnormalities in this realist shift.  For instance, 

despite the huge missile gap between Japan and China, or even between Japan and North Korea, 

Tokyo took only moderate measures neither to install on-shore missile defence systems nor to 

adopt any offensive military policy.35   Although Abe repeatedly mentioned the importance of 

amending Article 9 of the Japanese constitution to allow greater leeway in Japan’s military policy, 

he was ultimately unsuccessful in bringing about such a change.36 

Neorealist perspectives would see Abe’s shift as just the beginning of a further realist tilt 

in the long-run and would expect Japan to further strengthened its military and remove domestic 

constraints if China grew and continued to be assertive.  They would also attribute the 

moderation of the realist shift to the existence and stability of the U.S.-Japan alliance which 

mitigates the power gap between Japan and China.  That said, structural realism is not 

necessarily helpful to understand how structural forces are subjectively interpreted by domestic 

entities and policy outcomes result from a complicated internal decision-making process.  While 

constructivist scholars would argue that the remaining abnormalities arise from domestic pacifist 

sentiments, this approach does not fully explain how specific social norms impact policymaking.37   

NCR seems particularly well-suited to providing alternative and compelling explanations 

in this first case.  NCR clarifies a detailed causal process by which key decision-makers perceive 

structural changes (leader image), come up with responses, and might be influenced by various 

factors (strategic culture, state-society relations, domestic institutions) before implementing policy.  

In this framework, while structural factors pushed Japanese policymakers to take rational 

balancing actions against China, and Abe’s leader images and kantei’s leadership solidified 

balancing, their policy responses remained constrained by the intervention by the coalition partner 

of the ruling Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), New Komeito Party (Komeito).  Also, NCR provides 

a more realistic explanation by not relying on vague ideational factors, but by translating it into a 
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practical question of whether the leaders were actually in a political situation that required them 

to consider and bargain with domestic factors.  

The second case—Japan’s policy toward China during Abe 2.0—provides another 

important case for testing the usefulness of NCR.  According to realist thinking, Japan should 

see China as a threat that requires balancing.  While Japan took a strong stance on territorial 

issues and seemingly seeks to counter China’s influence in the Indo-Pacific region and beyond, 

Tokyo had also always kept the engagement option available.  Also, structural realism has 

trouble in explaining why Japan did not maintain a singularly hard-line position toward China on 

some issues such as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) and the Xi Jinping’s state visit to Tokyo 

planned for March 2020.  

Japan’s China policy during Abe 2.0 may provide an exemplary test case for NCR.  

Building on Sheila Smith’s identification of key players in Japan’s China policy, that includes 

politicians, bureaucratic actors, nationalist groups and business interests,38 this research looks 

closely at bureaucratic actors, such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA), Ministry of Defense 

(MOD), Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) and National Security Council and 

Secretariat (NSC and NSS) and also examines inter-party relations between the ruling LDP and 

their coalition partner, Komeito.  It hypothesises that Abe 2.0 had a strong consensus on defence 

and maritime policy toward China under the leadership of Abe and security-oriented FPEs as well 

as strong domestic support, while there would be institutional differences over Japan’s China 

policy in the economic field.  Abe’s personal and pragmatic belief that a strong economy was the 

foundation of his political capital and the views of his chief advisor from METI diluted a tougher 

response to China. 

The third case—on Abe regional leadership and coalition-building under the FOIP 

banner—is also suitable for an examination through an NCR lens.  After the mid-2010s, Japan 
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expanded security cooperation with not only the U.S., but with other like-minded countries.39  

Under Abe 2.0, Japan prioritised Abe’s vision for regional order, the FOIP, with an emphasis on 

maritime security, connectivity and universal values.  Neorealism can explain the broader realist 

direction of this shift but is not suitable to explain why Japan’s balancing actions take the softer 

form of coalition-building which minimised military and strategic characteristics.  Meanwhile 

constructivism may not be able to account for strategic considerations behind the promotion of 

value-based diplomacy, such as FOIP.  It even fails to explain Japan’s reluctance to promote 

human right issues in strategically important countries.40  While liberalism, especially a neoliberal 

approach, may be suitable to explain the nature of FOIP or Tokyo’s promotion of regional 

economic integration, including the Trans-Pacific Partnership and Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership, based on Japan’s economic interest, it has a fundamental deficiency, like 

constructivism, in explaining the strategic nature of Japan’s choices in the midst of the changing 

international structure around Japan.  

A NCR framework sheds light on the primary forces which drove Japan’s new trajectory 

of proactive foreign and security policy under Abe’s leadership.  A major pillar of FOIP was 

‘regional order building’ which aims at bolstering the rules-based regional and international order 

through advocating the importance of liberal values, especially the principle of the rule of law, and 

expanding security partnerships with like-minded states’.41  Kanehara Nobukatsu notes that the 

protection of the value system of the liberal order has strategic implications and aligns with 

Japan’s national interest, and the enhancement of universal values in Asia ‘has become the 

backbone to sustain a free and open Indo-Pacific region.’42   Examining leader images and 

decision-making processes, especially the role of MOFA, NCR can explain Japan’s adherence to 

international rules and laws as a means of balancing against China, an insight which diverges 

from neorealist theoretical predictions.  
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5. Methodology 

As Steven Van Evera has proposed experiment and observation as methods for testing theories, 

this thesis will rely on observation, especially a small number of cases, to investigate whether 

events unfold as NCR predicts.43  The relevance of NCR can be shown by the causal relations 

between structural factors and Japan’s foreign and security policy as well as the impact of 

intervening variables on the decision-making process and policy outcomes.44   As such, this 

research should demonstrate and measure the process in which structural factors impact on 

policymaking in credible ways.  This should require not only quantitative indicators, such as 

military expenditure and trade and investment figures, but also key actors’ perceptions of the 

structural factors affecting Japanese foreign and security policy.  Regarding the impact of 

intervening variables, this research takes a qualitative approach to understand how FPEs or 

coalition partner interacted.  

Due to the coronavirus pandemic, however, this research was unable to collect 

substantial qualitative data from face-to-face interactions, such as elite interviews.  The thesis 

instead relies on primary and secondary sources, such as: official statements, government 

publications, research articles, media interviews and reporting, columns, and the websites and 

social network platforms of policymakers.  Delving into Japanese language sources, this 

research taps into a lively debate within Japanese academic and foreign policy circles and opens 

it to a broader global audience.  While these sources of information inevitably contain writers’ 

intentions and subjectivity, this research aims mitigates such risks by triangulation with other 

sources and forms of information. 
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6. Structure of thesis  

The thesis is organised as follows.  Chapter II formulates a revised theoretical framework of NCR 

to be applied to the empirical case studies in chapters III, IV and V.  The third chapter discusses 

Abe 2.0 security policy reforms and alliance management with the United States.  It shows how 

FPEs in the kantei interacted to promote sensitive security policy reforms in spite of domestic 

opposition.  Applying the NCR framework, the chapter finds that structural forces played a 

primary role in driving the realist policy shift during Abe 2.0 due to the convergence of perceptions 

that Abe and other FPEs share, but the interventions by coalition-partner moderated the policy 

outcome.  

Chapter IV discusses the second case study, Japan’s China policy.  The chapter argues 

that structural pressures motivated the realist shift in Japan’s China policy, including taking a hard-

line on territorial disagreements over the Senkaku Islands, choosing to stay out of the Beijing-

initiated Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.  At the same time, Japan’s huge economic 

interdependence with China and bureaucrats in charge of economic affairs impacted on the 

policymaking within the government apparatus.  These intervening variables explain why 

policies were somewhat at odds with neorealist expectations in some areas (such as signalling 

support for cooperation with China’s BRI).  

Chapter V explores the mechanism behind the conception and the promotion of FOIP 

diplomatic concept.  The chapter shows how an NCR approach can explain the impact of 

structural changes—especially China’s increasing assertiveness in the maritime sphere and their 

influence through regional infrastructure investment— in driving Japan’s realist tilt, including the 

promotion of coalition-building among key partners in the Indo-Pacific.  NCR also helps showing 

that policymakers, particularly at MOFA and NSS, not only understood the importance of 

promoting value-based cooperation, but also prevent Southeast Asian nations from becoming 
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alarmed about FOIP, and argued for a moderate form of coalition-building based on values rather 

than on a strategic confrontation with China.  

The final chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the relevance of NCR for 

explaining the foreign and security policy of Abe 2.0, and suggests the importance of these 

findings for understanding Japanese foreign and security policy and other countries' foreign and 

security policy more broadly.  It also sheds light on the limits of this thesis and outlines remaining 

scholarly challenges based on the three case studies.  
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Endnotes 

 

1 This thesis uses the ‘surname – given name’ construct for Japanese, Chinese and Korean names.  

2 Structural realism or neorealism is the evolutionary form of the classical realism which Machiavelli, Carl 

von Clausewitz and Hans Morgenthau advocated. While classical realism sees human nature as the key 

determinant of war, structural realism systemically argues that military conflict or wars accounts for power 
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Chapter II Neoclassical Realism Model and Policymaking Process of Abe 2.0

This chapter provides a theoretical framework based on neoclassical realism (NCR) that will be 

used to explain the process and outcomes of Abe 2.0’s policymaking in the following chapters.  

Examining the policymaking process proves worthwhile because, as many analysts have already 

pointed out, Abe 2.0 drew strength from its implementation of numerous policies through the 

centralisation of power to the prime minister and the Prime Minister’s Office (kantei), as well as 

skilful distribution of key positions within the government apparatus.1  The rest of this chapter 

briefly reviews how IR theories have been applied to the Japanese case.  It then proposes a new 

NCR framework and explains the nature of the independent and intervening variables that are 

used in explaining Abe 2.0.  

 

1. Literature 

Existing research on Japan’s foreign policy has addressed the policymaking process of Japan’s 

diplomacy, especially before the application of IR theory to foreign policy became widespread.2  

From the 1970s to the 1980s, research emphasised the dominant role of bureaucrats, especially 

in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) and, later the Ministry of International Trade and Industry 

(MITI), in the post-war Japan’s external policies. 3   The making of policy dominated by 

technocrats represented a so-called ‘bureaucratic democracy’ which Japanese scholar Iio Jun 

characterised as antithetical to parliamentary democracy.4  Taking into account the changes in 

Japanese public administration in the early-2000s, researchers expanded the scope of their work 

to consider inter-ministerial competition over external economic policies, 5  the relationship 

between politicians and bureaucrats,6  and the impact of public opinion and social norms on 

policymaking.7   
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One of the most important issues in recent years has been the concentration of power 

around the prime minister and the policymaking process centred on the kantei.  After the central 

government reform initiated by Hashimoto Ryutaro, prime minister from 1996 to 1998, which 

aimed to give greater policymaking authority to democratically elected politicians, the Koizumi 

administration from 2001 to 2006 attracted attention as the exemplary case of the kantei 

leadership not only in the literature on Japanese foreign policy,8  but also in areas such as 

domestic governance and public administration. 9   Takenaka Harukata distinguished this 

enhanced leadership style as the ‘2001 system’ which expanded the prime minister’s power in 

policy formulation in terms of legal responsibilities and domestic institutional settings.10   

Although the literature has clarified some key variables, there is a paucity of coherent 

frameworks which prioritise these variables in foreign and security policy.  Using NCR, Zakowski 

et al. point out that while international systemic imperatives shape Tokyo’s foreign policy, these 

systemic pressures can influence policy ‘only after having been filtered through the biased 

perceptions of statespersons, ideological and factional cleavages in the ruling parties, 

bureaucracy-led administrative structures, or constraints stemming from the ‘pacifist’ Article 9 of 

the Japanese constitution.’11  While I agree on the structure-agent model of Zakowski et al in 

principle, they failed to prioritise of such different domestic intervening variables in the NCR 

framework.  Based on the NCR framework discussed below, this research provides one model 

that explains the interactions between a crucial structural factor (the rise of more assertive China) 

and domestic variables (namely leader images, roles of foreign policy executives within the 

government [FPEs], and intervention by political parties) in line with actual policymaking process 

in Japan.  This framework contributes to a richer conceptualisation of NCR in the Japanese 

context by illuminating how interactions between structural factors (independent variables) and 

domestic factors (intervening variables) result in policy changes (dependent variable).   
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2. NCR model of Japan’s foreign policy in the 21st century 

Building from NCR theory and applying it to the Japanese politics, this research proposes a model 

of understanding Abe 2.0 policymaking as shown in Figure 2.12  It assumes that foreign policy 

outcomes are not only the direct result of systemic pressures.  Rather, as Zakowski et al ague, 

these pressures are mediated by intervening domestic variables, including leaders’ perceptions 

and policy-making processes both within and outside the government apparatus.13   Through 

these filtering mechanisms, policy ideas that may be strategically optimal under specific structural 

conditions gradually become politically optimal.14   

There are basically two policymaking processes within the government apparatus—we 

will term them ‘top-down’ and ‘bottom-up’.  In Japan, the top-down process starts with core FPEs 

in the kantei, namely the Prime Minister (PM), Chief Cabinet Secretary (CCS), Deputy Chief 

Cabinet Secretary (DCCS), and their close advisors, including special advisors and executive 

secretaries (Figure 3).15  The top-down process proceeds when the leadership takes a special 

interest to a given policy deliberation and its outcome.  The PM, consulting with close advisors, 

mostly at the kantei, discusses the importance, feasibility, and risks of policy, and outlines the 

broad direction and contour of policy objectives to the Cabinet Secretariat. 16   The Cabinet 

Secretariat, especially the CCS, DCCS and Assistant Chief Cabinet Secretary (ACCS), 

transforms these policy guidelines into legislation and/or budget allocations, considers the division 

of labour within the government bureaucracy for implementing policies, and mobilises the 

resources of ministries to move the policies forward.17     

On the other hand, a bottom-up process is also at work.  This process regularly arises 

as part of the routine conduct of foreign affairs, through for example bilateral, regional and 

multilateral interactions.  In these cases, bureaucrats perceive changes, opportunities and risks 

in the international structure, formulate policy responses and bring issues to the leaders’ attention.  



Realist Japan? 

24 

 

Different from the past practice of ‘bureaucratic democracy’, however, today the Cabinet 

Secretariat works as a gatekeeper which weighs the interests and preferences of the top 

leadership that has substantial authority to make decisions based not only on strategic 

calculations, but also on intra- and inter-party politics, public support, and his or her personal 

ideology. 18   Also, while MOFA formerly took the initiative to formulate policies in the past, 

increasing defence and law enforcement cooperation, the securitisation of economic affairs and 

politicisation of diplomacy has expanded and diversified the range of actors with a voice in the 

bottom-up process.19 

Once a given policy becomes fixed within the state apparatus, political adjustment 

happens mainly between the government and ruling parties.  Under Abe 2.0, the ruling coalition 

was led by the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), that was joined by its junior partner the New 

Komeito Party (Komeito).20  Although opposition parties have the potential to shape policies in 

Diet sessions, it is difficult to do so unless they have either sufficient number of seats in the Diet 

or strong support from the public.  Business interests also aim to have their perspectives on 

policymaking to secure business and economic interests of Japanese private sectors.  However, 

this research takes public opinion and business interests as peripheral factors, which only become 

effective when leaders or FPEs take them into account in their political calculation.  

The following sections discuss how and to what extent this NCR model fits to the 

policymaking of Abe 2.0.  It divides the model into three stages: 1) interaction between systemic 

stimuli and leader images; 2) policymaking processes within the government apparatus; and 3) 

interventions from political parties.   

  



Realist Japan? 

25 

 

Figure 2. NCR policy-making model of Japan’s foreign policy: Top-down (leader-driven) 

process and bottom-up (bureaucrats-driven) process  
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2.1 NCR model and Abe 2.0: Systemic stimuli  

Systemic stimuli, namely a change in the balance of power, is the independent variable for this 

research.  For Japan in the 2010s, the principal systemic stimuli arose from China’s rise, growing 

power, and assertiveness vis-à-vis Japanese sovereignty as well as the shift from the U.S.-

centred unipolarity on which Japan relied for its survival to a more bipolar or multipolar 

international structure.21   

While Japan had undergone a number of challenges related to national security after the 

end of the Cold War, the major task for Japan in the 1990s and the early 2000s was to adapt to 

the U.S.-led international order by fulfilling its international responsibilities in peacekeeping or 

counter-terrorism.22  In this post-Cold War period, Japan had been able to take active regional 

diplomacy after the Asian Financial Crisis in the late 1990s, including its competition against and 

cooperation with China in the regional economic and political contexts.23  This active diplomacy 

in Asia was triggered by American interventionist policies in East Asian nations’ financial and 

economic policies,24 but also enabled under the U.S. military and economic predominance and 

sustained a so-called Pax Americana on the basis of U.S. unipolarity.25  As of 2005, American 

gross domestic product (GDP) exceeded $13 trillion while China’s was about $2.3 trillion.  At the 

time, U.S. military expenditure was nearly ten times greater than China’s.26   

After the mid-2000s, however, Japan was concerned over the changing balance of power 

in the region, especially between China and the United States as well as with Japan itself.  

China’s rise began to significantly affect Japan’s systemic environment beginning from around 

2010.  While China has not overtaken the United States in terms of GDP and military expenditure, 

China overtook Japan in terms of military expenditure by 200727 and nominal GDP in 2010.28  

As Randall Schweller and Xiaoyu Pu put it, the U.S. unipolar distribution of power could give way 

to either a U.S.-China bipolar system or a multipolar ‘great power concert’ system as China 
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worked to undermine U.S. unipolarity.29  Because of its consistent reliance on the alliance with 

the United States and the U.S.-led international order, China’s comprehensive challenges and its 

impact on Japan’s security environment are the most important systemic factor affecting Japan’s 

foreign and security policy in the 21st century. 

 

2.2 NCR model and Abe 2.0: Leader images  

While such structural changes shape the basic direction and contour of Japan’s external relations 

based on realist theory, they do not automatically lead to specific policy outcomes (Figure 2).  

Foreign policy executives (FPEs), who are ‘charged with the conduct of foreign and security 

policy’, play a filtering role as they perceive the incoming systemic stimuli.30  This perception of 

FPEs –leader images– is the first intervening variable of this thesis as they are institutionally 

positioned to be exposed to structural shifts first and decide reactions.  

Perceptions of FPEs are not always rational, but affected by multiple environmental and 

personal variations.31  In the case of Japan, in addition to China’s burgeoning economic and 

military power, a series of Chinese actions made Beijing a dominant factor in Japanese FPEs’ 

threat perception.32   For example, after China’s nuclear submarine’s submerged travelling in 

Japan’s territorial water in the East China Sea, LDP politicians started issuing warnings about 

China as early as 2005.33   Okazaki Hisahiko—who would later become Abe’s security policy 

advisor—called for a more strategic approach to China, fearing the possibility that China may use 

force against Taiwan and would aim to degrade American primacy in Asia.34  At the same time, 

China’s actions in the mid-2000s was not as assertive as those in the 2010s, and China’s rise 

was generally seen as a great opportunity for Japan, especially economically.  In 2002, Prime 

Minister Koizumi Junichiro, who was criticised by China for his visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in the 

previous year, declared that China’s economic growth was not a threat to Japan.35  In 2006, even 
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Abe Shinzo, known for his hawkish positions,36 visited China as his first overseas trip as the prime 

minister and agreed to a ’mutually beneficial relationship based on common strategic interests’ to 

stabilise Sino-Japanese ties.37  Even though China’s defence spending had already surpassed 

Japan’s around this time, Japanese FPEs did not yet undertake a harder line against China as 

realist thinking might predict.  

The threat perception among FPEs worsened after Japan confronted several challenges 

from China, including the October 2010 Chinese fishing boat collision with a Japanese Coast 

Guard ship in Japan’s territorial waters in the East China Sea38 and rapid increases in China’s 

intrusions into the area after the Japanese government bought the Senkaku islands from their 

private owners in 2012. 39   Despite economic interdependence between Japan and China 

unchanged or even increased, such structural shifts in the power balance and assertive Chinese 

actions pushed Japan to act upon realism.  Blaming these developments on the policies of the 

predecessor governments of the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) and its efforts to ‘degrade’ the 

U.S.-Japan alliance40, Abe repeatedly insisted through the election season of late-2012—during 

which he became party leader and eventually PM—that only he himself and the government led 

by the LDP could protect Japan.41  As such, structural shifts cannot solely make Japan to balance 

against China.  The combination of power shift and the changes of leader images exerts 

influence on the policy outcomes and generates a realist shift in Japanese policy during Abe 2.0.     

 

2.3 NCR model and Abe 2.0: Policymaking in the government apparatus  

A second intervening variable which shapes policy outcomes is the policymaking process itself, 

in which FPEs interact to formulate policy direction and specific policies.  While this thesis 

accepts the variations of perceptions between actors, they only play out within a fixed decision-

making process of the government apparatus.42  While there are inter-ministerial interactions in 
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Japan, the institutional arrangements and personnel within the kantei is essential as Abe 2.0 was 

characterised by the centralisation of power to the kantei both institutionally and through 

personnel appointments.   

To begin, Abe enhanced the power of the kantei and especially the Cabinet Secretariat 

as a means of overcoming bureaucratic stove-piping within and across ministries as a means of 

strengthening the policymaking capacity available to the kantei.43  The number of special units 

or divisions under the ACCS was increased from 29 to 37 and the number of officials in the 

Cabinet Secretariat also increased from 826 in 2012 to 1,141 in 2018.44  In the seven-years and 

eight-months of Abe 2.0, Abe kept CCS Suga Yoshihide and Deputy PM and Finance Minister 

Aso Taro in place, forming ‘the foundation of the administration.’ 45   While ministers have 

frequently changed over time, positions of executive secretaries and senior officials at the Cabinet 

Secretariat were unusually stable, with little turnover (Table 1). 46  Of note, Abe’s executive 

secretary (and later special advisor to the prime minister), Imai Takaya of Ministry of Economy, 

Trade and Industry (METI), became an influential figure in Abe 2.0 as he was deeply involved in 

foreign policy, especially Japan’s policy toward China.47  Based on this solid and steady line-up 

of key officials, Abe 2.0 selectively established special units to tackle important agenda items of 

his administration (Figure 3).   

In order to further strengthen his grip on the bureaucracy, Abe utilised the Cabinet Bureau 

of Personnel Affairs established in May 2014.  As CCS Suga explained, the motive behind the 

establishment of this office was ‘to implement strategic personnel assignments to carry out 

policies of the Cabinet and create an organisational structure that enables bureaucrats to promptly 

resolve various issues in a uniform and integrated manner by dismantling destructive vertically-

segmented administrative structures and fostering public servants who serve the nation and 

people.’48  Whilst the idea of establishing the Cabinet Bureau of Personnel Affairs started during 
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the previous DPJ administrations, Abe 2.0 inherited the idea and skilfully applied it to oversee the 

appointment of some 600 senior bureaucrats across the government.49  According to a retired 

administrative vice minister, because of this organisation, ‘bureaucrats who are only mindful of 

their own promotions are vying for higher posts by showing excessive consideration to the 

kantei.’50   As a result, despite some resistance,51  Abe and CCS Suga continued to rein in 

bureaucrats and mobilised them in support of Abe 2.0 policy objectives.  

In foreign and security policy, there are two important aspects of the policymaking 

process: the enhancement of kantei’s ability to make policy; and the development of kantei’s 

intelligence and crisis-management capability.  First, the establishment of the National Security 

Council (NSC) and National Security Secretariat (NSS) within the Cabinet Secretariat was 

critically important for promoting intra-ministerial cooperation.  In 2013, Abe established the NSS 

which had approximately 70 staff from various ministries as an auxiliary organisation to support 

the NSC, the control centre of foreign and security policy (Figure 4).  The NSC and NSS also 

served as well-informed consultative bodies to professionalise the kantei’s formulation of security 

policy and enhance civilian control over such matters.52  Abe appointed Yachi Shotaro, a former 

vice-minister for foreign affairs during Abe’s first administration, as the first Secretary General of 

the NSS.  Two ACCS, Kanehara Nobukatsu of MOFA and Takamizawa Nobushige of Ministry of 

Defense (MOD), who fathom out international politics and security around Japan and Abe’s 

images, concurrently served as the Deputy Secretaries General of the NSS, facilitating 

communications between political leaders and bureaucrats, especially when Abe 2.0 pushed the 

Peace and Security Legislation in 2015.   

Second, Abe 2.0 focused on improving the quality of information and intelligence which 

flowed to the kantei.  Despite generating some domestic political controversy, Abe saw through 

the enactment of the Act on the Protection of Specially Designated Secrets in 2013 in order to 
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advance intelligence sharing with other countries, especially the United States.53   After the 

shocking terrorist attacks on a Japanese company in Algeria 2013 and kidnappings of Japanese 

citizens in Syria in 2015, Abe further promoted the enhancement of intelligence capabilities on 

terrorism as well.54   Abe appointed Sugita Kazuhiro–a former police bureaucrat who served as 

Cabinet Intelligence Officer and Crisis Management Officer, as the DCCS, the position in charge 

of the overall administration of the kantei.  Like CCS Suga, Abe kept Sugita in place over his 

entire second administration. 55   Abe also assigned Kitamura Shigeru–the then Director of 

Cabinet Intelligence and originally from the National Police Agency–as the head of NSS in 2019.  

Under Kitamura, the NSS established an economic division in order to address emerging 

economic-security issues.56  

These institutional and personnel factors indicate that improvements in the policymaking 

process inside the state apparatus was an extremely important factor in facilitating changes in the 

foreign and security policy of Japan.  This centralisation of power increased the role of leader 

images in the translation of systemic stimuli to specific policies.  Also, the personnel affairs of 

the key positions at the kantei affect policy outcomes.  However, the centralisation of authority 

to kantei does not indicates that the bureaucracy has lost all power in policymaking.  Rather, 

while the politicians gained their leadership of policymaking, the centralised kantei still relied on 

bureaucrats who understood and supported Abe’s perceptions and policy directions to realise and 

implement their preferred policy.   
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Figure 3. Japan’s Cabinet Secretariat and National Security Secretariat57

 

 

Figure 4. Japan’s National Security Council58 
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2.4 NCR model and Abe 2.0: Intervention outside the government apparatus 

Finally, it is essential to understand interventions by other political actors outside the formal 

government apparatus.  While the government apparatus is the primary actor in any countries’ 

policymaking (Figure 2), NCR scholars argue that a country’s state apparatus cannot be assumed 

to possess exclusive influence on all the nation’s decisions and capabilities.60  Ripsman et al. 

point out that state-society relations—interactions between the central institutions of the state and 

various economic or societal groups—can affect ‘whether state leaders have the power to extract, 

mobilize, and harness the nations’ power’.61  In the context of Japanese politics, while several 

factors external to the state apparatus may influence the administration’s ability to implement 

policy, three factors should be noted given their central importance to policymaking in Japan:  

intra-party consolidation of power within the ruling party; support within the general public; and 

the role of the government’s coalition partner.  

During Abe 2.0, the intra-party consolidation within the LDP and the general public did 

not become a significant intervening variable.  Abe enjoyed a relatively high level of popularity 

from the beginning of his second administration.  On 15 December 2012, Abe, as a leader of the 

LDP, won a landslide victory in the general election, gaining 294 seats—just over 61%—in the 

lower house of the Japanese Diet.62  While it was not so much a show of solid support for the 

LDP as a reflection of dissatisfaction with the previous DPJ administrations,63 Abe went on to win 

the upper house election in July 2013 and the snap election in December 2014.  The ruling LDP 

overwhelmed other oppositions in terms of the number of seats in the Diet (Figure 5) and in 

general approval ratings (Figure 6).  Compared to the previous LDP administrations, Abe 2.0 

had been stable in the public approval ratio (Figure 7).  This created a strong foundation for Abe 

within the ruling party.  While Abe had a difficult fight with Ishiba Shigeru in intra-party voting to 

lead the LDP in 2012,64 he gained re-election without a vote in 2015 and was re-elected in 2018.65  
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By consolidating his position in the LDP, and backed by public support, Abe shifted his focus from 

economic policy to controversial security policy as well as potential constitutional amendments.66 

On the other hand, the LDP’s coalition with Komeito appeared to be an intervening 

variable.  The LDP-Komeito coalition, which began in 1999, enjoyed a mutually beneficial 

relationship: for the LDP, Komeito mobilised votes; for Komeito, it was able to influence policies 

as a member of the governing coalition.67  Accordingly, most LDP candidates in primary elections 

today rely heavily on the mobilising capacity of Komeito and its affiliate, the Soka Gakkai, and 

need Komeito's help to win.68  As discussed in Chapter III, despite Abe’s stable political standing, 

he nevertheless agreed to some adjustments in his security policy reforms after consultations 

with Komeito.69  While LDP held a majority in both houses of the Diet as of 2018, and Komeito 

held only 10% of the seats in the lower house and 20% in the upper house, their interdependence 

is an essential intervening variable for better understanding Abe 2.0’s policymaking. 

 

3. Summary 

This chapter provides an examination of how Abe policy context operated informed by some 

elements of NCR theory.  The framework clarifies the independent, dependent and intervening 

variables of that are central to the analysis and the causal mechanisms in the making of Japan’s 

foreign and security policy.  Following the literature of NCR, it shows that changes in the 

international structure constitutes the independent variable to stimulate Japan’s realist shift while 

domestic variables intervened to solidify or mediate the impact of systemic stimuli.  Leader 

images of structural factors work as a filter to affect policy outcomes. The policymaking process 

in the government apparatus impose limits on the realisation of leaders’ policies, requiring that 

leaders hold strong control over government institutions and bureaucrats.  Finally, the 

government’s relations with society and coalition partner also shape policymaking.  Without 
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strong political capital, leaders will struggle to implement their policies in the face of countervailing 

societal preferences or pressure from coalition partners.  This NCR framework shows that, while 

systemic stimuli continue to be the primary driving force for policy change, the government can 

implement strategically ideal policies only after accounting for and having control over these 

intervening variables.  The following three chapters use case studies to further elaborate the 

relevance of the NCR framework to explain Abe 2.0 foreign and security policies.  
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Chapter III. Case 1: Security Policy and Alliance Management  

Under Abe 2.0, Japan radically reformed its security policy, deepened the U.S.-Japan alliance, 

strengthened its self-defence capabilities, and promoted security cooperation with other like-

minded countries with which it shares values and strategic interests.  Based on structural realism, 

the Abe administration's proactive security policy can be explained as an attempt to balance a 

rising China.  However, structural realism cannot explain why policy changes occurred during 

Abe 2.0, and not before, when China surpassed Japan’s gross domestic product (GDP) or when 

China surpassed Japan in defence spending.  Applying the neoclassical realist (NCR) 

framework presented in Chapter II, this chapter examines how the interaction between systemic 

stimuli and domestic intervening variables brought about Japan’s security policy reforms and the 

enhancement of the U.S.-Japan alliance.  As the alliance management and domestic security 

policy reforms in Japan are highly interconnected, this chapter discusses both interactively rather 

than separately. 

 

1. Security policy reforms and alliance management under Abe 2.0  

Abe 2.0 steadily took steps toward reforming Japan’s security policy, aiming to enhance 

deterrence not by pursuing an independent security policy, but by enabling Japan to play bigger 

roles in the alliance with the United States.  After the end of the Cold War, although Japan had 

gradually lifted self-imposed restrictions on its security policy,1 Japan has consistently adhered 

to the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty, in which the U.S. provides Japan with defence obligations 

(Article 5), including the nuclear umbrella, and security guarantees in Japan’s surrounding areas 

(Article 4), in exchange for the right to operate U.S. military bases in Japan (Article 6).2  During 

Abe 2.0, while the basic relationship between U.S. forces and Japan's Self-Defence Force 
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(SDF)—known as ‘spear and shield’ relations—was unchanged and remained a prerequisite for 

Japan’s security policy, Abe legislated fundamental changes in Japan’s domestic security policy 

and aimed to enhance deterrent power of the U.S.-Japan alliance.3   

 

1.1 Security policy reforms 

Abe implemented security policy reforms step by step.  First, the administration established a 

control centre for national security policy under prime minister’s direct leadership.  In September 

2013, Abe 2.0 established the Advisory Panel on National Security and Defense Capabilities to 

formulate not only the National Defense Program Guideline (NDPG), but also Japan’s first 

National Security Strategy in the post-war era.   

Following organisational reforms and the establishment of basic policies, Abe began to 

address three fundamental impediments to the enhancement of the alliance: underdeveloped 

protection of national intelligence; restrictions on arms exports and the research and development 

(R&D) of military technology; and the existing constitutional interpretation which did not allow the 

exercise of the right of collective self-defence.  First, as discussed in Chapter II, Abe 2.0 reformed 

institutional arrangements of national intelligence and, in December 2013, adopted the Act on the 

Protection of Specially Designated Secrets, which stipulates penalties for leaks of state secrets 

by government officials.4   In the context of security policy and the alliance, this act changed 

Japan’s weak protection system for national intelligence.  Prior to this act, Japan frequently 

received requests from the United States to develop a better system for protecting secret and 

sensitive information.5  Kitamura Shigeru, who, as the cabinet intelligence officer, was in charge 

of advancing this legislation, recalled that ‘the starting point for information exchange is that both 

sides have the same level of information protection systems,’ and he evaluates that the enactment 

of the act dramatically improved the quality and quantity of information exchange between Japan 
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and the United States.6  Actually, the number of agreements on the security of information has 

increased after the enactment of the legislation, and currently Japan now has such agreements 

with nine countries.7  

Second, Abe 2.0 also took steps to lift restrictions on arms exports and the sharing of 

defence technologies.8  Traditionally, Japan had dealt with arms exports in a careful manner in 

accordance with the traditional ‘Three Principles of Arms Exports’.9  This gradually changed In 

December 2011 when the Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) Cabinet Secretary Fujimura Osamu 

issued a statement to loosen the restrictions and to exempt some overseas transfers of defence 

equipment.10   Following this reform, Abe 2.0’s Three Principles on the Transfer of Defence 

Equipment and Technology, announced in April 2014, went one step farther to promote joint R&D 

of weapons with other countries,11 that applied in particular to Japan’s participation in the global 

logistics sustainment program for the F-35 fighter-jet. 12   Abe 2.0 institutionalised this by 

establishing the Acquisition, Technology and Logistics Agency within the Ministry of Defense 

(MOD) to exclusively coordinate R&D cooperation in October 2015.13  As of November 2021, 

agreements for the transfer of defence equipment and technology have been concluded with nine 

countries, and with some projects already implemented.14  

Third, the single-most important security policy reform implemented by Abe 2.0 was the 

enactment of legislation that allows for the exercise of the right of collective self-defence in the 

event of an armed attack on the United States or other countries with close ties to Japan.15  In 

February 2013, Abe re-established the Advisory Panel on Reconstruction of the Legal Basis for 

Security, which was previously established by the first Abe administration in May 2007.  Its clear 

objective was to change the 1972 Legislative Bureau interpretation that would prohibit the 

exercise of the right of collective self-defence.  Based on the advisory panel’s report, Abe 2.0 

adopted a limited form of collective self-defence16 and issued a cabinet decision to adopt a new 



Realist Japan? 

49 

 

constitutional interpretation in July 2014.17  After inter-party coordination with New Komeito Party 

(Komeito) between February and May 2015, Abe 2.0 submitted the Peace and Security 

Legislation to the diet, which added two new ‘situations' in Japan’s national defence: emergency 

situations other than armed attack (Jūyō Eikyō Jitai) and survival-threatening situations (Sonritsu 

Kiki Jitai).18  By adding these two situations, the legislation enabled Japan to conditionally enact 

the right of collective self-defence.19   

In addition, Abe 2.0 reinforced Japan’s defence postures through upgrading NPDGs in 

2013 and 2018.20  The 2013 NDPG called for building up of a Dynamic Joint Defense Force, 

which enables the SDF to achieve maritime supremacy and air superiority, seamlessly and 

flexibly. 21   Based on the recognition that security situations surrounding Japan became 

increasingly severe, uncertain and expanding in new domains (space, cyberspace and 

electromagnetic spectrum), the 2018 NPDG and the Medium Term Defense Program (MTDP FY 

2019 - FY 2023) prioritised in strengthening capabilities necessary for cross-domain operations.22  

Based on these plans, in conventional capabilities, Abe 2.0 decided to acquire stand-off missiles 

and to convert multi-function helicopter carrier destroyers (DDH Izumo-class).23  Moreover, Abe 

increased Japanese military presence on the southwestern islands in the East China Sea, along 

with a network of anti-ship and anti-aircraft missiles.24   

 

1.2 Alliance management 

Based on these domestic reforms, Abe 2.0 enhanced the alliance throughout the Obama and 

Trump administrations.  Initially, Abe’s visit to the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013 shook U.S.-

Japan relations as Abe’s visit deteriorated his reputation as a rightist at the expense of his 

pragmatic side in Washington.25   
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However, bilateral relations steadily progressed as Abe expressed his willingness to address the 

issue of the right of collective self-defence and to join the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) 

negotiations during his first visit to Washington in March 2013.  In his first visit to Japan, Obama 

officially stated that ‘Article 5 [of the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty] covers all territories under 

Japan’s administration, including the Senkaku Islands’ in April 2014.26  The trust between the 

two governments peaked at Abe’s historic address at the U.S. Congress in April 2015 which 

underscored his determination to enhance the alliance. 27   Abe’s 2015 visit to Washington 

coincided with the update of the U.S.-Japan Defense Guidelines.   The new guideline reflects 

the potential enactment of collective self-defence, which would occur three-months later, 

articulating that Japan can intercept missiles targeting the U.S. and protect U.S. ships from being 

attacked, as well as provide supply and transportation support to U.S. forces.28  The solidification 

of bilateral relations during the Obama administration culminated in 2016 when Obama visited 

Hiroshima as he attended the Group of 7 (G7) Ise-shima Summit in May, and Abe visited Pearl 

Harbour in December, symbolising the historic reconciliation between Japan and the United 

States.   

Abe quickly responded to the election of Donald Trump who, during the presidential 

campaign, criticised U.S. alliances as one-sided and unfair and urged Japan to bear more cost of 

the costs of stationing U.S. troops in Japan.29   Recognising that Trump was a very unique 

president, Abe cautiously stated that ‘Japan’s alliance with the United States was the foundation 

of peace and prosperity in Asia’, and that ‘the alliance would be increasingly important whoever 

became president’ as of May 2016.30  After the election, Abe became the first foreign leader to 

unofficially meet the president-elect in his residence in New York on 17 November 2016. 31  

Throughout the Trump administration, Abe repeatedly emphasised the importance of the United 

States’ military presence in Asia, especially in his meetings with Trump.32  While Abe had 14 

face-to-face meetings and 37 phone-calls with Trump, 33  he recalled those meetings as 
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‘repeatedly persuading Mr Trump’ that Japan bears more than 70% of the costs incurred by the 

stationing of U.S. troops in Japan, and that Japan’s economic contribution job creations in the 

United States.34   

While Abe could not prevent Trump from withdrawing from the TPP or imposing tariffs on 

Japanese steel, Abe succeeded in selling the idea of Free and Open Indo-Pacific and finding 

common ground in their perception of China. 35   One Japanese official evaluates Trump’s 

confrontational China policy by saying that that ‘Japan finally has someone in the White House 

who properly recognizes and appreciates the challenge’.36   Abe was ultimately able to gain 

Trump’s support for the U.S.-Japan alliance as well as his support and even appreciation of Abe’s 

Free and Open Indo-Pacific concept to redefine American foreign policy.   

 

1.3 Limitations of realist shift under Abe 2.0 

Despite the massive reforms undertaken by Abe 2.0, these reforms still appear to go only halfway 

from the structural realist perspective.  Japan faces not only China, a military powerhouse that 

possesses nuclear weapons and that has fanned tensions over maritime conflict of interests, but 

also faces North Korea, which aggressively conducts missile and nuclear tests and views Japan 

and the United States as its potential enemies.  This makes Japan’s security environment one 

of the most challenging on the planet today.  According to some structural realists, who assume 

that no country can ultimately be trusted, Japan should have bolstered its independent military 

capabilities and even pursued its own nuclear options.37 

In reality, however, Japan has not sought an autonomous security policy, but maintained 

the alliance with the United States which offers significant advantages for Japan, including nuclear 

deterrence, mutual defence obligations, access to military technology, and opportunities to 

improve the capabilities of the SDF through joint exercises.  Even in the debates over the right 
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of collective self-defence, Abe rejected the idea to fully permit the exercise of that right. 38  

Regarding Japan’s defence budget, Abe 2.0 has increased defence spending every year from 

2012 to 2020, after ten consecutive years of cuts from 2002, to a record high of 5.3 trillion yen in 

2020.39  However, the MTDP for 2018-23 sets a target of 25.5 trillion yen for defence spending 

over that period, making it difficult to increase the defence budget in a flexible manner.40  While 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization countries, Australia, South Korea and others are spending the 

equivalent of 2% of their GDP on defence, Japan, which arguably faces a more severe security 

environment, remains restrained in its defence expenditures, spending only 1.2% of its GDP in 

2020.41 

Another seemingly puzzling factor for Japan's defence policy is its largely defensive 

posture.  Based on the principle of ‘Exclusively Defense-Oriented Policy’ (Senshu Bouei), Japan 

uses its military only when it is under armed attack by an enemy, and even then, it will limit its 

forces to the minimum necessary for self-defence.  Abe repeatedly stated that senshu bouei is 

‘a natural premise.’42   This policy of defensive pragmatism is, to a certain extent, politically 

understandable, but in a situation where some neighbouring countries have increased nuclear-

armed missiles, the cost of maintaining an overly defensive posture appears also extraordinarily 

high as an appropriate deterrence necessitates offensive capabilities to guarantee retaliation.   

Although there is an ongoing debate on the capability to attack enemy bases, Abe 2.0 maintained 

an extremely self-restrained policy on the use of force against other countries.  Also, Abe 2.0 

failed to enact a constitutional amendment despite gaining the supermajority needed for 

proposing a constitutional amendment in both houses of the Diet in the 2017 general election.  

The fact is that Abe's realist shift was limited to urgent reforms and did not touch on fundamental 

constitutional issues. 
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In addition, in relation to constitutional restrictions, Abe 2.0 could not fundamentally 

change the restrictions on the use of weapons by the SDF.  While it is true that the peace and 

security legislation expanded the circumstances in which the SDF may use force, that expansion 

was not open-ended: in the future, adding new circumstances where force could be used still 

requires changing different legislations each time.43  Because the SDF and Japan Coast Guard 

(JCG) are restrained by Article 7 of the Police Duties Execution Law, they are not allowed to use 

weapons unless in the cases of legitimate self-defence or emergency evacuation in principle 

(although the SDF has more exemptions).  As Jimbo Ken points out, the SDF, as well as JCG, 

is still limited in its flexibility to use force in certain grey-zone situations.44  Even for international 

operations, the strict criteria for the use of weapons requires the consent of the parties involved 

in the conflict and adherence to the principle of proportionality45 , thereby maintaining unique 

restrictions on the SDF when conducting such activities.46   

 

2. NCR Analysis  

The NCR framework will explain the mixture of the accomplished security policy reforms and 

remaining abnormalities by examining intervening variables, including leader images, 

policymaking process within the government apparatus, and inter-party relations.  Although it 

was certainly Abe himself who played a central role in changing Japan’s security policy thanks to 

his political capital, technocrats who have realist mindsets played a significant role in the process 

of formulating legislations.  Regarding the inter-party relations, the partnership with the coalition 

partner of the Liberal Democratic Party (LDP), Komeito, also prevented a full-scale realist shift 

which could have potentially consisted of full-fledged collective self-defence, massive increases 

of the defence budget, and constitutional amendment.   
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2.1 Leader images: Abe’s realist mindset and increasing threat perception on China 

As a politician, Abe consistently worked on Japan’s defence policy and the U.S.-Japan security 

cooperation.  In 2006, Abe himself perceived Japan’s pacifism as damaging Japan’s 

international reputation, saying other countries view Japan’s unwillingness to participate in 

upholding international security as ‘cunning’47 and arguing that collective self-defence is the key 

to Japan’s contribution to regional security.48  During his leadership as the opposition party leader, 

Abe noted that ‘the South China Sea seems set to become a “Lake Beijing”… a sea deep enough 

for the People’s Liberation Army’s navy to base their nuclear-powered attack submarines, capable 

of launching missiles with nuclear warheads’ and concluded ‘nothing is more important for Japan 

than to reinvest in its alliance with the United States.’49  When Abe 2.0 began, this sense of 

urgency and the need to restore the alliance with the United States pervaded the minds 

policymakers, including Abe, owing to the degradation of Japan’s security environment and DPJ’s 

mismanagement of the U.S.-Japan relations.    

As a result, Abe 2.0 was off to a good start.  Abe already started reiterating the 

importance of the principle of the rule of law in Japan’s diplomacy during his first visit to Southeast 

Asia in January 2013, keeping China’s assertive behaviours in the South China Sea in his mind.50  

His foreign minister, Kishida Fumio, unprecedentedly pointed out specific security concerns in his 

inauguration speech, namely North Korea’s nuclear test, the Chinese government ships’ repeated 

intrusions into Japan’s territorial waters, a Chinese government aircraft’s violation of Japan’s 

airspace, and the Chinese Navy vessels’ locking of their fire-control radar on Japanese naval 

vessel—all of which happened between December 2012 and February 2013.51  This was clearly 

different from his DPJ predecessor’s speech in January 2012 which never mentioned sovereignty-

related issues with China.52   
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Also, Abe was concerned about a strained and weakened U.S.-Japan alliance, which 

would destabilise Japan’s national security.  During the DPJ era, for example, senior U.S. official 

Kurt Campbell cautioned against Prime Minister Hatoyama Yukio's comments in Beijing which 

indicated Japan enhancing ties with China and South Korea at the expense of the relations with 

the United States. Campbell warned, ‘[I]imagine the Japanese response if the U.S. Government 

were to say publicly that it wished to devote more attention to China than Japan.’53  In sharp 

contrast to his first term as prime minister when Abe selected China and South Korea as his first 

destinations, Abe 2.0 repeatedly articulated the importance of the alliance and placed alliance-

rebuilding as a primary objective of his foreign policy.54  In his first telephone call with Obama 

upon his inauguration, Abe sent the message that Japan will not only enhance the alliance with 

the United States but take responsibility to keep the balance of power in Asia.55  His ‘Japan is 

Back’ speech declares that ‘Japan is not, and will never be a tier-two country’ as a direct response 

to the concerns expressed in the high-profile Armitage-Nye report.56 

 

2.2 Policymaking process 1: Centralisation of power and mobilisation of FPEs 

Abe took steps to act on these perceptions by reforming government organisations and appointing 

relevant, like-minded officials.  As discussed in Chapter II, Abe centralised authority to the Prime 

Minister’s Office (kantei) through the establishment of the National Security Council (NSC) and 

National Security Secretariat (NSS) in 2013.  The Four Minister’s Meeting of the NSC, which 

was held most frequently, works as the ‘command centre’ for national foreign and security policies.  

The NSS strengthened kantei’s ability and capacity to advance security policy reforms as it 

provided personnel and resources by integrating officials and information of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs (MOFA), MOD, and SDF under the National Security Strategy.  Officials recall 

that the creation of NSC/NSS significantly changed the decision-making process in Japan’s 
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foreign and security policy in five ways: (1) smoother information and intelligence sharing; (2) a 

foundation of seamless coordination and collaboration; (3) enrichment of resources to deal with 

crisis situations and to develop medium- and long-term policy objectives simultaneously; (4) 

enhancement of leadership of prime minister and expansion of his awareness of new areas such 

as cyber and space; and (5) the creation of a new and effective channel to counterparts in other 

countries’ national security systems, especially with the United States.57 

Inside the strengthened kantei, Abe assigned key posts to aides sympathetic to his 

perceptions and thinking.  The three top executives of the NSS58  –Yachi Shotaro, Kanehara 

Nobukatsu59 , and Takamizawa Nobushige60 – have overlap with Abe’s worldview.  Kanehara 

previously worked as Director of MOFA’s Policy Coordination Division during Abe 1.0, leading the 

formulation of the Arc of Freedom and Prosperity under Yachi’s initiative.61  Takamizawa, who 

previously headed the Defense Policy Bureau from 2008 to 2011 and the MOD’s thinktank–

National Institute for Defence Studies–from 2011 to 2013 had comprehensive expertise in security 

affairs.62   He was also known for his statement at the LDP research committee on National 

Security, in which he said Japan should recognise a crisis in the Taiwan Strait as a threat to 

Japan’s security.63  Abe also appointed Ambassador Komatsu Ichiro, who has a legal expertise 

and sense of national security, as Director General of the Cabinet Legislative Bureau, which is in 

charge of government’s interpretation of the constitution.64  As for intelligence policy, Abe turned 

to Sugita Kazuhiro65  and Kitamura Shigeru66 , both from National Police Agency.67   As the 

process of passing the security legislation required the development of a detailed legal framework, 

Abe mobilised these bureaucrats with expertise in diplomacy, intelligence and law to make a 

breakthrough in Japan’s security policy.   
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2.3 Policymaking process 2: Intervention by coalition-partner 

While reshaping the policymaking process within the government brought impetus to policy 

reforms, another intervening variable, inter-party politics, moderated Abe’s security policy reforms.  

Komeito whose support base is a religious organisation is a party that emphasises pacifism, and 

until the debate on the peace and security legislation began, had been opposed to the use of 

collective self-defence.68  As of May 2014, the Komeito newspaper clearly states that Komeito 

believes that [quoting Party President Yamaguchi Natsuo] ‘the existing government interpretation 

of the constitution is appropriate’. 69   To reflect their hesitation of changing the existing 

constitutional interpretation, Komeito resisted the original draft of the cabinet decision to 

reinterpret the constitution until June 2014.70   

As a condition for accepting a limited form of collective self-defence, Komeito 

continuously insisted on the adherence to Article 9 of the constitution and required the clarification 

of the limits of self-defence.  As a result, the security legislation included several key restrictions.  

First, the legislation eventually refers to ‘other countries with which Japan has close relations’ as 

a subject to the right of collective self-defence, instead of simply ‘other countries’ used in the 

original draft.71  Second, the legislation requires a ‘clear and present danger’ to the fundamental 

rights of Japanese citizens and the existence of Japan itself as a condition of enacting collective 

self-defence.  Furthermore, the right of self-defence can only be invoked when there is no other 

appropriate means.72  Also, regarding the overseas deployment of the SDF, Komeito struggled 

to push the government to accept certain conditions, including requiring a UN resolution, requiring 

prior approval without exception by the Diet, and ensuring the safety of SDF personnel. 73  

Consequently, a political compromise was reached in which Abe 2.0 and its realist FPEs achieved 

a major but still limited step to implement the right of collective self-defence while Komeito could 

protect its pacifist position and remain committed to the basic interpretation of Article 9 of the 

constitution.   
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At the same time, it was remarkable that Komeito accepted the need for collective self-

defence.  Mikuriya Takashi points out that Komeito transformed to a more realist position from 

its previous pacificism through both inter-party coordination as well as backstage meetings that 

include LDP Vice President Komura, Komeito Vice President Kitagawa, Kanehara and 

Takamizawa, and Cabinet Legislation Bureau Director Yokobata Yusuke.74  As of 2016, Kitagawa 

came to support the peace and security legislation, arguing that ‘when the first blow is struck 

against U.S. forces conducting surveillance activities for the very purpose of defending Japan, we 

cannot be arguing about the right of individual self-defense or the right of collective self-defense’.75  

Thus, Komeito had been committed to being a braking mechanism on the LDP’s more reformist 

ambitions, but its transformation mitigated the intervention in the reforms.  

 

3.  Summary 

This chapter has shown that the systemic stimuli captured by the NCR framework fostered the 

realist perceptions of key policy actors in Abe 2.0 to shape their approach to security policy reform 

and strengthening the U.S.-Japan alliance.  Based on the threat perceptions—particularly the 

rise of China and the weakened alliance with the U.S.—Abe 2.0 implemented a series of policies 

to improve the alliance through reforming domestic security policy.  In the policy-making process, 

bureaucrats with expertise and close views to those of Abe were appointed to key posts, which 

enabled the implementation of complex security legislation.  However, in spite of the degradation 

of Japan’s security environment, the government has not moved beyond the existing defence-

oriented security policy assumed by structural realism.  This can be attributed to the fact that the 

policy makers are extremely aware of the benefits of the U.S.-Japan alliance and that they took 

into consideration the wishes of Komeito.  
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Chapter IV   Case 2: Japan’s China Policy during Abe 2.0 

This chapter examines Abe 2.0’s foreign policy toward China and demonstrates how the proposed 

neoclassical realist (NCR) framework accounts for changes that occur during this period.  As in 

the previous chapter, the following pages will focus on how domestic intervening variables—

namely leader images and the decision-making process—affected the impact of systemic stimuli 

on Japan’s external policy toward China.  It addresses how Japan has used balancing and 

engagement vis-à-vis China, and what mechanisms it has used to coordinate these two 

approaches. 

 

1. Abe 2.0's Policy toward China  

First, this section will outline the changes in Japan-China relations under Abe 2.0, focusing on 

three areas: consultations at the summit level, security policy, and economic policy. 

1.1. Intergovernmental exchange between Japan and China 

At the summit level, the leaders of Japan and China did not have an opportunity to meet for one 

year and nine months, between December 2012 and the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation 

(APEC) summit in Beijing in September 2014.  Although Japan-China relations had been 

extremely fraught during the previous Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) administrations, Abe did 

not prioritise repairing them, but prioritised the United States to confirm with U.S. President 

Obama his plan to strengthen the U.S.-Japan alliance and Southeast Asian countries—making 

them his first foreign visit in Abe 2.0.  In light of the fact that Xi Jinping became the leader of the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) in November 2012 and President of China in February 2013 

and took a while to consolidate his political foundation in Beijing, Abe might take a wait-and-see 

attitude toward the newly installed Chinese leader.  Still, this choice was in stark contrast to Abe’s 
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first administration in 2006, when he chose China as his first foreign destination to repair bilateral 

relations which had suffered during the Koizumi administration from 2001 to 2006.   

At the administrative level, regular contacts continued behind the scenes, with Yachi 

Shotaro visiting China twice as a cabinet counsellor during 2013, before he became the head of 

the National Security Secretariat (NSS).1  Yachi had a series of meetings with Yang Jiechi, a 

member of the Central Committee of the CCP and China’s top diplomat.  However, the two sides 

could not reconcile fundamental differences over the Senkaku Islands (which the Chinese side 

calls the ‘Diaoyu Islands’).  The Chinese side appealed for recognition of the existence of a 

territorial dispute as a condition for a summit-level meeting, a decisive compromise the Japanese 

side was not prepared to take.2  As a result, an eclectically worded statement, named ’Regarding 

Discussions toward Improving Japan-China Relations’, which labelled their uncompromisable 

positions on the Senkaku as ‘different views’,3 was agreed upon in November 2014 just before 

Abe attended the APEC summit in Beijing.  This allowed the two leaders to hold a meeting during 

the gathering.4   The Japanese side viewed this as a success as the diplomatic workaround 

secured an opportunity for dialogue while Tokyo adhered to its consistently stated position that it 

would not accept any preliminary conditions for holding a dialogue.   

After this meeting, Abe and Xi resumed a summit-level meetings, including at the 

Bandung Conference in April 2015, at the Group of 20 (G20) in Hangzhou in September 2016, at 

the G20 in Hamburg in July 2017, the APEC Summit in Hanoi in November 2017, and at the G20 

in Osaka in 2019.  Abe also had several meetings with Premier Li Keqiang on the sidelines of 

international conferences, including the China-Japan-South Korea Trilateral Summit in November 

2015, the Asia-Europe Summit in April 2016, and the East Asia Summit in Manila in November 

2017.  In May 2018, Li finally visited Japan for the first time in six years as Chinese Premier, and 

in October, Abe paid an official visit to Beijing.  
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While the frequency of high-level dialogue does not represent the entirety of Japan-China 

relations, it is still an important indicator.  Compared to the roughly two years from December 

2012, there was a slight thaw in the relationship from November 2014 to the beginning of 2018, 

after the two leaders confirmed the importance of the meeting based on administrative 

coordination.  For example, at the summit meeting in 2016, Abe pointed out maritime security 

issues in the East and South China Seas, and Xi continued to state China's position as before, 

but there were also constructive discussions, with the Japanese side suggesting possible areas 

of economic cooperation.5  Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) Secretary-General Nikai Toshihiro 

attended the first Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) Summit in May 2017 to deliver Abe's letter of intent 

to Xi, which included a favourable assessment of the BRI’s massive infrastructure development 

plans.  In the period from early 2018, which marked the 40th anniversary of the Japan-China 

Peace and Friendship Treaty, to Abe's resignation in July 2020, Abe encouraged dialogue with 

China: Li and Abe’s mutual visits and Xi’s visit to Japan in May 2019 to attend the G20 Osaka 

summit, where expanded cooperation in the economic field was touted.  The bilateral relations 

reached the level in which Abe officially invited Xi to pay a state visit to Japan; however, those 

plans were eventually cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic.6  

 

1.2 Japan-China relations on security affairs 

Compared to the reconciliation of the summit-level, Abe 2.0 security policy toward China was very 

cautious from the outset and remained so.  The reason for this is that since their first incursion 

into Japanese territorial waters in December 2008, Chinese Coast Guard and other vessels 

regularly appeared around the Senkaku Islands (Figure 8). 7   In September 2010, when a 

Chinese fishing boat collided with a Japanese coast guard vessel, the Japanese government 

released the captain and repatriated him to China after China put various pressures on Japan, 
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including suspending the export of rare earths and arresting several Japanese expatriates living 

in China on dubious espionage charges.8  After the Japanese government acquired ownership 

of the Senkaku Islands from private citizens in October 2012, Chinese ships ramped up presence 

operations in violating the territorial waters and contiguous zones around the islands (Figure 8).  

This became an urgent issue when Abe took office in December 2012.  In addition, after the 

inauguration of Abe 2.0, a Chinese navy vessel pointed and ‘lit up’ its fire control radar on a 

Japanese Maritime Self Defence Force (SDF) destroyer in January 2013.9  Moreover, tensions 

at sea soon spread to the air.  In November 2013, China established an Air Defence Identification 

Zone (ADIZ) over the Senkaku Islands which overlap with the Japanese airspace,10 and in May 

and June 2014, Chinese military aircraft flew dangerously close to SDF aircrafts.11  In 2012, the 

number of scrambles against Chinese military aircraft exceeded those against Russian military 

aircraft, and since then, the number of approaches to Japanese airspace by Chinese military 

aircraft considerably increased and have remained high (Figure 9).  

Thus, in the area of security, Abe 2.0 demonstrated no willingness to compromise with 

China, but nonetheless acted with restraint to avoid escalation and conflict.  Abe 2.0 worked on 

strengthening crisis management mechanisms with China in an effort to alleviate the potentially 

dangerous situation around Japan’s outlying islands.12  In January 2018, the two governments 

agreed on the Japan-China Maritime and Air Communication Mechanism between their defence 

agencies.13  In another area of security tension, Abe 2.0 moved to internationalise South China 

Sea issues by invoking the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) and 

working to shape international perceptions of China's actions by appealing to the principles of the 

rule of law and the value of open seas as an international public good.14  Still, like the case in 

the East China Sea, Japan’s policy toward the South China Sea carefully avoided the risk of 

escalation.  Japan has refrained from directly participating in the freedom of navigation 
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operations conducted by the U.S. Navy while it sent its military vessels for joint exercise on the 

high seas, capacity-building and friendly port visits.   

 

Figure 8. Number of intrusions by Chinese Coast Guard and other vessels into Japan’s 

territorial waters and contiguous zones15 
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Figure 9. Changes in the Number of Scrambles by the Japanese Air Self Defence Force 

by Fiscal Year16 
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1.3 Japan-China relations over economic affairs 

In the area of trade policy, Abe 2.0 prioritised negotiations of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) 

originally led by the United States, and the Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) with the 

European Union.  After the withdrawal of the United States from the TPP in January 2017, Tokyo 

led the effort to redesign the deal and realise the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement on 

TPP (CPTPP) in March 2018. 17   This prioritisation is in line with Abe’s emphasis on the 

importance of the U.S.-Japan alliance and cooperation with the like-minded nations.  

At the same time, Japan held regular ministerial and working-level meetings for the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and (less frequently) the China-Japan-

Korea Free Trade Agreement negotiations.  While Japan tried to keep India within RCEP, only 

15 countries—the ten countries of ASEAN plus China, Japan, Korea, Australia, and New 

Zealand—agreed on RCEP in November 2019.  In the field of investment, the China-Japan-

Korea Investment Agreement, which was agreed upon in May 2012 during the DPJ administration, 

passed the Diet and came into effect in November 2014 under the Abe administration.  This 

trilateral agreement helped improve the investment environment between China and Japan, 

including in relation to intellectual property rights and the principle of ‘national treatment—

providing non-discriminatory rules for foreign investors.’18  In the financial sector, at the Japan-

China summit held in May 2018, the two governments agreed on several cooperative agendas, 

such as China’s granting Japan a 200 billion yuan (about 3.4 trillion yen) Renminbi Qualified 

Foreign Institutional Investor quota and granting licenses for bond business to Japanese financial 

institutions.19  

Also, as mentioned above, Abe sent Nikai to the China-led BRI Summit in May 2017 with 

his own letter of intent to favourably evaluate the BRI.  In April 2015, when the question of 

whether to join the Beijing-initiated Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) became a global 
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issue, Japan ultimately decided not to participate, citing a lack of transparency and fairness in the 

governance of the institution.20  In the end, Japan and United States were the two major world 

economies—and the two largest stakeholders in the Asian Development Bank (ADB), a potential 

rival to the AIIB—which did not join the AIIB. 21   Notwithstanding Japanese and American 

concerns over the AIIB governance, however, the AIIB seems to have established a fairly high 

level of governance system with the participation of many developed countries such as the United 

Kingdom and Australia22 and acquired a AAA rating for its bonds.23  In 2016, the Japan-led ADB 

and the AIIB started co-financing the infrastructure projects based on a Memorandum of 

Understanding.24  It is consistent with this trend that the Japanese government expressed its 

implicit support for the BRI, asking the BRI to ensure basic transparency, accountability, and 

economic viability, and to seek room for cooperation.  Thus, while keeping its priority on the 

United States and other like-minded economies, Abe 2.0 aimed to expand the room for mutual 

cooperation between Japan and China and stabilise bilateral relations. 

 

2. NCR Analysis  

As such, Abe 2.0's policy toward China is a patchwork of balancing and engagement.  On the 

one hand, it is balancing China, which has exerted pressures on neighbouring countries including 

Japan and renewed its economic influence.  Structural realist finds Abe’s balancing as consistent 

with its theoretical expectations.  On the other hand, Abe 2.0 was also open to exploring the 

possibility of cooperation with China, which was already Japan's largest trading partner and an 

important part of its major manufacturing supply chain, through RCEP, financial cooperation and 

the BRI.  A NCR framework helps clarify how this ambivalent China policy emerged in Abe 2.0 

by focusing on leader images and internal differences within the government apparatus over 

Japan’s China policy.     
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2.1 Leader images: Ambivalent perception on China 

As discussed in Chapter II, there was a shared perception within the administration, including Abe 

himself, of the threat that China's military and maritime expansion posed to Japan's national 

interests.  While this threat perception was shared, there was a difference of priority in foreign 

policy executives’ (FPEs) perception on China depending on their assigned roles and 

responsibility within the government.  

On the one hand, Japan’s hard security policy toward China can be explained as the 

accomplishment of the FPEs in charge of security policy within the administration who pursue a 

strong balancing policy.  Those FPEs, especially in the NSS, but also in the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MOFA) and Ministry of Defence (MOD), who shared a strong sense of purpose to build a 

superior position against China by continuously affirming common strategic interests and values 

with the United States, Australia, India, and Western European countries.  While each ministry 

and agency built its own foreign relations with China based on their ministerial interests in the 

past, those NSS officials within the Prime Minister’s Office’s (kantei) held strong grips on 

policymaking and could design Japan's overall security policy toward China.   

However, Japan’s balancing was not for antagonising against China.  Rather high-level 

national security bureaucrats recognised balancing China help stabilise Japan-China relations.  

Yachi, the then director general of the NSS, stated Abe 2.0 had no intention to contain China, and 

Japan had no ability to do so.25  Kanehara Nobukatsu, one of key FPEs under Abe 2.0, believed 

that Abe 2.0's security policy could build strategic stability between Japan and China only by 

maintaining the balance of power through solidarity among countries that share values.26  Thus, 

the realist bureaucrats in charge of security within the kantei pursued defensive balancing with 

China rather than unnecessarily fomenting confrontation.  This astute approach led to such 
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initiatives as ‘diplomacy with a global perspective’ and ‘a free and open Indo-Pacific’ (discussed 

further in Chapter V). 

On the other hand, those in charge of economic policy at home and abroad who 

recognised China as not only a security threat to Japan, but also an extremely important partner 

to the Japanese economy.  The liberal faction within the LDP and the dovish political forces such 

as the New Komeito Party (Komeito) also held favourable views on China and promoted Japan-

China cooperation with a focus on mutual economic benefit.   

In this regard, it was economic officials, especially the Ministry of Economy, Trade and 

Industry (METI), which had an economic-oriented perception on China.  For instance, Abe's 

letter of intent evaluating the BRI was originally drafted by NSS Director-General Yachi with a 

clear request to the BRI to adhere to principles of transparency, accountability and fiscal 

responsibility in its dealings with recipient states.  However, the letter was later rewritten by the 

executive secretary to the prime minister, Imai Takaya, from METI.27   Imai was known to be 

critical of MOFA's policy toward China, and confessed that he rewrote the letter to be given to 

LDP secretary-general Nikai so that it would not be disrespectful to Xi Jinping.28  In addition, 

engagement with China took place mainly as a form of economic cooperation around the 

framework of ‘Third Country Market Cooperation’, over which METI has an exclusive control.  

During Abe's visit to China in October 2018, the ‘First Third Country Market Cooperation Forum’ 

was held and 52 memorandums of understanding on specific infrastructure development projects 

were exchanged.  Many of them are still at the level of general agreements, but the Japanese 

side stated that they would be implemented within the framework of ‘promoting cooperation 

among enterprises that meets international standards and benefits third countries.’29   

Other key economic agency, the Ministry of Finance (MOF), which holds the strong 

authority to manage both tax revenue and government’s expenditure also perceived China as an 
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opportunity for Japan’s economy and promoted Japan-China financial cooperation.  At the outset 

of Abe 2.0, the Japan-China Financial Ministers’ meeting was suspended for two years from 2013 

to 2015, and the Japan-China swap arrangement also terminated in 2013 as neither side 

requested the extension.30  Also, Japanese Finance Minister Aso Taro was cautious about the 

Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank and BRI as of March 2015.31  Still, the finance ministers of 

Japan and China –Aso and Lou Jiwei –met in Beijing in June 2015 and agreed on strengthening 

communications and exchanges in financial areas and also jointly promoting Asian infrastructure 

development.32  After the 2018 Japan-Chia summit, the financial cooperation became one of the 

most essential cooperative agendas for the two countries.  The two leaders, Abe and Li Keqiang 

agreed on revising the bilateral swap arrangement in October 2018.  Officials of the Financial 

Services Agency under the jurisdiction of the MOF explicitly said that they want to promote 

financial cooperation with China ‘as much as possible’ by supporting Japanese financial 

companies to expand their business in China.33   They also evaluated the first Japan-Chian 

capital markets forum held in April 2019, in which more than 100 businessmen and officials from 

Japan visited Shanghai for promoting further financial cooperation, such as mutual listing of 

exchange-traded funds and designations of Japanese banks as renminbi clearing banks.34   

Thus, the two opposing perceptions on China coexisted within the Abe 2.0 and played 

out as an ambivalent policy toward China.  Kanehara and Takamizawa, who were key figures of 

national security FPEs, recalled that in the economic bureaucracy, the logic of stimulating the 

economy and boosting business took some precedence over strategic and security issues and 

the policy linkage between economic and security interests was weak at that time.35  Regarding 

Japan-China infrastructure cooperation, while security FPEs acknowledged the importance of the 

bilateral cooperation as a means to encourage China’s adherence to international standards such 

as transparency and fiscal soundness, there were concerns among MOFA officials that METI was 

being not cautious enough in its thinking.36  While it would be unrealistic to think there would be 
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entirely homogenous perceptions, principles and policies amongst the highly professionalised 

FPEs of a modern nation, Abe 2.0 was not an exception.   

 

2.2 Policymaking process: Roles of economic officials 

This competition between security and economic logics can be observed in the policymaking 

process.  In general, the NSS and their security realist thinking took the leadership in the making 

of Abe 2.0’s foreign and security policy.  However, despite a growing recognition of China’s threat 

to Japan's security and strategic interests, the economic official could exert significant influence 

over China policy related to economic affairs 37  because of the economic dependence of 

Japanese companies on the Chinese market, Abe’s prioritisation of economic revitalisation38, and 

his closeness to economic advisors, such as Imai Takaya.   

First, as a background to these economic thinking in Japan’s policy toward China, it is 

important to understand the increasing economic interdependence between the two countries.  

Since 2004, when total trade between Japan and China exceeded that between Japan and the 

United States for the first time, China has been Japan’s largest trading partner.39   The total 

annual trade remained stable at around 35 trillion Japanese Yen.40  According to the report of 

the Headquarters for Japan’s Economic Revitalization at the Cabinet Secretariat, Japanese 

exports to China increased from 3.3 trillion yen (6.3% of its total export) in 2000 to 14.7 trillion yen 

(19.1%) in 2019, and its import from 5.9 trillion yen (14.5% of its total import) to 18.4 trillion yen 

(23.5%) (See also Figure 10).41  The report also points out that Japan’s dependence on China 

in intermediate goods is the highest among advanced economies, reaching 24.7% in its total 

exports of intermediate goods and 21.1% in its imports.42  This demonstrates that Japan and 

China are interconnected through the regional supply chain of manufactured goods.  According 

to a survey by the Japan Bank for International Cooperation (JBIC), while India ranked first and 
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China second for three consecutive years from 2014 to 2016 in terms of countries/regions in 

which to expand overseas business, China regained the top spot in 2017, underscoring the 

importance of the Chinese market for Japanese firms.43  Also, the number of Chinese tourists 

visiting Japan quadrupled from 2.4 million in 2014 to a record 9.59 million in 2019, as the Abe 

administration eased visa conditions for Chinese tourists in January 2015, in line with its policy of 

boosting the domestic economy through increased tourism (Figure 11).44   

 In the policymaking process, Imai of METI had been the leading executive secretary for 

Abe throughout the administration.  Abe also assigned two officials from METI as his executive 

secretaries, Imai and Yanase Tadao (later succeeded by Munakata Naoko and Saeki Kozo).  

This was different from Abe’s predecessors who either assign MOF official as the leading 

secretary or employing two MOF officials.  This means that Abe was cautious of the strong 

influence of MOF and diluted their presence in his kantei.  At the same time, Abe also considered 

the MOF’s interests.  Abe assigned Kuroda Haruhiko as the governor of the Bank of Japan,45 

and raised the consumption tax from 5% to 8% in 2014, and 8% to 10% in 2019 as MOF desired 

for long.  However, the hikes of the consumption tax damaged domestic consumption, resulting 

in the need to expand global markets for Japanese companies.46  In that sense, for METI and 

MOF officials, sound economic relations with China were important.  For Abe himself, because 

of his promise of economic revitalisation, it was not possible for him to ignore all of these economic 

indicators and the view of METI or MOF in the process of achieving his promised economic 

revitalisation.   
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2.3 Policymaking process: Outside government apparatus 

Finally, other potential cause for Abe 2.0’s China policy was the role of the LDP's coalition partner, 

Komeito, as discussed in Chapter III.  In fact, many of the policies of dialogue and reconciliation 

between the leaders of Japan and China were those desired by Komeito.  One of the symbolic 

events was the visit of Komeito's leader, Yamaguchi Natsuo, to Beijing in January 2013 (less than 

one month following the initiation of Abe 2.0) where he met with General Secretary Xi Jinping and 

personally delivered a letter from Abe.49  Komeito welcomed the sea-air liaison mechanism, a 

measure that Komeito had stressed for years.50   

However, not all policies were implemented in the way Komeito wanted: when Abe visited 

the Yasukuni Shrine in December 2013, Komeito officially opposed the visit and expressed regret 

on the grounds that it would cause political and diplomatic problems.51  In the same way, while 

Komeito strongly supported Xi’s state visit to Japan scheduled in March 2020, 52  this also 

conflicted with the hawks in the LDP (the visit was eventually cancelled owing to the COVID-19 

pandemic).53  In this light, while Komeito sees its traditional role as a bridge between Japan and 

China,54 its influence was limited.  Abe 2.0 has occasionally adopted policies regarding China 

that conform to the wishes of Komeito, but based on its own judgment at the time, and not as a 

result of Komeito’s direct influence over the administration.   

The hardening of Japan’s policy toward China under Abe 2.0 was largely supported by 

the extreme deterioration of the public sentiment toward China.  Since the collision of the fishing 

boats around the Senkaku Islands in 2010, Japanese sentiment toward China has worsened, and 

the percentage of respondents who said they had a negative or relatively negative impression of 

China went from 72% in 2010 to 93% in 2014.  It has remained around 90% since then (see 

Figure 12).  While these trends in public opinion are by no means directly guiding any particular 

policy, they have certainly reduced the political risk for the government in implementing hard-line 
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policies toward China.55  In addition, while adopting a realist orientation, Abe adopted limited 

measures, such as slightly increasing military spending and allowing the exercise of the right of 

collective self-defence in a limited form, rather than taking steps such as amending the Article 9 

of the constitution that would have radically altered Japan’s defence posture.   

 

Figure 12. Surveys on perceptions on each country: China and Japan56 
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3. Summary 

This chapter proposed an analysis of Abe 2.0’s policy toward China, and showed that the policy 

attempted to strike a balance between balancing and engagement.  This overall approach from 

Abe 2.0 runs counter in many ways to expectations of structural realists.  In applying a NCR 

framework, the chapter explained that leaders' realist perceptions, mediated by domestic 

policymaking processes—especially a policy struggle between security and economic 

bureaucrats within the government apparatus—sheds light on why Abe 2.0 struck the balancing-

engagement approach toward China.  Diplomacy with China—which was largely based on 

economic engagement—and diplomacy outside of China—which consisted largely of external 

balancing through coalition-building among like-minded states—resulted in the multifaceted 

nature of Japan’s foreign policy toward China.   

To take a balance between these two perceptions, Abe has combined balancing and 

engagement.  He avoided measures that would lead to direct confrontation with China, and 

promoted soft-line policies, such as risk management through naval and air liaison mechanisms.  

Japan’s defence and law enforcement agencies promoted capacity building of other countries’ 

law enforcement agencies with keeping the grey-zone coercion of China in mind.57   
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Chapter V   Case 3: Regional Diplomacy: Free and Open Indo-Pacific  

As the third case study, this chapter uses a neoclassical realist (NCR) framework to analyse the 

‘Free and Open Indo-Pacific’ (FOIP) concept which constituted Japan’s overall foreign policy 

direction adopted by Abe 2.0.  Compared to Japan-U.S. or Japan-China bilateral diplomatic 

relations discussed in the previous two chapters, FOIP is an overarching strategic concept for 

maintaining and strengthening freedom and openness in maritime security, promoting connectivity, 

and expanding ‘universal’ values (Figure 12).  In other words, FOIP attempted to preserve a 

rules-based international order.1  Focusing on two aspects of the NCR framework: the leaders’ 

image and the decision-making process, this chapter examines the motivations and mechanisms 

by which Abe 2.0 created and realised this strategic concept to guide its foreign policy.  

 

1. Emergence of the FOIP concept  

This section will track the inception of FOIP from Abe’s first short tenure in 2006 to 2007 to its 

realisation in his second administration.   

1.1 Legacy of Abe 1.0 

To understand the FOIP, it is necessary to look back from the foreign policy of Abe 1.0.  As Abe 

himself acknowledges, the concept of the Indo-Pacific originated in his first administration from 

2006 to 2007, especially his speech at the Indian Parliament, titled ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’, 

delivered in August 2007.2  The 2007 speech had two critical aims: expanding the definition of 

the Asia region and promoting values-based diplomacy.  First, Abe aimed to expand the regional 

concept used in Japanese diplomacy from the traditional Asia-Pacific or East Asia to the broader 

Indo-Pacific by illustrating his recognition of the importance of connecting the two seas as global 

public goods in which cultures can intersect, trade can develop, and people’s lives can become 



Realist Japan? 

89 

 

more prosperous.3  In fact, expansion of the regional concept was in line with Abe’s predecessor, 

such as Koizumi’s broader Asia concept in 2002 which sought to expand East Asia to include 

Australia, New Zealand and India.  As Terada Takashi points out, Koizumi’s expansion was a 

realist policy to counter the growing influence of China in East Asia—where developing and non-

democratic nations maintain a majority—in order to promote high-level economic rules in the 

region.4 

Second, Abe 1.0 also promoted values-based diplomacy—a foreign policy that promotes, 

supports, and spreads cooperation and collaboration with countries and peoples that share an 

interest in preserving individual liberties, democratic processes, fundamental human rights, the 

rule of law, and market economics.5  Aso Taro, the then Foreign Minister of Abe 1.0 advocated 

the ‘Arc of Freedom and Prosperity’, calling for cooperation among like-minded states, namely 

the United States, Australia, Canada, India, the European Union, and others in order to establish 

a circle of freedom along the Eurasian continent.6  The emphasis on values overlapped with the 

‘Eurasian diplomacy’ promoted by Hashimoto Ryutaro in the late 1990s and the diplomacy of the 

Mori Yoshiro administration, which emphasised Africa.7   While Abe 1.0 attempted to promote 

cooperation among the four members of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (or ‘Quad’—Australia, 

India, Japan, and the United States), it could not be sustained due to the sudden resignation of 

Abe as well as hesitation on the part of Canberra and Delhi.8  Abe’s successors, namely Fukuda 

Yasuo from 2007 to 2008 as well as DPJ administrations from 2009 to 2012, did not prioritise this 

values-based diplomacy or coalition-building, and instead focused on improving relations with key 

neighbouring states, especially China and South Korea.9  While Aso Taro from 2008 to 2009 

aimed to succeed value-based diplomacy, he was preoccupied with the economic policies after 

the Global Financial Crisis and lost the lower house election in August 2009.   
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1.2 Emergence of FOIP under Abe 2.0 

Abe expressed the foundational idea of FOIP from the beginning of Abe 2.0.  Abe published an 

article titled ‘Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond’ in December 2012, the day after he assumed 

the prime minister, and called for a strategic cooperation among the Quad members.10   In 

January 2013, in his first overseas trip in Southeast Asia, Abe stressed the importance of maritime 

security and freedom of navigation as a common interest for all in the region stretching from the 

Asia-Pacific to the Indian Ocean.11  He also used the term Indo-Pacific for the first time in his 

speech in Washington a month later, saying that ‘when the Asia-Pacific or the Indo-Pacific region 

becomes more and more prosperous, Japan must remain a leading promoter of rules.’12  After 

succeeding in achieving domestic security policy reforms and the strengthening the alliance with 

United States in 2015 (see Chapter III), Abe’s embrace of the Indo-Pacific region culminated in 

his speech in August 2016, at the Sixth Tokyo International Conference on African Development 

(TICAD VI) in Kenya.  Although he did not use the term FOIP itself, Abe outlined the basic values 

of FOIP, saying, ‘Japan bears the responsibility of fostering the confluence of the Pacific and 

Indian Oceans and of Asia and Africa into a place that values freedom, the rule of law, and the 

market economy, free from force or coercion, and making it prosperous.’13  

Thus, while Abe 2.0 vigorously promoted the FOIP concept after 2016, those efforts were 

based on foundations built during Abe 1.0, especially promotion of the Arc of Freedom and 

Prosperity, as well as the accomplishment of the first three years of Abe 2.0.14  Given that Abe 

1.0 foreign policy considered two aspects of international politics—power and values—FOIP is 

also a product of the convergence of Japan’s post-Cold War diplomatic focus on liberal values 

and careful management of the balance of power in the rapidly changing security environment 

caused by China’s rise.  Sahashi Ryo views the importance of FOIP in its role in rule-making and 

order-building, which Japan has prioritised after the end of the Cold War.15  Kanehara Nobukatsu, 

the then deputy director-general of the National Security Secretariat (NSS) during the Abe 2.0, 
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also calls FOIP as a grand strategy, akin to George Kennan’s famous ‘X’ article in the early days 

of the Cold War.  Kanehara argues that FOIP is a strategy that concerns not only matters of 

power and strategic balance, but also economics and values, and aims to protect and nurture a 

liberal international order that spans Japan, the United States, ASEAN, Australia, and India, as 

well as the east coast of Africa and the west coast of Latin America (Figure 13).16   

 

1.3 FOIP and China 

FOIP was formulated by keeping China in mind.  Chen Dingding argues that some Chinese 

experts see the aim of FOIP as containment of China.17  Yet, the Japanese government has 

always responded to such concerns by saying that FOIP is not aimed at any third countries.18  In 

fact, FOIP never intended to impede China’s economic development or thwart China from 

contributing to the global economy.  To be more precise, FOIP aims to realise Japan’s national 

interest by encouraging and pressuring China to follow existing international rules and thus 

supports a rules-based international order in the twenty-first century.  John Lee argues that FOIP 

should not be seen as containing China, but is rather a collective effort to ensure that growing 

Chinese power is not used to challenge or circumvent the rules-based order, and ultimately 

shapes China’s decisions in line with existing rules and principles.19  This suggests that FOIP 

was the response to the rise of China and increasing uncertainty over the future of the liberal 

international order, but not targeting China as a hostile nation.   

These goals related to China were reflected in the basic principles of FOIP.  First, one 

of the pillars of FOIP is maritime security which reflects not only Japan’s determination to protect 

its sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands, but also its concerns about the sea lanes of 

communications from the Middle East to the Far East, passing through the South China Sea.  

Japan’s first post-war National Security Strategy, released in December 2013, outlines Japan’s 
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identity as a maritime nation which will play a leading role in the maintenance and development 

of an ‘open and stable ocean’ based on the rule of law, freedom and security of navigation and 

overflight, and the peaceful resolution of disputes in accordance with international law.20  That 

strategy document also describes China’s actions as ‘an attempt to change the status quo by 

force based on its own claims’ and ‘incompatible with the existing international order.’21  Abe 

pushed this agenda at the Shangri La Dialogue 2014, promulgating the three principles of the rule 

of law at sea. 22   FOIP follows from these overtures, and further elaborates the need for 

strengthening maritime domain awareness (MDA) capabilities of maritime South and Southeast 

Asian nations’ military and law enforcement agencies.23   

The second factor behind FOIP was China’s active infrastructure investment activities, 

especially across Asia and Africa, including through the Asian Infrastructure and Investment Bank 

(AIIB), the New Development Bank, and the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).  According to a 

diplomat of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) who was involved in the 2016 FOIP speech at 

TICAD VI, FOIP reflects Japan’s commitment to regional development in Africa and to maintain 

and strengthen liberal values in the face of China’s investment practices which are more opaque 

and financially unsustainable.24  Like for maritime security, the promotion of connectivity also has 

accomplishments before 2016, for example, at the ‘21st International Conference on the Future 

of Asia’ held in Tokyo in May 2015 in which Abe expressed his commitment to promote ‘quality 

Infrastructure investment’ in collaboration with other countries and international organisations.25  

He announced a plan to strengthen the Asian Development Bank (ADB), as well as a new 

investment promise totalling 110 billion U.S. dollars to the Asian region over five years.26  This 

came just after Xi Jinping announced a 100 billion U.S. dollar investment in the AIIB.  Although 

the Japanese government denies any correlation, Tokyo has kept a close watch on China-led 

infrastructure initiatives after the BRI was announced in 2013 and reflected their concerns on 

FOIP.27  
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Therefore, although FOIP cannot be equated in any sense with a containment strategy, 

the emergence of the concept should be seen in the context of Japanese efforts to maintain its 

national interests by ensuring the international values standards—including with regard to the 

principle of the rule of law in maritime commons and transparency, sustainability and 

accountability in international investment and development practices—in the face of troubling 

Chinese maritime activities and expansive foreign investment and infrastructure development 

programs that often differ from widely accepted standards.28  Recalling Abe 1.0’s failure to 

promote deep cooperation among liberal democracies, such as the Quad, some experts argued 

that ‘reality finally caught up with Abe’s rhetoric.’29  In other words, FOIP is a fundamentally realist 

strategy which also respects the complicated nexus among power, interests and value.   

 

Figure 13. MOFA’s official graphic explaining the FOIP concept30 
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2. NCR Analysis 

From a structural realist perspective, FOIP raises several puzzles.  For instance, while neorealist 

perspectives can explain why Japan opted for a coalition-building among like-minded nations as 

a means to keep or create a favourable balance of power, it cannot explain why FOIP is so value-

oriented or why it does not push hard power military cooperation and instead promotes 

infrastructure or MDA capacity-building.  Neorealist views also fail to explain why the government 

of Japan changed the term to describe FOIP from ‘strategy’ to ‘vision’ in mid-2018 and what this 

change indicates about Japan’s foreign and security policy.31  NCR provides a set of answers to 

these puzzles based on an analysis of domestic intervening variables.  

 

2.1 Leader images: Abe’s strategy to manage China’s rise 

First, despite some under-balancing characteristics, FOIP is in nature a key part of Japan’s realist 

shift.32   This is the view of Kanehara when he refers to FOIP as a policy of protecting and 

promoting Japan’s national interest in the face of China’s rise.33  This realist aspect first emerged 

from Abe’s personal image and perception on the structure of the international system.  In 

describing the idea of ’Asia’s Democratic Security Diamond’, published in December 2012, Abe 

stated that ’freedom of navigation across the Pacific and Indian Oceans is being threatened by 

China’s challenges in the South China Sea’ and warned of the risk of the South China Sea 

becoming a ‘Chinese lake’.34  Abe then proposed the security diamond concept as a collective 

security system connecting Japan, Hawaii (U.S.), Australia, and India to counter challenges posed 

by China.35  In the new version of his book entitled ‘Towards a Beautiful Country’ published in 

January 2013, he added his concerns over China’s behaviours toward Japan during the period of 

Democratic Party of Japan (DPJ) leadership and criticised Beijing’s actions as ’damaging 

economic relations by attacking and boycotting Japanese companies in order to achieve its 
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political goal of the Senkaku’.36  Abe’s personal perception was consistent with realist views and 

as well as his embrace of cooperation among like-minded nations, which later appeared in the 

2013 National Security Strategy and FOIP.37 

China’s assertive activities in the East and South China Seas pushed Abe 2.0 to 

implement specific policies in maritime security.  In 2012, the government documents such as 

the Defence White Paper and the Diplomatic Bluebook started noting the incidents such as the 

confrontation between Chinese maritime law enforcement vessels and Philippine naval vessels 

in the waters surrounding Scarborough Reef.  Furthermore, in 2013, the Defence White Paper 

has expressed concerns over China’s anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) capabilities.  In addition, 

after China actions in the East China Sea, the Defence White Paper intensified its criticism of 

China’s unilateral actions in the South China Sea, such Chinese ship’s harassment of Philippine 

fishing boats around the Scarborough Shoal in January 2014, unilateral oil drilling activities 

around the Paracel Islands in May 2014, and land reclamation after 2015.  This indicates that 

the broadening range of Chinese maritime threats were seen as threat from the Japanese 

government.38   

However, Abe stopped using overly critical expressions about China after coming back 

to power, and his prudence appears on FOIP.39  In fact, Abe 2.0 did not officially support the 

Democratic Security Diamond or hard balancing against China.  His policy, including FOIP, was 

not solely about balancing, but also allows room for consideration toward ASEAN and 

engagement with neighbouring countries, especially China.40  Abe does not appear to believe 

that balancing should be the only way to deal with China as discussed in Chapter IV.  Abe 2.0 

inherited the concept of a ‘mutually beneficial relationship based on strategic interests’ adopted 

during Abe 1.0 (as discussed in the previous chapter) and was always willing to have dialogue 

with China.   
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Based on the past experience that the Arc of Freedom and Prosperity was seen as an 

encirclement against China, Japan carefully designed FOIP as an inclusive concept.  This 

perception was shared among the key foreign policy executives (FPEs).  In the context of 

‘diplomacy with a panoramic perspective’, which later became the foundation of FOIP, Yachi 

Shotaro clearly stated that ‘the Abe administration has no intention of encircling China, nor does 

Japan have the capacity to do so’, but he also notes that ‘China should quickly learn to abide by 

international laws and rules.’41  Kono Taro, foreign minister from 2018 to 2020, said in his foreign 

policy speech, that ‘maintaining and strengthening a free and open maritime order of the Indo-

Pacific region as a "global commons" will bring stability and prosperity equally to all countries in 

this region’.42  In the same speech, while Kono criticised China’s unilateral actions in the East 

China Sea, he also said that ‘[Japan will] hold discussions with China in order to make the East 

China Sea a "Sea of Peace, Cooperation and Friendship"’43. Thus, while Abe’s threat perception 

made FOIP a realist policy, he did not intended to use FOIP as a tool of containment, the FPEs’ 

perceptions created a moderate balancing strategy which aimed to create more favourable 

conditions for managing and stabilising relations with a rising China.  

 

2.2 Policymaking process: Roles of MOFA and value-diplomacy 

While Abe’s personal perception or image became the foundation of FOIP, the specific idea of 

FOIP originated within the bureaucracy, and especially within MOFA.  Around late 2015, the then 

director of MOFA’s Policy Coordination Division, Foreign Policy Bureau, Ichikawa Keiichi, stated 

‘there was the need for Japan’s diplomacy to clearly express what Japan aims for as a nation in 

words and concrete actions in order to increase Japan’s presence in the world’.44   After his 

consultation with his boss, Akiba Takeo, the then director general of Foreign Policy Bureau (later 

vice-minister for foreign affairs), he presented the idea of FOIP to Abe before the TICAD VI, and 
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got Abe’s approval.  In short, FOIP was MOFA’s successful effort to draft an overall diplomatic 

vision consistent with Abe’s personal perception on international structure.45   

Also, FOIP was the result of MOFA’s effort to find a new policy agenda in which they 

could take an initiative.  The increased public profile of FOIP coincided with the finalisation of 

Abe’s major foreign and security policy reforms in 2015 (see Chapter III).  Before the FOIP was 

publicly released in 2016, MOFA, together with the Ministry of Defense (MOD), had supported 

Abe’s foreign and security policy, including security policy reforms and alliance management with 

the United Sates as well as Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) negotiations and security cooperation 

with Australia46 and India during this period.47  They also worked hard for Abe’s active schedule 

of visits to foreign countries.48  It was around the late 2015 to 2016, MOFA found its space to 

push forward their policy ideas under Abe 2.0 with Abe’s personal agenda of security policy 

reforms completed.  

Thus, it was a bottom-up, not top-down approach which generated the basic ideas and 

policies of FOIP based on Abe’s leader images (a right-side stream of Figure 2).  The Policy 

Coordination Bureau of MOFA took advantage of thinking beyond traditional regional divisions of 

the organisation, and of the close communications with the Prime Minister’s Office (kantei) and 

the NSS.  At the same time, this process meant the original contour of FOIP was based on 

MOFA’s interests and areas of responsibility.  This explains why while FOIP is basically a realist 

policy, it is not primarily focused on the military and defence sectors, but rather on areas that 

Japanese diplomacy has focused on since the end of the Cold War: strengthening diplomatic 

relations with like-minded states, emphasising value diplomacy, and economic diplomacy.  

Meanwhile, after Abe approved and supported the formal FOIP concept, it evolved to a whole-of-

government policy covering not only MOFA, but MOD, the Japan Coast Guard (JCG), and the 

Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) with the NSS playing a central role.  Since early 
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2018, MOD’s International Cooperation Bureau actively promoted capacity building in other 

countries by the Self-Defence Forces under the name of FOIP.  Similarly, the JCG, in response 

to the increased regional need for maritime surveillance technology and technical assistance, 

established the JCG Mobile Cooperation Team in October 2017, which is dedicated to support 

capacity building of foreign coast guard agencies.49   While the quality infrastructure initiative 

belonged to METI, it was later embedded to FOIP.50   

The case of FOIP construction is one case that bureaucrats who understand Abe’s 

personal image professionally created the policy and appealed to the leader.  It was not originally 

top-down policy development in which the leader directed each ministry to work on a specific 

strategic goal.  Rather, MOFA carried out a bottom-up process to develop the concept, and with 

Abe’s approval and support from NSS, the top-down process worked out to assign tasks to each 

ministry to implement specific policies under the banner of FOIP.  

 

2.3 Ambiguity of FOIP: Strategy or vision 

The analysis above demonstrates the process by which FOIP was constructed by FPEs based 

on Abe’s perception.  While FOIP is a basic guideline that oversees foreign policy with a realist 

aspect, it is fundamentally different from general national security or defence strategies, which 

encompasses strategic objectives, criteria for action, policy options, and military objectives, with 

an awareness of dealing with potential adversaries in order to maintain national survival.51   

An important milestone in this regard is the Japanese government’s revision of FOIP 

from a ‘strategy’ to a ‘vision’ in late-2018.  It was around November 2018 when the term ‘strategy’ 

was removed from the FOIP concept.  Accordingly, the reason for this omission was that 

Southeast Asian nations, especially Singapore and Malaysia, pointed out that ‘friction between 

Japan and China is undesirable’ and ’when you say “strategy”, people think we are considering 
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confrontation with the other’.52  Media reports also pointed out that ‘ever since Abe proposed 

FOIP, it has been seen as a containment strategy against China’ and ‘the government decided to 

remove strategy before Abe’s visit to China in October 2018’.53  The flexible action of removing 

the strategy from FOIP was possible because of the central role of MOFA in FOIP.   

Structural realists may see this as a step-back or under-balancing against China.  

However, the making of FOIP shows that, from its inception, it was not designed as an adversarial 

strategy.  Applying an NCR analysis, FOIP is certainly a Japanese style of balancing against 

China, but because of Abe’s balanced view and the initiatives taken by MOFA, the content of 

FOIP remained mainly composed of diplomatic measures.  Ichikawa Keiichi argues that the 

reason why it is no longer called a strategy was that the Japanese government, through its 

interactions with ASEAN and other countries, had come to believe that it is better for each country 

to share a vision and have a sense of ownership for FOIP.  He adds that there would be no need 

to emphasise that it is Japan’s ‘strategy’, and the positive consequence of removing that term was 

that ASEAN launched its own Indo-Pacific initiative, ASEAN Outlook of Indo-Pacific, in 2019, 

which included the principles of openness, transparency, and respect for international law.54  

From a scholarly perspective, Kamiya Matake explained this process by focusing on the making 

of the international order.  Kamiya argues that the international order cannot be established by 

the unilateral efforts of a few countries alone, and a ‘free and open order’ in the Indo-Pacific can 

only be successfully established if there is a widespread willingness among other countries to 

accept the concept.55  In other words, in order for Japan to succeed in promoting a concept of 

Indo-Pacific order as a ‘competitive strategy’ against China, FPEs and experts concluded that 

Japan must show a certain degree of consideration for its ‘cooperative strategy’ against China.56   
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3. Summary 

This chapter proposed a NCR interpretation of the rise of FOIP under Abe 2.0.  As explained 

above, FOIP resulted from Abe’s perception and the policy-making process led by MOFA.  From 

the perspective of structural realism, FOIP would be seen as a form of containment against China, 

in which Japan, which is facing a challenging security environment, cooperates with other 

countries in order to counter China and to ensure its own survival.  In reality, both Abe and MOFA 

FPEs were aware of the risks posed by China, and materialised their leader image as FOIP.  

However, their motivation was to create new diplomatic guidelines that would help maintaining 

liberal values, market economy, and stability in the Indo-Pacific and receive supports from as 

many countries as possible.  Also, the central role of MOFA in the policymaking process 

determined the specifics of FOIP.  FOIP is therefore the result of systemic pressures that 

transforms Japan’s threat perceptions but also domestic processes, including FPEs’ perceptions 

and the bottom-up process of its making, that can best be explained by NCR.   
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Chapter VI   Conclusion  

This thesis examined the formulation of foreign and security policy during the administration of 

Abe 2.0.1  In order to strike a balance between generalisation and description, this thesis 

applied a neoclassical realist (NCR) theoretical framework which posits that changes in the 

international environment – systemic stimuli – work as independent variables, which are 

mediated by the perceptions of domestic leaders (leader images) and the domestic 

policymaking processes, especially the coordination within the government by foreign policy 

executives (FPEs) and inter-party consultations within the ruling coalitions.  In applying this 

framework, the thesis has shown how and why Japan’s realist shift has occasionally diverged 

from the expectations of structural realism in three key cases: security policy reforms and 

alliance management with the United States; the management of Japan-China relations; and 

the promotion of a Free and Open Indo-Pacific (FOIP).  

The thesis has generated three major findings.  The first is the importance of structural 

factors in the policymaking for Abe 2.0.  In the period from December 2012 to September 2020, 

it was not domestic factors such as the personal preferences or ideology of state leaders, but 

the structural change in international politics, namely the rise of China, which chiefly shaped 

Japan's foreign policy.  How to manage relations with a rising China was (and still is) a central 

question affecting a range of Japanese policies, including not only Japan's policy toward China, 

but also the strengthening of the U.S.-Japan alliance through security-related legislative 

reforms, the development of security partnerships with like-minded countries, and the promotion 

of a FOIP.  While official statements largely avoid direct reference to China or any specific third 

country as a target of security and economic partnerships, this research argues that the foreign 

and security policies of Abe 2.0 were consistently shaped with China in mind. 
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The second major finding of this thesis is the importance of domestic intervening 

variables, namely leader images and policymaking mechanisms, in determining the foreign and 

security policy of Abe 2.0.  Relying primarily on Japanese-language information and resources, 

the thesis revealed how Abe tactically utilised the bureaucracy and appointed advisors to reform 

security policy and promote the FOIP.  While domestic policymaking processes may be 

considered opaque and ‘black boxed’ by some parsimonious international relations theories, this 

research formulated a simple, but appropriately detailed, framework of the Japanese 

policymaking process based on neoclassical realist studies (Chapter II).  This NCR 

framework—in which structural changes are mediated through leader images and policymaking 

processes, both inside and outside the government apparatus—provides a basic guideline for 

understanding Japan’s policymaking in recent years.  Although the leader is not always the 

starting point for policy formation, leader images become more and more important because of 

the strengthened capacity and authority of the Prime Minister’s Office (kantei).  In addition, the 

framework adopted in this study shows that FPEs with bureaucratic backgrounds are 

particularly important in tackling the political and legal technicalities involved in foreign and 

security affairs and that Abe 2.0 effectively utilised these bureaucratic players (e.g., the 

appointment of bureaucrats to key posts whose views were close to those of Abe).  As Jimbo 

Ken points out, the consistency and continuity of policy, backed by strong political power and a 

active international coalition-building strategy based on the principle of the rule of law, enabled 

Abe 2.0 to successfully improve Japan’s international presence and accomplish diplomatic and 

security partnerships throughout the Indo-Pacific region.2  

A third finding, flowing from the second, is that a more realist shift was occasionally 

restrained by intervening factors, particularly the policymaking process.  Abe could not 

accomplish the fully-fledged right of collective self-defence posture because of objections raised 

by the ruling Liberal Democratic Party’s coalition partner, the New Komeito Party.  Similarly, 
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while Japan has consistently sought to counter China’s expansionist policy and maritime 

intrusions in the East China Sea, Japan took a more accommodating policy toward China’s Belt 

and Road Initiative (BRI) due to differences of opinion within the kantei.  In another example, 

while Japan promoted the FOIP, Abe 2.0 was reluctant to emphasise military aspects of this 

concept.  As Abe himself pointed out, the key to Abe 2.0’s success was ‘team power’: as long 

as the foreign policy executive team is looking in the same direction, the concentration of power 

and resources in the kantei can transcend the compartmentalisation among government 

agencies and produce results more quickly.3  On the other hand, as shown in this thesis, there 

were also cases when the differences within the strengthened kantei caused fluctuations and 

contradictions in the overall policy.  Given its theoretical consistency and a balanced parsimony 

and complexity, this thesis’ framework can be applied to examine future administrations in 

Japan.   

In sum, this thesis has demonstrated the relevance and utility of the NCR framework to 

explain Abe 2.0’s foreign and security policies.  Still, there are remaining tasks for future 

research.  First, the relevance and utility of the NCR framework could be further tested by 

investigating the policy coordination process within the LDP.  Traditionally, the LDP’s internal 

policy coordination process was extremely important for policymaking in Japan in the post-

World War II era.4  Terada Takashi points out that even during Abe 2.0, in the run-up to 

negotiations for membership in the Trans-Pacific Partnership, the administration and the LDP 

carefully coordinated with one another, especially with concern to the agricultural and fisheries 

sectors.5  This suggests that, depending on certain agenda items, intra-party negotiations may 

be another important intervening variable in the NCR framework.  For several reasons, this 

thesis did not consider the potential impact on policy of internal differences within the LDP: Abe 

was from the Seiwakai, the largest LDP conservative faction; his repeated electoral victories 

gave him enormous power within the party; and foreign and security policies are traditionally 
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less divisive within the LDP.  However, considering intra-party politics may be more relevant for 

assessing the policies of the current prime minister, Kishida Fumio (in office since October 

2021) as he is from a small, liberal LDP faction, Kouchikai, and does not dominate the LDP in 

the same way as Abe.   

 Second, space limitations meant the number of cases was likewise limited.  

Specifically, this thesis could not sufficiently examine and explain the failures of Abe 2.0.  In the 

area of foreign and security policies, Abe 2.0 failed to realise its promises on the issue of 

Japanese abductees in North Korea, was unable to deter Pyongyang from developing their 

nuclear and missile capabilities, did not advance Japanese interests in territorial disputes and 

peace treaty negotiations with Russia, failed to pursue a strategic partnership with South Korea 

despite all the shared threats and the alliance with the United States, and fell short of its goals 

for constitutional reform.  Repatriating Japanese abductees in North Korea was one of the 

most important pledges Abe made at the time of his inauguration and he was personally and 

actively engaged in exchanges with the abductees’ family associations.6  Yet, Abe 2.0 could not 

formally achieve any concrete results with North Korea on the abduction issue and was unable 

to significantly slow or halt North Korea's nuclear and missile development programs.  Further 

research could demonstrate the benefit of using a NCR framework to understand whether Abe 

2.0 was able to conduct a more hard-line, realist policy toward North Korea.   

As for Russia, Abe visited the country 11 times during his tenure and had a total of 27 

summit meetings with Vladimir Putin in order to conclude a peace treaty to bring a formal end to 

their World War II hostilities and to negotiate a resolution to their territorial dispute over the 

Russian-held Kuril Islands (known as the Northern Territories in Japan).  However, negotiations 

for a peace treaty did not proceed and in July 2020, one month before Abe’s resignation, the 

Russian constitution was amended to include a ban on territorial cession despite Abe’s offer of 
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economic and technological assistance in the development of Siberia and the Arctic.7  This 

would be another fascinating case for testing the relevance of the NCR framework because 

some Japanese authors have reported on critical differences of opinion between key 

government bureaucracies—such as the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI) and 

the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)—over relations with Russia.8   

Another area ripe for further research is the effect of domestic ideational factors, 

especially social norms and state-society relations, as mediating variables shaping foreign and 

security policy outcomes.  Constructivists as well as neoclassical realists identify the 

significance of state-society relations in assessing foreign and security policies, especially when 

such relations are characterised by discord.9  This thesis attempts to incorporate some societal 

factors, namely domestic public opinion, norms, and identity, as being in the back of the minds 

of policymakers.  But the thesis largely treats these normative factors as secondary mediators 

of the intervening variables.  However, this does not mean that ideational factors cannot be 

independent variables.  Rather, it will be a challenge for future research to show the impact of 

ideational factors on policy in a clear and measurable manner, and to explicitly test their role as 

variables shaping policy outcomes within an NCR framework.  

Despite those insufficiencies, the most important contribution of this thesis is making 

the findings of this research comparable to similar work on other countries by utilising the NCR 

framework to examine, assess, and explain the foreign and security policy of Abe 2.0.  By 

identifying a very limited number of domestic factors that explain the trajectory of Japan's 

foreign policy under Abe, it could refine the NCR framework.  It is my hope that this research is 

not only consumed by those who closely follow Japan, but that—by showing the strong 

relevance of the NCR framework for understanding one of the most important post-World War II 
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administrations in Japan—it can also make a small contribution to the development of NCR 

theories and the study of international relations more broadly. 
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