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Abstract 

The premiership of Shinzo Abe has had a significant impact on the debate surrounding 

Japanese foreign policy. In the autumn of 2020, Shinzo Abe resigned, ending what would 

become the country’s longest consecutive tenure in history, lasting from 2012 to 2020. 

Following the Second World War, Japan has per its 1947 constitution constrained its foreign 

policy unlike that of any other country of comparable size. During Shinzo Abe’s tenure, from 

2012 to 2020, the academic debate surrounding the potential dismantling of said constraints 

has moved significantly towards finding a so-called remilitarization a likely outcome. 

International relations schools of realism and to some extent liberalism find that predictions of 

remilitarization might strike true while constructivist scholars find that this might be the case 

despite prior reservations. This is a significant shift in the debate consensus, especially on the 

part of constructivist analysis which often held that Japan’s unique character, be it norms or 

institutions, was inherently antimilitaristic. Through previous literature we learn that there 

was long a divide between authors arguing for a remilitarization being imminent while others 

take the opposite stance. A shift in Japanese foreign policy has a number of implications for 

international relations theory, previously a hallmark of constructivist argumentation 

surrounding identity and a thorn in the side of realist assumptions of power politics. A 

methodical approach of theory comparison sheds light on the empirical case of Japanese 

foreign policy by the means of assessing each relevant perspective’s arguments against each 

respective set of expectations in the event of a remilitarization. Through this study we find 

that contributions to the debate overwhelmingly argue for an increased possibility of a 

remilitarization taking place. Likewise, we find that this may come to play into the hands of 

both realism and liberalism as well as potentially doing so for constructivist analysis. Despite 

the case of an antimilitarist Japan being an example showcasing the strengths of constructivist 

analysis, it might instead provide an opportunity wherein it is able to showcase the flexibility 

and adaptability of constructivism as an analytical approach. The study also explores the 

possibility of whether there is room for employing a theoretically eclectic approach to the 

case at hand as a means to break the deadlock within the debate on the topic and offer analysis 

that escapes the pitfalls inherent in each theoretical perspective when employed on its own. 
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1. Introduction & problem formulation 

 

On December 26, 2012, the Liberal Democratic Party’s Shinzo Abe returned to the post of 

prime minister of Japan for a second time after resigning in 2007. Eight years later, Abe once 

again resigned, ending a record long stint serving as the country’s leader after an unexpected 

decline in personal health. During his second tenure in office, prime minister Shinzo Abe led 

a government that oversaw developments which some commentators labeled an attempt at 

remilitarizing the country, a development that some feared could go against the perceived 

tradition of Japan as a nominally pacifistic country restrained and reactive, as opposed to 

independent and proactive, in the area of foreign policy. These developments perhaps most 

notably include an official reinterpretation of the “peace clause” of article 9 of the country’s 

so-called “peace constitution” of 1947 allowing for more flexibility in engaging in what is 

known as collective self-defense for its ally, the United States, as well as giving the Self-

Defense Forces more leeway in its operations abroad (The Mainichi 2020). In addition, prime 

minister Shinzo Abe had on several occasions expressed an ambition to revise article 9 of the 

constitution, which, at the very least in a symbolic way, significantly restrains the potential 

leeway for foreign policymaking, albeit the scope of revision being unclear and such efforts 

remaining unfruitful at the time of the prime minister’s resignation (Sieg 2019).  

 

The Japanese constitution of 1947, implemented after the peace process which followed as a 

result of the end of the Second World War and at the behest of the United States’ occupation 

authorities, has long made the country unique in the context of international relations theory, 

its implications seemingly going against much of the conventional truth and common sense of 

Cold War-era international relations debate where the expectation among many were that 

Japan would eventually remilitarize as a result of external security pressures (Katzenstein 

1998, 99-100, 129-130). 30 years after the end of the Cold War, however, the academic 

debate still rages on whether Japan is to be found on this proposed trajectory of 

remilitarization or indeed if this is a prediction which may have come to miss the mark. 

 

The case of Japan under Shinzo Abe presents an opportunity for understanding substantial 

changes in foreign policy paradigms and may hold interesting lessons not only for the 
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academic debate regarding the topic but also hold many significant real-life consequences 

following a potential realignment of one of the world’s largest economic powers towards a 

trajectory of rearmament in a break with the country’s tradition of a characteristically 

antimilitarist foreign policy. For our purposes, the scientific conundrum at hand, then, when it 

comes to Japanese foreign policy is its unique characteristics intertwined with its uncertain 

future, as perpetrated by Shinzo Abe’s impact on said policy. Perhaps to a degree unlike that 

of any other states’ foreign policy conduct in contemporary times, analysists of world politics 

have seemingly yet to be able to reach an overall consensus regarding what has, currently 

does and in the future will shape the trajectory of Japanese foreign policy. Indeed, from the 

outset, Japanese foreign policy could previously have been seen as more or less something of 

a most likely case for adherents of the international relations schools of norm centric 

constructivism or perhaps institutional centric liberalism as frameworks in which to explain 

the phenomenon of Japanese antimilitarism. Meaning, that the arguably unique case of post-

war Japan left explanations of traditional perspectives such as realism short of any sufficient 

answer while constructivists could stress the role that ideational factors, e.g. norms and 

culture, could potentially play in shaping a country’s foreign policy. Likewise, liberal theory 

could put stock in the power institutional constraints paired with liberal values while realist 

analysis is unable to grasp the seemingly unique domestic conditions of Japanese politics. 

However, a shift in these conditions, if it is indeed taking place, would perhaps come to 

challenge prevailing arguments on the country’s foreign policy posture. 

 

Key in this problematization then is that the entry of a political actor in a leadership position, 

namely Shinzo Abe, with an outspoken agenda paired with what is seemingly enough room to 

maneuver politically to eventually revise what at least nominally is the most significant 

backstop guarding against a push for remilitarization, e.g. increased military spending, 

deployment flexibility and a military to be equipped in a fashion that could be argued to be 

more offensive in character. Has Japan moved towards a path of remilitarization or has the 

antimilitarism of the country’s foreign policy stood steadfast despite efforts of the sort? Will 

the developments that have taken place under the oversight and the behest of Shinzo Abe’s 

ruling coalition have a significant impact on the position Japan holds in the area of foreign 

affairs or are they to be seen as at best incremental and possibly with little to no real weight 

for policymaking at large? To fully understand the contention, the most intuitive and arguably 

insightful course of action would be to examine the academic debate surrounding the foreign 
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policy of Shinzo Abe which, by extension, may offer insight into the seemingly anomalous 

case of Japan’s foreign affairs and its uncertain future.  

 

2. Previous literature 

 

In order to fully understand the recent debate on workings of Japanese foreign policy it is 

helpful to contextualize it through previous literature and notable works thereof. As outlined 

above, the theoretically problematic phenomenon of Japan’s antimilitaristic foreign policy is 

not something that emerged in the 21st century but rather started materializing following the 

conclusion of the Second World War which has subsequently come to culminate in the 

contemporary debate. Within the debate surrounding contemporary Japanese foreign policy 

there are two notable, at their most extreme instances, polar opposite positions to be 

identifiably distinguished namely that of the position arguing that Japanese remilitarization is 

inevitable and, on the other hand, the position arguing that for the time being Japan will 

remain significantly demilitarized as per the limitations provided by article 9 of the 

constitution. In addition to, through previous literature, giving context to the notion of 

remilitarization vis-à-vis antimilitarism it is also necessary to give context to Shinzo Abe’s 

foreign policy, not only as proclaimed, framed and legislated by the government but also as to 

how military, i.e. material, realities have developed throughout the period from 2012 to 2020. 

Hence, as follows for the section on previous literature, the context concerning the two 

juxtaposed positions regarding remilitarization contra antimilitarism as well as an additional 

overview of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy conduct will be explored. 

 

2.1. Foreign policy of Shinzo Abe 

 

As noted in the introduction, some commentators had identified Shinzo Abe’s outspoken 

foreign policy goals as potentially pivotal for the notion of Japan, once a so-called pacifistic 

country, edging closer to a state of “normalcy,” i.e. remilitarization (Bandow, 2013). Despite 

this aim however, the peace constitution has indeed remained intact throughout Shinzo Abe’s 

tenure. Regardless, even if the efforts of Shinzo Abe’s ruling LDP-Komeito coalition did not 
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manage to reach far enough politically for any concrete constitutional change there is still 

some room to argue for remilitarization taking place. Indeed, as also mentioned in the 

introduction, other changes to policy have played into this fear, e.g. the reinterpretation of the 

peace clause of article 9, rather than an outright change. As noted above, despite the lack of 

any successful revision of the 1947 constitution, some significant developments concerning 

foreign policy have taken place under the watch of prime minister Shinzo Abe.  

 

These developments concern a shift to an increased military spending for the first time in 

years (Sieg 2019) in addition to a landmark a reinterpretation of the peace clause known as 

article 9 of the constitution (The Mainichi 2020), increased Japanese Self Defense Forces 

activity abroad through peace keeping operations and humanitarian missions (Hatakeyama 

2014) as well as expanding its first overseas Japanese Self Defense Forces base in Djibouti 

(The Japan Times 2017), expanded ballistic missile capabilities for defensive purposes which 

inadvertently weakens civilian control of the military, engage in arms sales (Hughes 2013) as 

well as pushing for further integration of the Japanese Self Defense Forces with the United 

States military through notions of collective self-defense (Envall 2018) in addition to more 

practical measures of integration such as refitting helicopter carriers to be able to house 

United States’ stealth fighter jets which are arguably less defensive in nature (Madison 2018). 

 

Some commentators have argued then, when evaluating Shinzo Abe’s legacy, that this can be 

seen as putting the country on an unprecedentedly quick route to a potential erosion of the 

post-war constraints of the military, possibly moving Japan to being able to project a more 

proactive role within the context of its military alliance with the United States. A significant 

point of departure then for the debate regarding Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy is that of how to 

grasp the notion of Japanese remilitarization and, by extension, whether or not it is taking 

place or if these fears are, as in previous decades, predictions which will, at least in the near 

future, fail to properly materialize.  
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2.2. Remilitarization 

 

In the aptly named book, Japan’s Remilitarization Christopher W. Hughes paints a picture of 

a Japan that is increasingly caught up by geopolitical realities that puts pressure on the 

country which thereby lands it on a slow but steady path to remilitarization. The most 

significant development to spur Japan’s remilitarization, which Hughes highlights, is arguably 

that of the unprecedented economic and, as a result, military rise of China in tandem with a 

relative weakening of the strategic position that the United States has held in the Asia Pacific 

region wherein it together Japan cooperates substantially, e.g. perhaps most notably by 

Japan’s hosting of United States military personnel and material on its soil within the frame of 

the two country’s mutual security cooperation. In addition, other potential security threats 

have, as Hughes argues, coincided with this development in an aggravating manner so as to 

further increase the level of threat at hand. Other strategic threats include North Korean 

nuclear armament and border disputes with neighbors other than China, notably Russia and 

South Korea. Hughes argues that Japan has, indeed, shifted its foreign policy trajectory onto a 

path of remilitarization. To back this assertion up Hughes argues that, prior to 2012, Japan de 

facto moved beyond the traditional 1% per GDP spending cap through so-called hidden 

budgets, this is arguably of consequence as the 1% cap has been seen as one of the, at the very 

least symbolic, backstops on which Japan’s antimilitarist position rests. Likewise, in a similar 

easing up of prior convention, Japan has expanded its overseas commitments by the Japanese 

Self-Defense Forces through various efforts such as United Nations peacekeeping missions as 

well as anti-piracy missions in the Gulf of Aden, the latter effort later leading to the 

establishment of the Japanese Self-Defense Forces’ first overseas base in Djibouti. 

Accordingly, Hughes predicts a future Japan engaged in an arms race with China while 

continuing to project power through the Japanese Self-Defense Forces and its overtures 

abroad (Hughes 2009, 139-147).  

 

A notable aspect of the line of argument used by Hughes is that the issue of Japan’s potential 

remilitarization largely depends on defensive measures and the increase thereof. As shall be 

seen in the analysis, authors put different focus on different aspects of remilitarization. 

Although some tangible and significant developments have been overseen by the ruling 

coalition under Shinzo Abe, remilitarization in the context of Japan is an essentially contested 
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concept. In other words, different theoretical perspectives may weigh said developments 

differently given their respective assumptions concerning international relations. A 

characteristic of remilitarization, then, is that it lacks a clear consensus on a definition of what 

it exactly is. As shall be seen different theoretical school inherits correspondingly different 

approaches to defining what a remilitarization of Japan would look like. While this naturally 

would impact the debate at hand it is helpful to allow for some eclecticism in understanding 

the concept itself in favor of making use of a more restrictive definition of remilitarization. 

Indeed, the very nature of remilitarization lends itself to become part of the debate on Shinzo 

Abe’s foreign policy at large. 

 

As also shall be seen, however, is that while regardless of there being some expected 

divergence in defining the elusive concept of remilitarization, it does not present itself as a 

considerable hurdle for the contributions in dealing with the foreign policy legacy of Shinzo 

Abe. From a theoretical point of view, Hughes’ (2009) analysis is to be identified with the 

international relations theory of realism. Given the assumptions realism holds as to how world 

politics plays out it is possible to say that the school of realism for the most part would find 

itself on the side of predicting, or at least arguing for the likelihood, of remilitarization taking 

place. This is as the approach emphasizes the role material factors, power politics and threat 

perceptions play in shaping foreign policy. In the section on theory, realism and its 

assumptions will be further explored, alongside the other prominent theoretical perspectives.  

 

2.3. Antimilitarism 

 

On the other hand, one notable work is that of Thomas U. Berger which arguably sets the tone 

of the current debate from the side which argues for Japanese foreign policy being primarily 

influenced by antimilitarism. Berger presents in his book Cultures of Antimilitarism the idea 

that the case of Japan and its foreign policy is indeed unique and has hitherto been 

inadequately explained by international relations theory. The main thrust of the argument is 

that, with the help of a comparative view of post-war Germany, there is a case for culture, or 

more exactly what Berger in this case labels the political-military culture, being the 

predominant factor leading up to the formation of Japan’s foreign policy as being 
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exceptionally antimilitaristic during the course of the latter half of the 20th century. Berger 

argues that despite the significant shifts in power balances, both abroad and in domestic 

terms, Japan has remained adamant in its low-key and conflict averse approach to foreign 

affairs. A development that Berger holds as in line with the discourse which is grounded in 

what he labels the post-Second World War political-military culture of the country. This 

becomes particularly evident as any, however incremental, movement towards what might be 

interpreted as remilitarization has been met with no small amount of controversy. For 

example, while the aforementioned 1% of GDP cap of military spending was initially 

formalized into law, it was later abandoned with the intention of increasing the budget 

significantly, however the cap remained in place in a de facto sense and thereafter to not be 

overtly overstepped for a long time (Berger 2003, 193-211). 

 

Similarly, Peter J. Katzenstein writes in his book Cultural Norms and National Security from 

a perspective which, while theoretically different in a few notable points, falls in line with the 

perspective of antimilitarism shared with that of Berger in the sense that institutions and legal 

norms keep Japan from steering away from the path of antimilitarism. The Japanese Self-

Defense Forces, argues Katzenstein, has been kept restrained not as a result of security 

guarantees from the United States but rather as a result of an overall economic and political 

disinterest in doing so with legal, and by extension cultural, norms taking precedence over 

notions of national interests of security and power politics, i.e. that of the external security 

threats which Hughes highlighted above. A helpful comparison brought forward by 

Katzenstein is that of the country’s national and municipal police forces, arguing that internal 

security is seemingly holding a position of greater importance for the populace rather than 

that of external security. The police comparison is notably helpful given the historical origins 

of the Self-Defense Forces as it similarly was founded as a police force in itself for post-war 

internal stability. Although seemingly a digression this can perhaps be seen as emblematic for 

the institutional and cultural norms which Katzenstein argues constrained the role of the 

Japanese Self Defense Forces following the end of the Second World War. Katzenstein 

predicts in 1998 that with regards to the issue of article 9 of the constitution it will remain 

unrevised in favor of incremental reinterpretations as the balance of social and legal norms 

shift in is what will primarily come to shape foreign policymaking, as opposed to any 

exogenously given security threats. In other words, as for any significant shift in Japanese 

foreign policy to take place, it will not be a result of exogenous variables, such as a relative 
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increase in Chinese military capabilities, but rather that of from within Japan itself and, in the 

event of this happening, it will not come as quickly as proponents of remilitarization might 

predict (Katzenstein 1998, 191-209).  

 

Much like remilitarization then, there is no strict definition of the notion of antimilitarism 

despite the concept playing a key role in the contemporary debate on Japanese foreign policy. 

Perhaps, this discrepancy is even larger between the different theoretical schools given not 

only the contested nature of the concept but also the core assumptions of the differing theories 

within international relations. Again, though, this is less of an obstacle as it is part of the 

general grounds for the debate and, as will be shown, it is this in part of which makes the 

debate all the more important for not only the case of Shinzo Abe and his foreign policy 

conduct but to some extent potential implications for that of international relations theory at 

large. 

 

Berger (2003) puts a heavy emphasis on ideational factors, in his case the role of culture, 

which aligns with the theoretical school of constructivism. While not a polar opposite of 

realism it is helpful to contrast the two, with realism being unable to take ideational factors 

into account into its analysis. Constructivism therefore is, in previous literature, more likely to 

find itself in the antimilitarist side of the debate. For Katzenstein (1998) it is less obvious, it 

could be argued that his analysis falls somewhat in line with that of constructivism as he 

focuses on norms. However, Katzenstein also proficiently makes use of factors usually 

emphasized within the school of liberalism. For liberalism, material factors still reign 

supreme, however, it has more leeway as a perspective to grasp factors related to international 

institutions, values and norms that follow. Liberalism finds itself less likely to be in the 

antimilitarist side of the debate but likewise is not necessarily inclined to be on the other side, 

that of remilitarization. For Katzenstein, the arguably theoretically eclectic inspiration from 

constructivism makes it so that his analysis falls on the side of antimilitarism albeit perhaps 

more open to a shift towards remilitarization than that of, say, Berger (2003). Again, theory 

itself will be further outlined in the following sections although it is helpful to keep it in mind 

already in terms of what assumptions guide the contributions to the debate prior to Shinzo 

Abe’s second tenure as prime minister. 
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3. Aim & research question 

 

Assuming that Japanese foreign policy following the end of the Second World War could 

accurately be described as exceptional in its constrained, or antimilitaristic, foreign policy 

then how is it possible to understand the prospect of a remilitarization of the country? What 

scientific insight does international relations theory offer in terms of how said remilitarization 

fared under the leadership of Shinzo Abe? Assessing the debate within international relations 

theory within the context of the case of Shinzo Abe’s Japan specifically would present an 

avenue to understanding not only the recent developments within Japan but also for how the 

different theoretical schools are able to adapt, essentially assessing the strengths and 

explanatory capabilities of each perspective.  

 

When it comes to theory within the context of the case at hand, there are three major notable 

schools of thought which are prominent in the academic debate, these are realism, liberalism 

and constructivism. This will further be developed in both the section on theory but also 

methodology. However, as noted above in previous literature it is possible to say that the 

international relations theory of realism firmly finds itself in the camp of remilitarization, 

liberalism less so and constructivism on the other side of the debate, that is on the side of 

antimilitarism. There are a number of reasons, again as shall be underlined later in depth in 

the section on methodology, as to why the period of study will be limited to the period from 

2012 to 2020, or the years encompassing the second premiership of Shinzo Abe. This 

limitation makes sense as it minimizes potential interference from other factors not linked to 

the ruling coalition of Shinzo Abe, in fact it offers a significant period of political stability 

suitable for studying foreign policy developments over a long period of time and quite 

naturally is the best period in which to assess the legacy of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. 

 

In order to efficiently and in a focused way embark on this task, however, a more specific set 

of research questions must be posed. The first research question will provide the foundations 

for assessing whether the academic debate recognizes whether a remilitarization is taking 

place and by extension what it is to be conceived of as. The concept of remilitarization is not 

necessarily obvious in what it is supposed to convey, and seemingly, it could be said to vary 
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on the details depending on what perspective a contribution adheres to. However, a helpful 

light in which to view the concept, regardless of specifics, is to see it as a break with prior 

political consensus within Japan and how it shapes its foreign policy posture. That is to say if 

Japan has traditionally had a foreign policy that commentators have found to be antimilitarist, 

tracing it back to the 1947 constitution, a remilitarization is necessarily a move away, policy 

wise, from this prior tradition. A clearer definition of remilitarization will be constructed for 

each perspective in the section on theory. The second research question furthers the 

assessment to include the impact the findings of the first questions may have on the outlook 

for the debate at large, i.e. implications for theory itself in the event of remilitarization taking 

place or not. The main object of the study is, in other words, to shed light on the case of Japan 

itself through the help of theory. Secondarily, a discussion on how the findings may hold 

implications for theory follows. 

 

In order to fulfil the aims of the study, then, the following two research questions are posed: 

 

• In the context of Japanese foreign policy during the second premiership of Shinzo Abe 

from 2012 to 2020, what arguments are there for understanding the country’s foreign 

policy conduct and whether it has led to what could be labeled as a shift towards 

remilitarization within the context of Japanese foreign policy? 

 

• In addition, in light of the academic debate surrounding Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy, 

what implications does the notion of a potential remilitarization of Japan and its 

foreign policy hold for international relations theory? 

 

Put more specifically, how can the realities of concrete and tangible military factors, i.e. 

material factors, of Japan be understood in tandem with the country’s foreign policy posture, 

e.g. legislative changes, during the period governed by Shinzo Abe’s ruling coalition. Further, 

how could these developments be understood with the help of international relations theory, 

i.e. what do the assumptions inherent within theory offer in terms of insights as to what 

factors potentially drives said developments as well as what potential implications the case 
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itself might have to offer with regards to theory within the context of the debate surrounding 

Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. 

 

With this set of research questions at our disposal the outline of the study will be as follows: a 

discussion of relevant theory, i.e. theories prominent in the debate, followed by clarification 

of methodology as well as the empirical material used and finally the analysis where the 

questions above will be fully fleshed out and explored with the help of the myriad of 

contributions afforded the debate on Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy to eventually conclude with 

the results and potential implications of the findings, both the prospect of Japan’s 

remilitarization as well as, by extension, that of international relations theory. The overall aim 

of the study, then, is primarily to make sense of the debate surrounding the topic and possibly 

be able to offer insight in which theoretical approaches may or may not hold the keys to 

understanding the puzzle of Japanese foreign policy, i.e. why remilitarization may or may not 

be underway. In other words, is it possible to extract a consensus within the context of the 

academic debate on whether the notion of a remilitarization is seemingly underway or is there 

disagreement between contributions and if so on which criteria? By extension, any strides in 

doing so will also, hopefully, render some insight for theory at large. In other words, while the 

study makes use of theory, its approach is of an inductive character being primarily grounded 

in the empirics rather than using theory as the starting point. Hence, the case itself is the focal 

point of interest although theory will naturally be of crucial importance as it is the means by 

which light is shed on the case of Shinzo Abe’s Japan.  

 

The intended contribution, then, is empirical in nature. Meaning, the empirics is at the center 

of the study to which theory is employed as a means to broaden our understanding of the case 

itself as opposed to making use of the case as a means to contribute to any discussion at large 

on theory. While the study is empirical in this sense, it does not set out to make use of primary 

sources as an empirical foundation but rather make use of reviewing prior research in the form 

of contributions to the debate for this purpose. To assist in doing so, each theoretical 

perspective will not only be discussed in terms of each perspective’s general assumptions 

about the world but also used in a way so as to provide us with, firstly, an understanding of 

how each perspective could be argued to understand the concept of remilitarization and, 

secondly, construct hypotheses with regards to how each theoretical perspective would expect 
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the empirical case to develop in the event of a Japanese remilitarization. With the hypotheses 

as a backdrop, the arguments presented associated with each perspective may be assessed 

against said hypotheses but also with regards to foreign policy developments during Shinzo 

Abe’s premiership. 

 

4. Theory 

 

As noted in the section regarding previous literature there are two distinguishable camps at 

odds with one another when it comes to the debate surrounding Japanese foreign policy. In 

order to properly understand the rationale behind these two different general stances one 

ought to further contextualize oneself through understanding the theoretical frameworks that 

originate and underpin the arguments put forth by each author. Naturally and as hinted at prior 

to this point in the study, in dealing with questions of foreign affairs the most suitable 

theoretical arsenal available comes from the aptly named political science subdiscipline of 

international relations. 

 

For our purposes there are three main schools of thought that, with the help of a close 

inspection of the debate, is noticeable in contributions to the debate at hand. Noticeable as the 

academic debate surrounding Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy predominantly employs one of the 

three theoretical perspectives as a means to assess the situation, how it has come to be as well 

as how it is likely to develop. As hinted at above, these three perspectives not only make up 

the debate in the sense that they are the overwhelmingly dominating approaches employed, 

but they are also, per the nature of having considerably different assumptions about 

international relations, able to argue for very different conclusions with regards to the case at 

hand. Evident as well from the discussion of previous literature is that this is rarely clear cut 

not only in terms of where one set of arguments could be placed in terms of theory but also 

whether the author in question finds themselves in the remilitarization or antimilitarist side of 

the debate albeit there may be, as we shall see, some tendencies for this to happen.  
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The theories which, after familiarizing oneself with the debate, can be argued to be of 

relevance are as follows: realism, liberalism and constructivism. While it is not directly 

always remarked upon although often so, any of these theoretical frameworks can be 

extracted from the contributions to the debate whether or not a given author is implicitly, as 

opposed to that of explicitly, adhering to the theoretical framework it will arguably be 

possible to deduce and pinpoint which approach permeates given the reasoning and 

assumptions employed in the respective analysis. These three theories are relevant to our 

study as they are the ones most prominent in the debate on Japanese foreign policy.  

 

Arguably and as any student of international relations theory would know after picking up an 

introductory book on the subject there are indeed other theoretical frameworks that one might 

potentially exhaust in order to understand the given case. As mentioned, however, after 

examining the present debate and its various contributions these theoretical standpoints do not 

seem to have any significant adherence or prominence in partaking in the debate at hand. The 

limitation on theory is, therefore to that of the three that follows henceforth. Yet, a caveat here 

would be that, of course, not all theoretical schools are created alike and there are, as shall be 

seen, divergences within the general schools of thought that may lead to slight difference in 

argumentation, perhaps most notable from the realm of constructivism as its assumptions 

allows for more flexibility given its emphasis on both material and ideational factors. Still, 

key theoretical assumptions are helpful in understanding the point of view from which a given 

contribution is written. Indeed, while it may be interesting at a theoretical level to digress for 

the sake of any potential intertheoretical divergences it will only be done so in case the 

theoretical implications hold importance for the issue of Japanese remilitarization.  

 

4.1. Realism 

 

Arguably, as with questions adjacent to topics concerning that of the field of international 

relations, the most intuitive starting point in terms of theory would be that of the school of 

realism. Realism is the intuitive point of departure as it holds a position unlike that of any 

other perspectives within the field. As a theoretical framework within international relations, 

realism came to dominate the overall debate for much of the 20th century as the discipline 
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took form and became what it distinctively is today. As a result, much analysis and attempts 

at prediction concerning Japanese foreign policy prior to the development and fleshing out of 

rivaling perspectives came to be steeped in a realist point of view. In other words, realism, 

then, is the backdrop in which the study of Japan’s unique predisposition in terms of foreign 

policy came about. Put in the context of Japanese foreign policy, realist analysis 

predominantly argues for the question of Japan’s remilitarization as something that can be 

understood as being more or less inevitable. Accordingly, and as shall be seen, realist 

contributions are also generally to be found within the remilitarization side of the debate 

surrounding Shinzo Abe’s policymaking. Realism as a theoretical approach then is not only 

relevant to the aim of this study for its dominant role within the discipline of international 

relations but also its weight within the context of the debate at hand. 

 

Realism as a theoretical framework rests on a foundation of assumptions that states’ 

themselves are the key actors in international politics, are bound to the rationale of zero-sum 

calculations of power balancing politics and are predominantly concerned with external 

pressures as opposed to lending any credence to domestic political developments being able to 

influence policy and by extension the interests of the state. At the core, the survival of the 

state, the body politic, takes precedence as the main objective by which foreign policy is 

conducted through the notion of a set of national interests. Contemporary (neo-) realism takes 

the form of what is known as structural realism. The point of departure from classical realism 

is that, as the name might suggest, puts greater weight on the role of alliances between states 

despite the assumption of world politics being inherently anarchic. As the name also might 

suggest but which it does not translate to, however, is the idea of domestic and international 

structures, such as institutions or norms, playing a role in shaping foreign policy. Indeed, as 

hinted at above, the implications of realist assumptions forego any analysis that takes stock of 

any factors outside of material factors and the balance of power, e.g. ideational factors. This 

extends not only to domestic political factors but also to that of the role played by 

international organizations. In other words, states are the only significant actors that can 

impact international politics in a meaningful way (Donnely 2005, 29-55).  

 

This latter characteristic of realist theory is, as we shall see, a source of critique which 

becomes unavoidable for any observer of Japanese foreign policy. However, as we also shall 
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see, even in the event of accepting the proposition of that of Japan as being nominally and 

characteristically antimilitarist at any point in time the realist position still has room to argue 

its case and is in a position well to do so. 

 

For example, Michael J. Green, not all too unlike that of Hughes (2009), presents a realist 

point of view in his book Japan’s Reluctant Realism wherein the case is made for that Japan, 

following the end of the Cold War, is gradually being put in a situation which will 

increasingly demand a response in terms of a shift in Japanese foreign policy, however 

reluctantly, so that the country will in the end conform with realist expectation to a notable 

extent, essentially becoming a so-called “normal country” as opposed to a pacifistic one. 

While not as explicit in disregarding the ideational as well as economic and institutional 

factors as some proponents of realism might be, Greene finds that realist notions such as the 

balance of power will become increasingly important at the expense of ideational and 

economic restraints on foreign policy flexibility. The key to understanding Japanese foreign 

policy is, according to Green, in this sense is the relationship with the United States. 

Increasing anxiety with regards to whether the United States-Japan security cooperation will 

remain in place or take a different shape will push Japan on to a path towards that of 

searching for an increasingly independent approach to conducting foreign policy (Green 2001, 

1-9).  

 

In essence, the lack of a domestic source of security, e.g. a military capacity proportional to 

the country’s economic wealth, would possibly be explained from a neorealist perspective by 

the defensive role taken up by that of the United States with a potential decline in this 

involvement from the United States within the area of Japanese foreign policy would naturally 

lead to a desire to fill the gap that would be left as the country would become increasingly 

vulnerable, exposing the Japanese state to an unacceptable level of threat per realist 

assumptions. Given the security cooperation offered by the United States the threat from 

foreign adversaries is diminished and in the event of a militarily weakened United States, 

Japan will not be able to afford passing up on engaging in remilitarization so as to not find 

itself in a vulnerable position. 
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4.1.1. Realist hypothesis 
 

For realism, then, it is possible to construct an intuitive definition of remilitarization as it 

would be understood given the assumptions held about the factors governing political 

developments. Subsequently, this would help us in proposing a hypothesis regarding realism’s 

expectations when it comes to developments spurred by Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy upon 

which it would be possible to assess the arguments put forth in the debate against. From a 

realist perspective, developments corresponding to a remilitarization would naturally pertain 

solely to material factors, e.g. increased military spending. Therefore, to define a 

remilitarization in realist terms then is to be able to point to a significant break from an 

established prior state of affairs towards the direction of an enlargement of a given country’s 

military capability. For the case of Japan, it seems relatively straightforward, given that there 

is an over 70-year tradition of a minimalist approach to maintaining a conventional army a 

significant break would not be necessarily difficult to highlight and point to.  

 

The hypothesis that follows then is that for realism it would be possible to expect exactly that 

to happen under Shinzo Abe for a remilitarization to be argued to take place. In other words, 

the realist hypothesis surrounding a remilitarized Japan would expect an enlargement of the 

Japanese armed forces by means of increased spending, increased drafting of soldiers, 

increased or improved capability of armaments and weapons systems. 

 

4.2. Liberalism 

 

In addition to realism, the school of liberalism is a perspective which has had considerable 

weight within the context of international relations theory and, indeed, is relevant within the 

context of the debate surrounding Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. Oftentimes liberalism would, 

given the assumptions that leads to its worldview see itself as an alternative to, and offering 

critique of, the heavy emphasis on the realpolitik, or power politics, of realism. Liberalism in 

the context of international relations theory could be seen as tracing its roots, unsurprisingly, 

to the eponymous liberalism of liberal democracy and economic thought. To understand the 

assumptions of liberalism and the implications thereof, it is useful to keep in mind those of 
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realism so as to hold them in comparison, this as liberalism traditionally takes a position of a 

challenger relative to realism given the latter’s historical dominance within international 

relations theory.  

 

A notable difference is the lack of a completely anarchic world system as for liberalism the 

powers of international institutions and multilateral commercial cooperation restrains the 

states’ in forging foreign policy, states are, in other words, not the only actors when it comes 

to world politics. In addition, the economic links between states lead to a bond of 

interdependence which discourages conflict as well as leads to cooperation that is, as opposed 

to that of realism, not inherently a zero sum gain as mutual benefits may arise rather than 

solely swaying a potential power balance. Engaging in power politics may, in other words, 

lead to a net loss for both parties as economic ties are torn up despite relative power gains 

perhaps falling into the favor of one state actor. Additionally, liberalism puts emphasis on the 

weight of liberal human rights as guiding values for what may be considered liberal states’ 

foreign policy conduct as well as the role played by intergovernmental institutions, oftentimes 

colored by liberal values (Burchill 2005, 55-81).  

 

The role of civil, political rights and human rights take form on the stage of world politics in 

both its manifestation within intergovernmental institutions, such as the United Nations, and 

international norms and law as well as in the notion of humanitarian military interventions, 

where disregard for the aforementioned rights may at times require response from the 

international community of states. A notable example being the notion of responsibility to 

protect, also known as R2P, as a justification for humanitarian military intervention. The 

perhaps most notable and contrasting line of argument from the liberal school of thought 

regarding international relations is that of the democratic peace theory which without 

digression essentially boils down to there being little to none incentive for states with a liberal 

democratic form of government to engage in serious military conflicts with one another, to 

some extent a result of the factors laid out above as well as the decision processes and 

accountability mechanism institutionally inherent in a liberal state. However, the caveat to 

this is that this seemingly does not extend to the liberal democratic states’ positioning against 

other forms of government, meaning a liberal state very well can exercise military power 

aimed towards its illiberal counterparts (Burchill 2005, 55-81).  
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Indeed, this might have been an interesting perspective in which to analyze Japanese foreign 

policy where it not for the biggest threats, as highlighted by realists and the remilitarization 

side the debate, stemming from just illiberal neighbors such as China, North Korea and, as 

one might have the room to argue, Russia albeit the latter being less clear cut. While it is not 

necessarily a relevant notion when it comes to the context of Japanese foreign policy it does 

serve a helpful role in intuitively showcasing just how much weight liberal theory is able to 

put in the role of institutional mechanisms and how they may come to influence the ability for 

a given state to shape its foreign policy. Something which in turn perhaps more relevant to the 

case of Japan given its institutional constraints most famously enshrined in the 

aforementioned 1947 constitution. 

 

In sum, liberalism puts an emphasis on international institutions where national sovereignty 

and states as actors are of relatively limited importance as opposed to the realist view of the 

state as the paramount actor, not bound by institutions, domestic or foreign. However, both 

liberalism and realism adhere to a view which is predominantly, if not exclusively, driven by 

material factors, such as economic trade and military capability (Burchill 2005, 81-83). 

 

4.2.1. Liberal hypothesis 
 

In constructing a definition and hypothesis concerning remilitarization for liberalism there are 

other considerations to take into account than that of realism above. Although, as mentioned 

above, liberalism also puts the emphasis on material factors being of interest in understanding 

world politics it allows for a less rigid and perhaps less parsimonious framework to work 

with. Institutional factors are highlighted in a manner which realism is unable to do. 

Remilitarization from a liberal perspective is not all too dissimilar from that of realism in 

terms of a remilitarization necessarily implying a break with previous foreign policy in by 

material enlargement of the military. However, for liberalism, a remilitarization also includes 

a significant emphasis on legislative and constitutional signs of a remilitarization. For 

liberalism then, remilitarization would not only include a tangible enlargement of a country’s 

military capability but also a significant break in terms of institutions. This may then also 
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extend to a given country’s positioning vis-à-vis international institutions, such as 

international organizations, values and law.  

 

In constructing a hypothesis then would be to not only expect a significant buildup of military 

capabilities but also significant institutional shifts that would in the case of Japan be best 

encapsulated in amending the constitution. Further, this hypothesis would also expect that 

Japan would significantly move towards a more proactive military role within the 

international community, such as the United Nations. 

 

 

4.3. Constructivism 

 

Regardless of the various disagreements between the theoretical schools of realism and 

liberalism, there is still some notable common ground that unavoidably binds the perspectives 

together inseparably from a theoretical standpoint. As opposed to the school of social 

constructivism, the two theoretical approaches of liberalism and realism both inherently stem 

from assumptions that are to be found within that of the more general rational choice theory. 

Instead, constructivist theory is, as Christian Reus-Smit argues, substantially different from 

the two former theoretical approaches, which share more in common with each other than any 

do with the tradition of constructivism. Reus-Smit argues that the school of constructivism, in 

general terms, rests on three core assumptions which sets it apart from other perspectives that 

could possibly be traced back to that of rational choice theory (Reus-Smit 2005, 188-212). 

 

Firstly, constructivism holds that ideational and normative factors are at the very least just as 

important as any material factors when it comes to questions of international relations, with 

material factors being that of which familiarly can be seen as the primary units of 

measurement for both realism and liberalism. Secondly, rather than states’ interests and 

preferences being exogenously assigned, as per realism and liberalism, constructivism sees 

these ideational and normative factors vary in character and are key in shaping and 

conditioning state behavior. Thirdly, actors and structures are mutually constituted, meaning 
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that ideational and normative factors are the key to understanding how norms are allowed to 

be both sustained as well as be subject to change over time (Reus-Smit 2005, 188-212). 

 

In other words, while a theoretical approach like realism assigns a set of national interests to 

states per the assumptions that are at the very core of the theory, such as relative gains in 

terms of a power balance, as guiding a states’ behavior while a constructivist approach is 

generally more flexible in predicting or explaining state behavior as norms and identity are 

malleable as a consequence changes in of both ideational and material factors. 

 

As shown in the section on previous literature there are also relevant contributions that make 

use of this theoretical tradition in efforts to challenge a realist perspective such as that 

perpetuated by Green (2001). Indeed, it is hard not to argue that the work by Berger (2003) is 

comfortably housed within the constructivist school of thought. This is evident as the focus is 

primarily on the notion of political culture, i.e. an ideational factor as opposed to material, and 

how it shapes foreign policy conduct. Berger argues that the power of ideational and 

normative factors is paramount in understanding the exceptional case of Japanese foreign 

policy.  

 

Likewise, in the overall debate on Japanese foreign policy and its developments over the years 

Katzenstein presents what may, although perhaps not most aptly, be assigned to the realm of 

constructivism. While it is not completely clear cut, the attentive reader will quickly realize 

that the argumentation relies on a view that, while many factors are indeed at play, the case 

for the role of institutional norms, is paramount in understanding foreign policy. Indeed, 

Katzenstein could arguably be seen as employing an eclectic approach anchored in liberalism 

but extending his analysis so as to incorporate some assumptions present in constructivist 

analysis so as to be able to grasp ideational factors to some extent, although they are reliant on 

the power of institutions. Instead Katzenstein furthers so-called liberal institutionalism as a 

means through which institutions may come to impact norms in so far as foreign and domestic 

policy is concerned all the while avoiding a more culture-centric explanation as, say, Berger 

adheres to (Katzenstein 1996, 23-32).  
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Indeed, while Berger presents a more ideationally centered view, Katzenstein incorporates the 

ideational in manner in a way that incorporates and emphasizes institutions as a vehicle in 

which to explain how antimilitarism manages to thrive. In other words, Katzenstein takes note 

of the potential ideational factors to an extent that it could be argued that this line of reasoning 

falls within the theoretical boundaries of liberalism. Although seemingly adhering to 

constructivist notions of the role of norms it only does so nominally as the power that norms 

hold on forging foreign policy are subject to the primacy of liberal institutions. Norms, in 

Katzenstein’s line of argument, are not necessarily the cause or creator of institutions but are, 

rather, sustained by them. So, while Katzenstein’s line of argument seemingly finds itself in a 

gray zone in the middle of constructivism and liberalism perhaps the most intuitive placement 

in this case would arguably, especially when held in contrast to that of Berger, still be closer 

to a liberal point of view, given the theoretical implications and assumptions inherent to the 

perspective. In sum, Katzenstein notably underlines the weaknesses of ignoring the ideational 

as a way of aiming critique at both realism and liberalism all the while not fully committing to 

a constructivist analysis and instead highlights the potential need for engaging in eclecticism. 

 

4.3.1. Constructivist hypothesis 
 

Constructivism arguably offers a more flexible avenue in both defining what exactly 

remilitarization could mean as well as constructing a hypothesis with regards to what the 

theoretical school would expect in the event of a Japanese remilitarization. Per 

constructivism, the less tangible ideational factors are possibly just as important as the 

material factors highlighted by the definitions of remilitarization that realism and liberalism 

allow for. Apart from a break with the past in terms of increased military capability and 

institutional norms, constructivism would also be able to define a remilitarization as including 

an ideational aspect, such as a change in the public discourse and public opinion when it 

comes to the country’s military role that breaks with prior consensus. Constructivism would 

understand this as the given country’s identity undergoing a shift from one of antimilitarism 

towards one of less reluctance towards military buildup and action.  
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A hypothesis to work from in assessing constructivist arguments then it so expects that if 

remilitarization is to take place there must by necessity exist a significant break with the past 

in a shift not only in material factors but also in the ideational factors as identified above, i.e. 

public discourse and opinion towards issues of Japan’s role as a military power. The identity 

of Japan would, in other words, not be as easily characterized by an overwhelming skepticism 

towards adopting a foreign policy in line with countries which are not seen as being 

antimilitarist. 

 

4.4. Summary of theory 

 

In sum, there are some notable aspects of the different theoretical schools which are of 

consequence, especially when considering the topic of the notion of remilitarization. In order 

to fully grasp remilitarization, it is not satisfactory to conclude that each perspective puts 

different weight into ideational and material factors in terms of which factors may or may not 

have a significant impact on a given foreign policy trajectory. Indeed, it is also crucial to 

understand that the implications of each theoretical framework offer different suggestions as 

to, as mentioned in the section on previous literature, what exactly defines a potential 

remilitarization in itself. The divergent factors in identifying a shift towards remilitarization 

may provide a key in understanding just how the academic debate surrounding the topic has 

been able to field such a variety of stances on the concept of remilitarization. It is also 

necessary, then, to through this knowledge properly assess the strengths and weaknesses of 

the varying theoretical stances.  

 

A point of contention worthwhile considering is that perhaps, as Reus-Smit points out, it 

would possibly be more intuitive to further reduce the debate to consisting of a rationalist 

position consisting of both liberalism and realism with emphasis put on the material 

juxtaposed to constructivist theory with its ability to focus in on the ideational, in addition to 

the material. However, at this point one might lose sight of the intricacies of each school of 

thought and, indeed, the different lines of argument within a given school and is therefore not 

helpful in this case and perhaps more relevant to an exercise in a purely theoretical 



25 

 

comparison, rather than the study at hand which is interested in shedding light on the case of 

Japan and its foreign policy. 

 

Either way, a summation of the key differences of the three schools is in order for the sake of 

clarity. Realism, unlike the other two perspectives, assumes that all calculations exist within 

zero-sum games, meaning that one’s relative gain over another state in effect means that the 

latter state loses out vis-à-vis the former. Meaning, there is little incentive for cooperation 

between states as naturally one would fare better relative to the other. Likewise, an increased 

threat from another state, e.g. a military buildup, has similar implications as one state being 

strengthened means that the other is weakened in relative terms hence a response is to be 

expected to counter this.  

 

Liberalism realizes that cooperation between states may lead to mutual benefits which leaves 

both countries better off and indeed sometimes it is even costly to abandon cooperation given 

the potential loss of material gains. This is the concept known as interdependence which holds 

that any gains potentially had by aggressive military behavior is dwarfed by the potential loss 

in cooperation such as trade and security cooperation. Another key point of disagreement is 

the assumption of what drives changes in the field of foreign policy. For realism and 

liberalism, it is wholly materialistic, i.e. factors such as military capabilities and resources 

being the prime movers within international relations.  

 

Constructivist thought stands out on this point as it is able to account for both material and 

ideational factors, meaning it is not only material factors as the ones mentioned above but also 

the less tangible ideational factors such as a state’s identity or norms. Furthermore, these 

ideational factors are malleable, i.e. subject to change, in a manner unlike that of material 

factors. For example, a norm within a state can take on a change of character in ways which 

the material aspects of an army cannot. These implications lead to another set of assumptions 

which are key. Constructivism in its ability to grasp ideational factors naturally is able to take 

into account domestic developments in order to analyze how these may come to be expressed 

outwardly. In the case of Japan, for example, strong ideational factors against amassing a 

conventional army have led to today’s notion of an antimilitarist or pacifistic Japan. 
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Liberalism is able to do so in a roundabout way. As liberalism puts emphasis on formal 

institutions and type of government it takes into account processes of decision-making into 

the equation. For example, liberal democratic states are less prone to inter-state warfare given 

that the general population has a say in engaging in such hostilities and is therefore less 

institutionally prone to doing so.  

 

Realism on the other hand is wholly unable to grasp developments on the domestic plane and 

assumes that whatever happens at the domestic level then is subject to and overridden by the 

real-world fears inherent in power balancing calculations. As will become evident in the 

analysis, these are perhaps the main contentions in assumptions which consequently lead to 

the differences in the various analyses and have likewise been the determining assumptions 

that enable the construction of each hypothesis guiding the theoretical expectations of a 

remilitarization within the scope of this study. 

 

5. Methodology 

 

In establishing a methodological approach to answer the research question there are two 

separate choices that are in need of a justification. The first one being the choice of the 

empirical case itself, i.e. the choice of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. As laid out in the 

introduction, the case of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy is an important object of study given its 

historical significance. A break with the previous paradigm of an antimilitarist foreign policy 

naturally calls into question the previous 70 years of Japan’s foreign policy outlook. Not only 

is the case of Japanese antimilitarism interesting as it is a relatively unique case in terms of a 

foreign policy doctrine for a state with a relatively large economy to adhere to but also 

because of the sudden and potential shift of said doctrine towards a weakened antimilitarism. 

The second justification is that of the choice of theory. This concerns not only the choice of 

theory itself but also, by extension, the theoretical criteria in which to evaluate a given theory. 

Meaning that each theoretical school, as discussed in the section of theory, naturally rests 

upon different sets of assumptions concerning foreign policy and sees the empirics through 

each respective theoretical lens. 
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To be able to make sense of the debate surrounding the developments within Japanese foreign 

policy the methodology will consist of an assessment of the arguments put forth by 

contributing authors to the debate, eventually conducting an analysis whereby said arguments 

are evaluated in terms of weaknesses and strengths within the context for each respective 

argument against the backdrop of the three hypotheses corresponding to each theoretical 

school. This will then be followed by an assessment of potential implications for theory 

within the context of Japanese foreign policy. That is to say, arguments used from one 

perspective will be crucial in assessing the explanatory powers of each respective theoretical 

school, for example how well does the arguments match up to the reality of the developments 

within Japanese foreign policy and how well can each respective set of assumptions allow for 

the argumentation concerning remilitarization. 

 

For example, whether there is a consensus within contributions identified tracing its 

arguments from one perspective and, if so, is there further consensus within the debate at 

large. In other words, do arguments from one perspective argue predominantly towards one 

trajectory with regards to remilitarization taking place or not and can a general consensus be 

identified between the different perspectives in finding whether a remilitarization is taking 

place under Shinzo Abe despite difference in theoretical assumptions and expectations.  

 

The study will, naturally then, primarily employ a qualitative approach in favor of a 

quantitative one so as to best grasp the nuance in argumentation that from each differing 

contribution to the debate on Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. This is the most intuitive course of 

action given the research questions posed as by implication it requires an in-depth assessment, 

or perhaps more aptly an interpretation, of the case as well as the theory that follows and by 

extension the arguments therefrom. The study will, more specifically, be a paradigm study 

adhering to an approach of theory comparison in order to shed light on the empirical case of 

Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy and the potential shift of its antimilitarist foreign policy 

paradigm. 

 

Dvora Yanow, for example, thoroughly highlights and lays out the potential advantages that 

an interpretivist approach holds for certain studies, such as case studies, as opposed to the 
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more traditionally positivist approach that puts the emphasis on observable factual 

propositions which may in the long run be unable to fully reach a nuanced, and indeed more 

helpful or accurate, understanding of a given case (Yanow 1993). Likewise, to fully 

understand not just the case of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy but also the academic debate 

surrounding it some interpretation is appropriate. Further, the analysis itself then will have a 

comparative quality to it as when holding different theoretical assumptions and their 

implications against each other it will become increasingly evident to where said theoretical 

approach diverges from one another. Additionally, the research questions themselves also 

imply a predominantly inductive approach to the problematization at hand. Inductive in the 

sense that while theory is very much central to the study the initial focal point and point of 

departure is that of the case of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy itself.  

 

The object of study is the case itself and theory will be useful in our efforts, however it is not 

primarily an evaluation of theory itself. Indeed, the starting point is from the empirics, i.e. 

Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy and its potential implications for the notion of remilitarization 

after which theory will then be indispensable in understanding the debate surrounding the 

topic. In other words, the study originates in empirics rather than theory although this does not 

mean that theory takes the back seat, but implications of theory are only interesting so far as 

they can shed light on the research questions and the case of Japan itself. This is where the 

assessment of the debate at large proves itself to be useful when engaging in a theoretically 

contentious topic as both the analysis and research questions posed leading up to it will not be 

colored by any presupposed preference for theory. 

 

To sum up, in an effort to uphold a level of clarity and to some extent brevity the analysis will 

consist of two parts. For the first part an analysis and an assessment of the different 

contributions to the debate relative to each other will be conducted. To do so each 

contribution relevant to the topic will be qualitatively examined so as to determine whether it 

primarily argues from a point of one school of thought or another. The arguments presented 

will be extracted to be assessed juxtaposed to the hypotheses presented in the section on 

theory. Secondly, an analysis on the general arguments will follow representing each school 

to finally assess whether an approach is indeed salient when it comes to understanding Shinzo 

Abe’s foreign policy and the notion of remilitarization coupled with it. That is, does the 
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approach not only offer plausible conclusions within the context of the debate but also is it 

able to arguably match up with the reality of the developments within Japanese foreign policy. 

 

In addition, while it would make for a potentially interesting research design to zoom in on a 

specific aspect of Japanese foreign policy under Shinzo Abe and make sense of a political 

puzzle or problem associated with it, as we shall see some contributions do and then proceed 

to extrapolate it to remilitarization at large, it would make more sense and be less tedious for 

our purposes to work with the case of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy from something of a 

holistic perspective rather than engaging in one of reductionism. 

 

An interpretative analysis asserts a different understanding of complex cases in social science 

and in keeping with a positivist rationality one inevitably falls back on engaging in 

reductionism which, especially in a case such as the general foreign policy of a country, is 

susceptible to misleading conclusions which is less of a plausible danger for an interpretivist 

approach with regards to analysis and case studies within political science in general 

(Wagenaar 2006, 429-441). Indeed, as seen not only in previous literature but also in the 

forthcoming analysis it is helpful to understand, at the very least historically, the setting in 

which Japanese foreign policy has come to develop.  

 

To focus the area of study in a more helpful way then is to limit the scope in a temporal sense 

which would allow for more eclecticism in understanding a potential shift in Japanese foreign 

policy towards remilitarization or a lack thereof. Naturally, as with all social science, theory is 

uncoupled from reality in the sense that it is attempting to provide an analytical framework in 

which to make sense of the reality at hand, as opposed to merely offering a descriptive view 

of a puzzling state of affairs. In doing so, an interpretative and qualitative approach is helpful 

in, although reduced from actual reality, providing the necessary tools in which to not only 

examine but also provide the theoretical tools in which to make sense of the social world and, 

more specifically, the case of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy. 
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As outlined in the introduction and subsequent research questions, the limits to the scope of 

the study are decided to be that of the period of time encompassed by Shinzo Abe’s second 

premiership which makes sense for a couple of reasons: firstly, the political mannerisms, e.g. 

statements and speeches, and maneuvers of Shinzo Abe has observably been met with some 

controversy within the context of foreign affairs. Secondly, the period of time chosen is the 

period which covers the most recent foreign policy developments on this point in time which 

not only makes for interesting and up to date analysis for the very recent past but also may 

hold interesting findings with regards to potential future implications for the notion of 

remilitarization. Thirdly, Shinzo Abe’s tenure is the longest consecutively served from that of 

a Japanese prime minister, meaning there is arguably a form of political stability over a long 

period of time which may potentially be able to make it easier to observe any potential shift in 

the trajectory of foreign policy. Additionally, the share of the political mandate afforded the 

ruling coalition was consistently above the 238 seats in the National Diet needed for a 

majority of representatives. This last point is perhaps of extra weight given the high frequency 

of changes within the post of prime minister prior to Shinzo Abe’s return to the premiership, 

so much so as to sometimes being labeled an office with a set of metaphorical revolving 

doors. Finally, while it would make some sense to enlarge the limitation to perhaps 

encompass larger international trends, say the rise of China, it would most likely come at the 

cost of the clarity and consistency of political stability as mentioned above. Coinciding with 

the revolving doors of the premiership perhaps most notably, in terms of political stability, 

just one year prior the country was struck by the Triple Disaster of 3 of March 2011 and all its 

political ramifications, including the ousting by ballot of the ruling Democratic Party ending 

its short stint in government in favor of Shinzo Abe’s Liberal Democratic Party in 2012. 

A qualitative approach comes naturally as the bulk of the empirical material are academic 

articles and books that make up the debate on Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy which are 

themselves at times relying on more quantitatively leaning groundwork. The point of 

departure is the case itself albeit still, as shall be seen, theory and its implications are 

nevertheless crucial in properly dealing with the case of Japan and its foreign policy 

trajectory. Assessing the debate surrounding the case is key in systematically approaching the 

case. In other words, this study will not only set out to examine a puzzling state of affairs, i.e. 

Japanese foreign policy, but will also by extension potentially be able to offer insight into 

theory as the different sides of the debate will be thoroughly evaluated qualitatively 

juxtaposed to each other.  
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6. Empirical material 

 

In assessing the contemporary debate on Japanese foreign policy and the developments 

therein arguably the most suitable avenue to do so is, as highlighted above, through academic 

articles found within the debate wherein the developments in Japanese foreign policy during 

the second tenure of Shinzo Abe, i.e. more specifically the time in between from 2012 to 2020 

are discussed through the lens of international relations theory. For a proper understanding of 

the context in which the debate is situated, literature from before the period used as a 

limitation will naturally be used, e.g. it is helpful for the section on theory and indeed crucial 

for the section on previous literature which would, of course, require some assessment of 

literature written and published before 2012. For the analysis, however, contributions to the 

debate of Japanese foreign policy during Shinzo Abe’s tenure would naturally be from this 

period of time, meaning the analysis will only take into account contributions to the debate 

published within the limitation of time, from 2012 to 2020. The articles selected for the 

analysis, other than the aforementioned temporal criteria, will also have to be relevant for the 

debate surrounding Japanese foreign policy and, by extension, the notion of Japanese 

remilitarization.  

 

By relevant, it means that a systematic approach has been applied which is anchored in the 

methodology above, meaning that for a sort of meta-analytical approach to produce a legible 

analysis it would naturally be necessary to exclude articles that fall outside the debate on 

Japanese remilitarization. Likewise, it would then be necessary to capture as many as possible 

that do fall within it in addition to the temporal and theoretical limitations. For an academic 

article to be a contribution to the debate there is a very simple albeit intuitive and helpful 

criteria in which it is assessed against. Firstly, whether the topic discussed that of Japanese 

remilitarization under Shinzo Abe. Secondly, whether the article makes use of international 

relations theory in doing so. The first criteria may seem to be an obvious one but there are 

many articles where tangential or similar topics are discussed, such as Japanese foreign policy 

vis-à-vis a certain country, although there is an obvious lack of discussion of remilitarization. 

The second criteria might on the opposite end seem redundant, but it would likewise lead to 

many irrelevant academic articles being included in the analysis where it to be left out, e.g. 

article 9 of the constitution is of interest for debates on jurisprudence and hence Japanese 
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remilitarization being a topic also found within articles of law review journals as opposed to 

that of political science journals. Finally, the limitation of years of publication were naturally 

included, meaning that for the analysis no articles published before 2012 would hold any 

direct relevance for the debate surrounding the policies of Shinzo Abe as he was not yet in 

office for his second term until then.  

 

While some background on theory will be necessary for the section that covers it, it is not 

vital to extend this to the analysis itself. Instead, for the analysis it will be possible to retrace 

each line of argument so as to identify each contribution with a corresponding theoretical 

tradition. Not only is it the most efficient manner of fully grasping theory, but it will also give 

better insight to how international relations theory is applied to a case such as the foreign 

policy perpetuated by Shinzo Abe. For example, if Japan is indeed on a path towards 

remilitarization per Shinzo Abe’s ruling coalition, how do each perspective make sense of the 

developments and are they effective in doing so? Likewise, does recent developments present 

a more favorable, or perhaps less so, for theory? That is, how well do the theoretical 

perspectives fare in adapting to new developments are there room for employing an 

explanatory analysis for the driving factors behind said developments? Furthermore, 

depending on these insights, it would then be possible to reach some conclusions on the 

applicability of theory in the case in question, that of Shinzo Abe’s Japan, but may perhaps 

also offer some insight for theory itself when dealing with similarly well debated cases. 

 

7. Analysis 

 

With the sufficient context provided in the sections above, both regarding previous literature 

and theory as well as the methodological framework that houses this study, an analysis 

answering the research questions posed is possible. That is, firstly within the context of 

Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy, what arguments are made use of within the academic debate for 

understanding Japan’s foreign policy conduct and whether it has led towards remilitarization 

or not. Secondly, if there are any notable implications for international relations theory itself 

as a result of the findings. For clarity each author’s contribution will be assessed to determine 

which theoretical framework as well as which side of the debate each respective contribution 
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argues for, i.e. does it identify mostly with the notion there being a noticeable occurrence of 

remilitarization or a lack thereof, i.e. antimilitarism, in the context of Japanese foreign policy 

under Shinzo Abe. 

 

7.1. Japanese foreign policy debate 2012-2020 

 

A helpful backdrop in assessing the debate surrounding Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy is 

through Cory Madison’s examination of the various avenues of support for different 

remilitarization efforts. In tracking public and elite support there are some notable 

discrepancies between the two, with elitist politicians showing an overall greater support for 

remilitarization efforts compared to that of the general public. However, there are a few 

notable take-aways form the findings. Perhaps most notable is that while there is no 

overwhelmingly strong support for amending the 1947 peace constitution there is a notable 

increase in support during Shinzo Abe’s tenure. Likewise, albeit short of any majority, 

support has generally risen in polls for increasing the overall capabilities in terms of 

personnel, weaponry and overall leeway and independence in acting in defense of Japan, both 

foreign and domestic. When it comes to the Japanese Self Defense Forces being able to 

participate in United Nations peace keeping missions abroad public support is 

overwhelmingly high despite prior reluctance. Madison proposes that while elitist support is 

higher overall than that of the general populace, lawmakers do not wholly operate outside the 

fear of public scrutiny. Hence, while the remilitarization is primarily pushed by elitist 

politicians it is also, in part, a result of a rise in public support for such measures, especially 

when it comes to peace keeping and the Japanese Self Defense Forces’ overall capabilities 

(Madison 2018). 

 

7.1.1. Realist argument 

 

Perhaps the most prominent line of argument put forth by realist contributions to the debate is 

that Japan under Shinzo Abe has been put on increased external pressure to reassess its 

military capabilities. This pressure stems most crucially from the emergence of an increased 
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influence projected from China to the southern periphery of Japan, most notably the disputed 

Senkaku Islands. This argument adheres to the realist perception of the balance of power and 

relative gains being key in a given country’s foreign policy positioning. Eric Heginbotham 

and Richard J. Samuels (2018) argue this line of reasoning in their contribution to the debate. 

Japan will with the advent of an increasingly hostile balance of power to eventually be forced 

on a path where the country would be able to what is labeled a policy of active denial, 

meaning that Japan will come to rely on a defensive strategic positioning that hedges on 

military support from the United States (Heginbotham & Samuels 2018).  

 

In other words, this line of argument holds that Japan is on a path towards remilitarization in a 

manner which seems to point to the case being so as a consequence of an increasingly 

unfavorable balance of power as a result of the relative rise of China vis-à-vis the United 

States and by extension Japan itself.  

 

Likewise, in a similar effort, David Envall promotes a view of Japan being reluctantly bound 

to a realist approach with the advent of rapid regional changes in the sphere of security. 

Envall labels this effort part of the Abe Doctrine, i.e. Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy, and 

suggests that it may be seen as some sort of regional realism meaning that rather than 

expanding its role abroad, Japan will narrow it so as to increase its influence and defensive 

capability of military deterrence at the regional level (Envall 2020). 

 

Another realist argument put forth holds that technological developments and improvements 

of Japan’s state of the art armaments has the side effect of easing the country’s path towards a 

trajectory of remilitarization. For instance, Hughes identifies what perhaps is one of the most 

telling aspects hinting at Japanese remilitarization is that of the country’s so-called Ballistic 

Missile Defense introduced as a defensive military measure in the mid 2000’s. The political 

implications of the introduction of the Ballistic Missile Defense came to manifest itself in 

further external pressure from the United States for Japan to allow itself to possibly engage in 

what is known as collective self-defense. Collective self-defense would translate to the ability 

to use its Ballistic Missile Defense not only for Japanese territory but also, as an extension of 

United States-Japan security cooperation, to be used in defense of United States territory. 
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Furthermore, Hughes identifies Japan’s Ballistic Missile Defense as a catalyst to a 

significantly weakened approach to the country’s weapons export ban, not only to that of the 

United States but potentially to that of third-party states, as well as that of civilian control of 

the military given as a result of the nature of short amount of time involved in deploying the 

Ballistic Missile Defense (Hughes 2013).  

 

Indeed, Hughes argues in another contribution that Japan under Shinzo Abe has seemingly 

become less confident in the balance of power in the region with China becoming all the more 

modernized in terms of military capabilities all the while lessening the reasons for Japan to 

view Chinese intentions and foreign policy maneuvers in a favorable light. Japan’s increased 

emphasis on collective self-defense vis-à-vis the United States in tandem with a strengthened 

defensive position points to, according to Hughes, a move towards Japan making itself crucial 

with regards to the balance of power against potentially hostile neighbors such as China, 

which in turn strengthens the incentives for cooperation with the United States. The dynamics 

which held Japan in its antimilitaristic foreign policy have been altered and forced Japan to 

adapt what Hughes labels a “resentful realism.” This realist approach, Hughes argues, will in 

the long run open up for the possibility of an increasingly independent foreign policy, as 

opposed to relying on the United States, in essence completing a remilitarization and 

becoming what some commentators label a normal country (Hughes 2016). 

 

There is another argument within the debate which adheres to realist assumptions. This 

argument holds that the national interests of Japan are that of the regional balance of power as 

well as an access to resources through major maritime trade routes in the Indo-Pacific region. 

Takuya Matsuda holds that while Japan’s foreign policy following the Cold War has had a 

false outward image of liberal internationalism in actuality follows the tenets of structural, 

neo-, realism. Further, Matsuda argues that in taking into account the maritime trade routes 

through the lens of realism the liberal position is weakened as it does not make the view of 

Japan as a mercantile nation necessarily a result of liberal values adhering to the liberalism of 

international relations theory. Indeed, Matsuda argues that these two concerns of maritime 

trade routes and regional power balance calculations are sufficiently satisfied through the 

country’s mutual security cooperation with the United States. In other words, under the 

umbrella of the United States military alliance Japan has not had an urgent need to 
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remilitarize, in essence this argument tries to paint the uniqueness of Japan’s seemingly 

antimilitarist position as more than meets the eye. Likewise, under liberal pretensions Japan 

has been able to, under Shinzo Abe, to strive to join a so-called liberal international order that 

puts the country on the path towards remilitarization in order to sustain the two concerns 

Matsuda highlights. While a proactive contribution to peace might sound like a commitment 

to antimilitarism or even liberal values it is, through the lens of realism, another word for 

strengthening the United States-Japan alliance through furthering Japan’s capability to ensure 

that the regional balance of power is favorable as well as access to trade through strategic 

maritime capabilities (Matsuda 2020).  

 

An interesting aspect of Matsuda’s contribution to take note of is that while liberal arguments 

are taken into account in the analysis, dismissing them as capturing something which realism 

already does sufficiently, meanwhile there is little mention of any constructivist analysis. 

Indeed, Matsuda challenges the whole notion of Japan’s uniqueness in the sense that it has 

acted purely as a result of its antimilitarism, rather it is the cooperation with the United States 

which primarily is responsible and the enabler for this state of affairs. By extension, the 

magnitude and ramifications a Japanese remilitarization under Shinzo Abe is said to have is 

also diminished as it is only seen as a stand in for the strategic umbrella of United States 

military capabilities which necessarily would change given a change in power balance 

calculations that stems from, for example, an increase in Chinese or North Korean influence 

in the region. For realism then, there is a notable tendency for the line of argument for a 

remilitarization taking place under Shinzo Abe’s ruling coalition, if not already having the 

groundwork laid down prior to his second premiership. While obviously this effort has fallen 

short of any amendments to the 1947 constitution feared by some commentators it is still 

possible to point to the less visible signs of remilitarization, as Hughes does with Japan’s 

Ballistic Missile Defense and the implications coupled with its introduction, for example.  

 

7.1.2. Liberal argument 

 

From a liberal perspective there are another set of arguments put forth which holds that while 

Japan has undeniably worked to relax its constraints on its military capabilities it is likely to 
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lead to Japan assuming a peace keeping role, in other words not pacifistic in abstaining from 

maintaining an army but rather keeping one for peaceful purposes abroad. This assessment 

hinges on the assumption that Japan is primarily guided by forces of economics and liberal 

institutional norms of peacekeeping and cooperation rather than, say, deterrence and power 

politics as would more accurately reflect realist assumptions (Pehlivantürk 2016). While both 

realist and liberal contributions might agree on the same trajectory in terms of an overall 

remilitarization of the country, as we can see given different assumptions regarding the nature 

or purpose of the remilitarization itself it can spell very different predictions for coming, and 

indeed past, developments concerning Japanese foreign policy ambitions. This further 

highlights the difference in the expectations within the hypotheses of the two perspectives. 

 

Further, an argument which builds upon this idea which also holds liberal assumptions is that 

there may very well be strategic calculations involved in the country’s commitment to 

peacekeeping and humanitarian efforts involving the Japanese Self Defense Forces abroad as 

perhaps a more realist analysis might argue. However, Kyoko Hatakeyama, for instance, 

argues that there still are signs pointing to it being likely that there is an ongoing process of 

internalization of international liberal norms which, at least partly, guides these proactive 

foreign policy efforts (Hatakeyama 2014). In other words, while it could be beneficial for 

defensive purposes and a key in remilitarization of the country in a manner which the realist 

might argue for, there is room to argue from a liberal perspective that for these overtures 

abroad being in line with international humanitarian norms, especially with some of the cases 

highlighted by Hatakeyama wherein there is little relative strategic benefit for Japan apart 

from upholding the aforementioned internalized norms. Again, from a liberal perspective, the 

view of Japan engaging in remilitarization falls in line with that as the one proponents of 

realism hold. The point of divergence, though, is whether or not this course of events is the 

result of and serves to strengthen Japan militarily in the face of external threats. The 

assumptions of the liberal perspective do not necessarily lead to this conclusion but as seen, it 

is not outside of the realm of possibility. The difference boils down to the view in which 

remilitarization is held, for realism the remilitarization of Japan signals a fear of being at a 

relative disadvantage in relation to threatening states while for liberalism it could signal an 

expansion of the country’s pacifistic outlook for purposes of mutual benefits. 
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Another aspect of the liberal perspective which could possibly be used as an argument for the 

liberal hypothesis being the more apt is an argument wherein Japan’s evolving stance on 

humanitarian intervention, also known as the responsibility to protect or R2P, might come to 

play a central role in shaping current as well as future foreign policy conduct. Again, 

remilitarization is framed in this sense in less of being defensive in nature and as a result of 

external security threats but rather presented as an avenue in which to avoid such 

developments and expand the Japanese Self Defense Forces’ mandate in a manner so as to 

assure that a relegitimization, i.e. a remilitarization, of the Japanese Self Defense Forces will 

come about in humanitarian terms rather than for security reasons. Jun Honna, for instance, 

argues that Japan has considerable incentives to devote itself and the Japanese Self Defense 

Forces to the principles of humanitarian intervention and peace building efforts in general it 

would distance the country from any potential associations with isolationism, aligning itself 

instead with a sort of pacifism that rests on a liberal foundation while at the same time 

subduing pressures for remilitarization on the grounds of threats of its security, in other words 

a potential securitization of the domestic situation (Honna 2012).  

 

Indeed, if Japan were to remilitarize on principles of pacifism through international channels 

such as United Nations peace keeping and peace building it would likely be done in a manner 

which puts it in a context less in of a security centric light that a realist analysis might put it. 

Whether or not such a remilitarization would not, at least in part, stem from concerns which 

realists highlight is less certain, as even assuming a remilitarization is done as a result of a 

liberal rationale it would surely play a role in strengthening Japan’s military posture in its 

regional neighborhood, in effect in a manner corresponding to that which a realist would 

come to expect Japan to do given realist assumptions. Indeed, as realist assumptions would 

hold international cooperation through channels such as the United Nations as having little 

relevance for calculations of security and power politics a move in the manner which Honna 

paints would translate to, in a realist sense, an effort to shift towards remilitarization and 

likewise do so to be able to project its military power not necessarily in its immediate 

neighborhood but perhaps also beyond. For example, while a liberal analysis would argue for 

Japan’s involvement in anti-piracy missions in the Gulf of Aden as being inherently liberal 

and a result of interdependence and economic incentives while a realist could argue for it 

being an example of a projection of power with despite, or even perhaps serving to 
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circumvent, the self-imposed antimilitarist constraints characterizing the Japanese Self 

Defense Forces. 

 

Another argument which supports the liberal perspective is that while Japan is likely to 

continue on its path towards remilitarization it is much less likely that the country’s foreign 

policy posture would be as defensive in character as realist analysis would like to argue for. 

Even if Shinzo Abe had managed to successfully get through a revision of the peace clause of 

the constitution Easley finds it very unlikely to wholly remove its antimilitarists nature. 

Indeed, Leif-Eric Easley observes that the number of reinterpretations of the peace clause and 

other incremental legislative easing of the constraints on the Japanese Self Defense Forces has 

primarily led to it being dispatched and used for humanitarian overtures, not only anti-piracy 

missions and peace keeping operations but also that of disaster relief. While the increase in 

regional challenges by China and North Korea may have an impact on Japan’s overall foreign 

policy Easley points to the security cooperation between Japan and the United States as 

having an effect of inhibiting the more bellicose wing of LDP lawmakers and serves to not 

only keep a check on Japan’s potential rivals but also on enabling a remilitarization on terms 

more in line with liberal values. In other words, the interdependence between Japan and the 

United States allows for the former to ease its foreign policy constraints and become a 

“normal country” not through reacting to external threats to its security but as a means to 

further strengthen the cooperation with the United States and by extension the United Nations 

(Easley 2017). 

 

7.1.3. Constructivist argument 

 

Authors arguing from the perspective of constructivism presents a different set of arguments, 

which stresses the ideational nature of foreign policy. One such argument is that of Japan’s 

identity of antimilitarism. For instance, Linus Hagström and Karl Gustafsson adopt a different 

stance than that of the above identified materialist perspectives. Not all too unlike Berger or 

even Katzenstein, Hagström and Gustafsson build on a foundation that includes norms into 

the equation, in their case the emphasis on identity is particularly highlighted. While not 

discarding the possibility for a remilitarization taking place under Shinzo Abe, Hagström and 
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Gustafsson put forth a possible path for Japan to either remain antimilitarist or embark on a 

trajectory of remilitarization. Foreign policy is deemed to be constrained by identity, i.e. 

ideational factors, and the authors argue that this is relational in nature, meaning malleable in 

a way that depends on the other. In terms of states as actors this would intuitively mean that 

Japan’s neighbor exerts some influence in how the country may abandon its pacifist identity 

in favor of one that enables a more militaristic one (Hagström & Gustafsson 2015).  

 

Hagström and Gustafssons contribution comes out of a constructivist perspective which 

becomes evident as much stock is, relatively, put into ideational factors. This line of 

argument, while it might be seen as the constructivist and antimilitarist position conceding to 

concurrent developments within Japanese foreign policy, it does not necessarily make it so. 

Another way to understand the reasoning behind is to see the flexibility inherent in 

constructivist analysis. Indeed, while still adhering to the notion of Japan maintaining an 

antimilitarist stance on foreign policy there is allowance, in terms of theory, for a potential 

shift towards remilitarization albeit not a very swift one. Unlike, say, realism where most 

indicators would seem to point towards a Japanese remilitarization if theoretical assumptions 

were to hold, constructivism is more flexible then as both outcomes, remilitarization and 

antimilitarism, could coincide with the assumptions associated with the malleability of 

ideational factors. On the other hand, if remilitarization does prevail over time the realist 

analysist could argue for the assumptions of realism holding true in the long run which while 

not necessarily taking away credence from a constructivist analysis would, in a relative sense, 

weaken the near exclusivity of constructivist theory has enjoyed as a result of Japan’s post 

war antimilitarism. 

 

Indeed, Hagström further echoes this sentiment in analyzing the country’s identity as an 

abnormal state, or exceptional, as opposed to a normal state. While this argument builds upon 

the previous one, it is notably different in that it not only argues for identity in itself being 

key, but it also expands upon this by providing further context for the nature of Japan’s 

identity. Japan has long held an identity as an abnormal state given its constrained foreign 

policy and according to Hagström this is made possible by a socialization wherein the 

antimilitarist norms have become internalized to a point where it sees itself being exceptional 

in the context of foreign policy. The exceptionalism of the country’s antimilitarism has 
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become a positive image, in the long run a measurement of its own legitimacy. However, this 

sort of exceptionalism can, when successively made into something negative or damaging, 

become the opposite, a sign of illegitimacy and deviant in terms of what a state ought to 

normally be. In turn, if Japan’s antimilitarist identity becomes dominantly seen in this light 

then there is possibility for a securitization of Japan’s exceptionalism taking root. 

Securitization in this sense means that Japan’s exceptional stance when it comes to foreign 

policy might prove itself to become seen as a liability hampering not only the country’s 

military preparedness but also its ability to declare war. While some commentators deem 

Japan to be abnormal or exceptional due to its inability, or lack of desire, to respond to 

material and structural pressures Hagström argues that this abnormality is instead a result of 

the country’s own identity, i.e. ideational factors, Further, Hagström argues that a proposed 

remilitarization of Japan has not taken place as much as some, e.g. realist discussed above, 

would like to argue although a caveat here is that Japan’s positioning towards countries it 

involves itself at a deeper level, e.g. the United States, China or North Korea, may come to 

prove itself being vital in pushing Japan’s own identity towards the securitization described 

above which perhaps, in the long run, leads towards a path to normalcy or, in other words, 

remilitarization (Hagström 2015). 

 

Another constructivist inspired argument is that the shift in public opinion. Ji Young Kim 

examines the constructivist position and argues that while constructivist analysis has proved 

effective in explaining Japan’s unique foreign policy positioning it has, following the end of 

the Cold War, been less successful in predicting, or indeed hinting at, a possible 

remilitarization of Japan. Kim tracks, not unlike Madison, public opinion with regards to 

aspects of remilitarization and, in addition, examines the potential material factors, such as 

external threats and United States pressure as well as the position held by actors in leadership 

positions. Currently, according to Kim, unlike previous periods after the Cold War all factors 

point to Japan moving to sustaining a change to its antimilitarist identity. These factors, as 

mentioned, consist of strong United States pressure, strong external threats, nationalist 

leadership and finally favorable public support for remilitarization measures (Kim 2015).  

 

While the analysis presented by Kim is of constructivist nature, there is no shortage of 

critique aimed at what he sees as the failures of constructivist analysis following the end of 
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the Cold War, in particular the developments under Shinzo Abe. Indeed, Kim makes use of an 

approach which puts more emphasis on material factors as opposed to ideational when 

compared to that of, say Hagström and Gustafsson (2015). Although Kim launches a critique 

of constructivism in its predictive power in terms of a shift towards Japanese remilitarization 

it is not wholly unreasonable to contend that Kim, through a slightly different avenue, still 

winds up at a relatively similar set of conclusions as we can find in, for example, Hagström 

(2015) and Hagström and Gustafsson (2015), that is signs of a changing identity from the 

staunch antimilitarism of past in favor of a more flexible position that has the potential to lead 

the country towards remilitarization. Still, there is a significant difference in weighing 

material factors in these different contributions, with Kim putting relatively heavy emphasis 

on just material factors over ideational. 

 

In contrast, Andrew L. Oros offers an analysis of Japan’s identity of antimilitarism and goes 

further than Hagström and Gustafsson (2015) in arguing for the potential resilience of the 

country’s identity of antimilitarism. Indeed, rather than being imagined as posing a threat to 

Japan’s antimilitarist stance on foreign policy Oros argues that the increased pressure for a 

shift towards remilitarization may serve to prove just how deeply rooted antimilitarism within 

Japan’s military apparatus and, by extension, society as a whole. Oros holds that further effort 

and attention aimed towards the notion of remilitarization may, in fact, have the opposite 

effect in showcasing just how strong this antimilitarist sentiment is. However, Oros in essence 

then does recognize this increased push for a remilitarization of Japan and, not all too unlike 

Hagström and Gustafsson (2015), leaves the door open for the possibility of a significant shift 

in the country’s identity and subsequent foreign policy positioning allowing for the plausible 

cause of events wherein Japan does indeed leave its antimilitarist identity behind as a footnote 

in history (Oros 2015).  

 

Gustafsson et al. reaches a similar conclusion by finding the narratives surrounding Japan’s 

exceptional foreign policy positioning having sustained several prolonged barrages of a 

critical narrative undermining the country’s pacifist approach to international politics which 

has come to impact the prior ideational antimilitarist foundational that has supported it. 

Gustafsson et al. is similar, however, in the sense that the authors find there being a 

compelling case to potentially see Japan’s pacifist model to not only withstand the opposite 
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narrative but perhaps become a model for foreign policy with increased popularity. Still, it is 

to be noted that this line of argument is self-admittedly normative to some extent and that 

Japanese lawmakers have increasingly been presented with opportunities to relinquish this 

pacifist or antimilitarist model successively (Gustafsson et al. 2018). For our study, the 

perhaps most notable aspect of the two contribution above by Oros (2015) and Gustafsson et 

al. (2018) is twofold; on the one hand both contributions recognize that there is an undergoing 

shift in Japan’s antimilitarist identity that previously has been a hallmark of Japanese foreign 

policy while on the other hand this does not necessarily spell the end for such an identity and, 

by extension, a foreign policy conduct which corresponds to this. Indeed, even in the most 

optimistic arguments in favor of Japanese foreign policy being guided by its ideational 

antimilitarist constraints there is an admission of there being a notable and indeed substantial 

effort underway so as to undermine this. 

 

7.1.4. Remilitarization under Shinzo Abe 

 

With the above discussion in mind, it is possible to summarize each set of arguments coupled 

with each theoretical perspective. For realism, there is an increased sense of threat emerging 

from a combination of a more capable and hostile neighborhood as well as a decline in 

support from its allies. Building upon this, Japan will, given realist assumptions, follow an 

incentive for remilitarization as a means to secure its role as a regional power with access to 

security, not only for itself physically but also in terms of securing its resources in trade 

routes.  

 

For liberalism, the argument rests upon the notion of a desire on the part of Japan to 

normalize its foreign policy within the frame of international organizations. Japan has 

internalized its antimilitarist norms in a manner which allows for a remilitarization of means 

to engage in activities such as peace keeping and disaster relief. Further, the institutional 

constraints of Japan, while allowing for a liberal remilitarization, would not make possible a 

remilitarization more in line with realist expectations.  
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Lastly, for constructivism there are a number of arguments predominantly entrenched in the 

notion of Japan’s identity as a country. Japan’s identity is relational to its neighbors and may 

be subject to change as it interacts within this context. Further, there is an argument for 

Japan’s identity being perceived domestically as exceptional. The exceptionalism of Japan 

may have moved discursively from an asset to a liability, enabling a more favorable view of 

remilitarization. An argument supporting this view of Japan’s identity is that public opinion 

has increasingly moved towards a positive attitude with regards to aspects of remilitarization. 

 

 

7.2. Theoretical implications 

 

If there indeed was a significant shift in foreign policy under the leadership of Shinzo Abe, 

then there are a number of theoretical implications to which one ought to take stock of. 

Likewise, however, if a significant shift to Japanese remilitarization shows little sign of 

actually taking place then it also comes with a number of notable implications for theory. 

Naturally, as seen in the assessment above, any sign of a remilitarization taking place would 

play into the hands of a realist approach. This would point to Japan’s Cold War character 

being something of a foreign policy outlier or enabled by United States’ security cooperation 

leading to what could be seen as a mirage of pacifism. For constructivism, it is not as clear cut 

given the malleability of state identity. However, as mentioned in the previous section, 

constructivism may still prove to be the most consistent perspective given its track record 

regarding the case of Japanese foreign policy. As seen in the discussion above there is a 

notable admission of a shift in the trajectory of Japanese foreign policy taking place at an 

unprecedented pace under the second premiership of Shinzo Abe. This recognition of 

remilitarization efforts comes from realists such as Hughes (2013) and Envall (2020), liberals 

like Hatakeyama (2014) or Honna (2012) and even from authors arguing from a constructivist 

position such as Hagström and Gustafsson (2015) and Oros (2015). 

 

Although constructivist analysis has been able to provide a refreshing take on the puzzling 

state of affairs of Japanese antimilitarist foreign policy, recent developments, especially under 

Shinzo Abe’s second tenure, has come to further upset the explanatory and predictive 
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strengths of each theoretical school when it comes to the case in question. Where no 

theoretical school is able to offer an overwhelmingly convincing analysis there might be 

room, or indeed a necessity, to test other approaches such as theoretical eclecticism. 

 

Ilai Z. Saltzman, for instance, finds that the three major theories frequently employed in 

analyzing Shinzo Abe’s Japan, i.e. realism, liberalism and constructivism, fall short of 

providing an overall satisfactory framework to properly understand a shift towards 

remilitarization. In an effort to avoid engaging in theoretical eclecticism Saltzman proposes 

using neo-classical realism, as opposed to structural, or neo-, realism which he argues 

differentiates itself in its ability to incorporate domestic developments so as to, at least in part, 

factor in ideational factors. Saltzman’s contribution is an interesting one as it recognizes not 

only the faults inherent in structural realism in its attempts at providing an explanatory 

framework for Japan but also those of rivaling theoretical schools (Saltzman 2015).  

 

As a result, rather than providing an eclectic framework Saltzman proposes a break with the 

popularized structural realism frequently used within the context of Japan’s remilitarization, 

for example by that of Hughes (2013, 2016), Envall (2020) as well as Heginbotham and 

Samuels (2018). While Saltzman’s contribution proposes an alternative take on realism, it 

also further underlines a potential necessity for theory in general to be expanded in order to 

properly understand the puzzling state of Japanese foreign policy. Indeed, Saltzman’s critique 

of theory at large within the context of Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy is in very similar tone 

compared to that of other proponents of theoretical eclecticism and, by extension, underlines 

how far the debate on the issue is from reaching a consensus on just what factors are key in 

the drive for Japan’s remilitarization efforts. 

 

Another approach forwarded by Nori Katagiri to aid in understanding Japan’s threat 

perception and responses that views it through an eclectic perspective which sets out to mesh 

both assumptions of realism and liberalism to properly gage the context in which Japan’s 

development under Shinzo Abe has taken place. Katagiri finds that while Japan is constrained 

by institutional breaks on the country’s military capabilities it finds itself increasingly 

dependent on United States security cooperation as a result of an increased threat perception 
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from China and North Korea. The response from Japan has been to acquire military 

capabilities, i.e. to remilitarize, although has found itself to be unable to fully do so, e.g. 

nuclear weapons are out of the question, given the overwhelming institutional constraints 

stemming from Japan’s pacifistic posture and instead falls back on seeking support from the 

United States. While attempts are made to unravel the institutional framework constraining 

Japan’s leeway in international affairs it has been met with significant resistance and will find 

itself more likely to make use of liberal means to deal with regional issues, such as economic 

interdependence and through international organizations, as the country’s foreign policy will 

be slow and reactive in dealing with any issues arising (Katagiri 2018).  

 

Daisuke Akimoto expands on the idea of an eclectic approach in dealing with the case of 

Japan’s changing foreign policy. In his analysis, constructivist assumptions of state identity 

are paired with scenarios of remilitarization associated with realism and liberalism, such as 

Japan as a United States ally as well as a Japan as a peace-keeping state. In other words, 

Akimoto shows that it could be helpful to, in an eclectic approach, make use of the various 

perspectives’ respective strengths in order to bridge the gaps otherwise inherent in the 

analysis, such as realism’s inability to grasp domestic developments at a deeper level 

(Akimoto 2013).  

 

Likewise, Carlos Ramirez employs a similarly theoretically eclectic approach to analyzing 

Japan’s shifting foreign policy posture. Ramirez finds that it is more helpful to not entrench 

the analysis in one theoretical perspective but rather make use of a mixed approach to attempt 

to get a fuller picture behind the developments under Shinzo Abe. In essence, Ramirez argues 

that concerns of both military security and economic security play a key role in understanding 

the external pressure exerted on Japan from its neighbors and allies. Likewise, Ramirez finds 

that ideational factors play a significant role, not unlike that of Hagström and Gustafsson 

(2015), in efforts to portray these threats in a light in which to make an ideational shift in the 

country’s identity possible (Ramirez 2019).  

 

The rationalist theories of liberalism and realism are able to point to material factors hinting at 

a substantial effort towards shifting Japan’s foreign policy trajectory in the direction of 
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remilitarization. Meanwhile they both struggle to find any compelling arguments for the status 

quo which existed for a considerable time prior. Further, both schools can point to different 

aspects seemingly confirming each perspective, i.e., for defensive measures in terms of 

realism and for economic and humanitarian measures for liberalism. For constructivism, the 

case of Japanese foreign policy has long been an asset in the sense that it has been able to 

serve as a showcase of the school’s explanatory powers. In order to keep doing so, however, it 

must attempt to not be able to be outshined by other approaches, such as realism, in the event 

of substantial changes like the remilitarization that is seemingly agreed upon taking place. 

 

Considering the arguments put forth above in tandem with each respective theoretical 

school’s hypothesis it is possible to address the first question head on. Yes, given the 

arguments seen in the debate, each perspective seems to allow for a remilitarization taking 

place under Shinzo Abe. Although there seems to be consensus in a general sense it is 

important to keep in mind that the hypotheses are substantially different and that, as seen 

above, some perspectives were more eager to argue for remilitarization than others. For 

instance, realism left little room in its arguments to debate the possibility of remilitarization 

not taking place while constructivism held a more malleable position albeit leaning towards a 

remilitarization being likely.  

 

An important note here is to recall that the case of an antimilitarist Japan is one which has 

historically been favorable to that of constructivism while realism and to a lesser extent 

liberalism have struggled with making sense of Japan of the past 70 years. Even if one 

hypothesis seems to be the most apt in explaining the current state of affairs it, is in other 

words, of essence to remember the explanatory ability or lack thereof of each perspective. 

While all hypotheses and arguments coupled alongside seem to largely correspond to 

developments within the country there is only one perspective which have hitherto not only 

been able to present a plausible view of Japan’s new trajectory of remilitarization but also do 

so in a manner which aligns with past explanations of antimilitarist Japan. Indeed, 

constructivism seems to offer the most effective perspective of the case but also perhaps the 

most malleable. As a result, it may have as hard a time to foresee future developments the 

way it initially did with the remilitarization but as seen here constructivism may, out of the 
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three perspectives, still offer the most consistent and coherent explanation regarding past 

developments in tandem with insights into the near future.  

 

While it would be possible to argue that a fourth emerging approach has resulted out of the 

debate on Japanese remilitarization, i.e. that of theoretical eclecticism, it is not necessarily any 

more able to offer a decisive analysis than the established theories. Instead, the attempts at 

theoretical eclecticism as seen above do not only provide an analysis which does not notably 

outshine the main three theoretical approaches but also attempt said analysis at the cost of 

theoretical coherence and clarity. The frustrated climate of the debate has in other words led 

to more theoretically experimental forays but in so doing stretched theory past its usefulness. 

 

8. Conclusions 

 

In conclusion, it can be said that, as per the findings in this very study, that regardless of how 

one side of the debate or theoretical school envisions the shape in which a potential Japanese 

remilitarization will take, there seems to be more or less a general consensus that the 

metaphorical pendulum of Japanese foreign policy seems to be heading in a direction of 

remilitarization. Indeed, the discussion has moved beyond the “what if” scenario with regards 

to remilitarization that came to color the debate prior to Shinzo Abe’s record-breaking tenure 

of eight years as the country’s prime minister. 

 

Finding any complete agreement on this contention is not as easy, though. Authors arguing 

from a constructivist standpoint still hold some skepticism on whether Japan is wholly 

dedicated to revitalizing its military capabilities anywhere close to falling in line with what 

could be expected from a move towards a repositioning to that of a normal country. Notable, 

however, in this aspect is the reluctant concession that perhaps the theoretical stance of 

constructivism does indeed enable for this previously all too distant prospect of a stronger 

and, perhaps, more independent Japan foreign policy wise. As a result, the key distinctions 

within the debate stems primarily from how Japan might possibly be able to shift in its long-
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established tradition of an antimilitarist or pacifistic foreign policy and, by extension, how this 

may then come to materialize rather than being a question of whether it is even possible.  

 

Further, while all theoretical schools are able to present arguments in line with each respective 

hypothesis regarding a remilitarization only one, namely constructivism, is able to present 

arguments which not only explain a remilitarization but is also able to do so in a manner 

wherein it is consistent with the previous paradigm of Japanese foreign policy. Hence, 

constructivism provides us with an analytical framework that not only sets out to explain the 

current state of affairs but also allows for explaining the change in itself in a way which does 

not discredit the antimilitarism of past like, say, the realist perspective from which it is 

argued, relatively unconvincingly, that the United States’ security umbrella is the impetus for 

antimilitarism. 

 

For a conclusion with regards to implications to theory, there are a couple of take-aways from 

this exercise. Perhaps most notable is that while an approach like realism would be able to 

claim some success or redemption in the event of a turn towards Japanese remilitarization, an 

approach like that of constructivism escapes largely unscathed. Indeed, as shown above, 

inherent in constructivist analysis is an embedded flexibility with regards to this course of 

events. It would even be possible to go so far as to strengthen its repertoire given that a 

constructivist type analysis could prove itself not only excelling in providing insight into the 

so far extraordinary nature of Japanese antimilitarism but also satisfactorily come up with an 

explanation that not only holds any idiomatic water but also do so while simultaneously 

holding on to the former analysis, without conceding any discrepancies between the two. For 

instance, recall the contribution by Madison (2018) wherein a significant shift in both elitist 

and public support for legislation associated with Japanese remilitarization.  

 

For a constructivist analysis like of Hagström (2015), where the foreboding signs of a 

potential shift in the country’s antimilitarist identity could be identified, there could possibly 

be a linkage between evolving support for as identified by Madison and the malleability of 

Japan’s identity vis-à-vis its neighboring states. Still, for constructivism there is notable 

disagreement, especially with regards to future predictions, to a degree not observed within 
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the liberal and realist contributions. For instance, compare the different lines of argument 

presented by Kim (2015) and Oros (2015) ending up with very different conclusions on the 

possibility of remilitarization despite both putting stock into ideational factors such as identity 

and its role in shaping Japan’s foreign policy. However, it is notable that despite these 

differences a discussion on whether or not a move towards remilitarization is occurring seems 

to be of less importance and seems to be taken for granted in favor of arguments towards 

whether or not it is to be successful. For example, even Oros (2015) concedes that 

unprecedented significant moves in this direction are taken.  

 

Meanwhile, some realist contributions would argue that the fear of remilitarization is 

disproportionate and is merely a result of strategic calculations of power balances, something 

which has previously not been as necessary for Japan itself given the strategic cooperation 

and shared interests with the United States. While most realist analysis takes a similar line, it 

is not as hard a line as say that of Matsuda (2020). Still, there is a significant consensus within 

realist contributions in there being a shift towards remilitarization, a shift in trajectory which 

has, at the very least, increasingly taken place if not outright perpetuated by lawmakers 

throughout Shinzo Abe’s premiership. 

 

The question of whether remilitarization is occurring then seems to be a foregone conclusion 

within the academic debate on the issue. For realists and liberals there is little disagreement 

whether or not it is occurring under Shinzo Abe with the debate rather focusing on whether or 

not it is driven by calculations of power politics relative to Japan’s neighbors or that of liberal 

ambitions of peace keeping operations and so-called proactive pacifism. 

 

For constructivist contributions, however, there is less of a consensus when it comes to 

Japanese foreign policy under Shinzo Abe. When it comes to the notion of remilitarization, 

though, there largely seems to be a consensus in the very least of the likely possibility of it 

happening being present and that there are significant efforts in a push for it. This 

development within constructivist analysis is perhaps the largest departure from what 

previous arguments held when it came to the possibility of remilitarization taking root given 

the strength of antimilitarist norms and identity guiding the country’s foreign policy for 
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decades, for instance Berger (2003) or Katzenstein (1998). Then, if there is anything of 

significance to be found from this assessment of the academic debate on Shinzo Abe’s foreign 

policy approach it is the, perhaps to a surprising degree, the level of consensus between the 

differing perspective on whether or not Japan is indeed undergoing a notable shift in its 

foreign policy posture.  

 

Regardless of how one may come to define the notion of remilitarization as a concept within 

the debate it seems to be more or less agreed upon that Japan under Shinzo Abe has moved at 

a relatively fast pace towards increasing commitment abroad, be it for United Nations peace-

keeping operations, anti-piracy missions or overtures towards collective self-defense vis-à-vis 

the United States. Likewise, the country has had to conform to the technological implications 

of its Ballistic Missile Defense, as mentioned by Hughes (2013) as well as the increased ease 

and temptation of converting arguably inoffensive armaments to outright offensive ones, such 

as the potential for helicopter carries turning into aircraft carriers with the advent of F35 

fighter jets capable of vertical takeoffs as brought up by Madison (2018). Looking past 

material moves towards what one may label remilitarization there is also the case for 

ideational change as highlighted by Gustafsson et al. (2018) wherein the antimilitarism of past 

has come increasingly under siege in addition to Madison’s (2018) examination of the notable 

shift in public and elite support for breaking with the past.  

 

Prior to Shinzo Abe’s second tenure as prime minister of Japan we can observe that the 

academic debate was far from reaching the near consensus within the different perspectives 

on whether or not the country was indeed shifting its foreign policy posture towards what 

contributions, perhaps slightly dramatically, label a remilitarization as opposed to a country 

with a pronounced character of antimilitarism. The puzzling state of affairs of Japan and its 

unique foreign policy within world politics given its relatively large economy juxtaposed to a 

significantly constrained approach to foreign affairs proved to be a favorable case for the use 

of constructivist analysis emphasizing the ideational factors of the country while the 

traditionally dominant approaches of liberalism and realism struggled looking for 

explanations.  
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Knowing this, it is safe to assume that a change in this seemingly unique case would 

potentially shake things up in terms of the academic debate surrounding the topic. Naturally, 

it is possible to extract a few implications not only for the case and the trajectory thereof but 

also that of the theoretical perspectives themselves albeit perhaps as a byproduct of the first 

part of the inquiry. That is to say, by honing in on the first question posed regarding how the 

notion of remilitarization under Shinzo Abe’s ruling coalition is understood through the 

academic debate we are able to come to the conclusion that indeed there seems to be a near 

consensus that, at the very least, all factors, be it ideational or material, are pointing towards a 

Japan reaching for a stronger and more independent foreign policy, be it by dismantling 

norms and institutions or foregoing this by the acquisition of increased military capabilities, 

both legal and material, breaking with the past.  

 

Further, by posing the second question we are able to extract this finding and evaluate the 

strengths and weaknesses of each theoretical perspective as it faces a new state of affairs and 

additionally finding that some contributions explore the possibility of more eclectic 

approaches to theory so as to push it further and perhaps reach an analysis which more 

succinctly is able to deal with a case that seemingly offers much room for debate, especially 

as it is undergoing significant change. Through our analysis we find that no perspective is 

able to offer an explanation that is without potential weaknesses, for example while 

constructivism attempts to adapt to a new situation it has a hard time in conclusively pointing 

to a cause driving the country to remilitarization.  

 

Likewise, theories of realism and liberalism are seemingly experiencing a turn of favor 

finding its analysis more convincing as the country returns to being what some authors label a 

normal country, yet the perspectives find themselves having trouble accounting for the state 

of affairs prior to this change in trajectory. While not a wholly new concept, overtures in 

theoretical eclecticism have been able to offer analytical alternatives albeit often finding that 

this may dilute the core assumptions of the traditions that they trace back from. While the first 

question to a large extent is answered: yes, regardless of how each side of the debate wants to 

define the notion of Japanese remilitarization it seems to be the case that almost all relevant 

contributions to the debate seem to agree that it is something that is underway, and it was 
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perpetuated at an unprecedented pace by the LDP-Komeito led coalition of Shinzo Abe 

throughout 2012 to 2020.  

 

Much of the second question, however, remains less clear cut, while we are able to identify 

some potential implications for international relations theory within the context of Japanese 

foreign policy it is perhaps too early to see what this holds for the discipline in the long term 

when dealing with this case, for example the success of eclectic approaches. Regardless, and 

in conclusion, it is possible to hold that it very much seems to be that Japan has found itself 

on a new trajectory when it comes to foreign policy, breaking with its traditionally pacifistic 

posture and it is likely that the puzzling case of said foreign policy will continue to trouble, 

but also challenge and push, international relations theory in the search of an explanatory 

framework for not only the Japan of the past but also the Japan that will be significantly 

colored by the legacy of prime minister Shinzo Abe.  
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