
4 Nisan 2023 • Sayı: 12

POST-COLD WAR JAPAN'S 
SECURITY POLICIES: 
LEAVING THE YOSHIDA DOCTRINE?

Doğukan Baş  
PhD Student / Teaching Assistant, Department of Political Science and International Relations, 
TOBB University of Economics and Technology, Ankara, Türkiye

After experiencing defeat and bitter lessons from the
Second World War, Japan made significant changes
to its foreign policy. Japanese elites began pursuing

a pacifist and peaceful foreign policy, known as the
Yoshida Doctrine,1 which was built on three main pillars:
alliance with the US, relations with East and Southeast
Asian countries, and involvement with the United Na-
tions. Relations with the US provided security, while re-
lations with Asia provided economic gains. Their foreign
policy, centered on the United Nations, provided legiti-
macy.2

This pacifist and peaceful foreign policy was in line
with the concept of ‘civilian power’, which was first in-
troduced by the French scholar François Duchêne in his
studies on the European Community3 and later devel-
oped by Maull in 1990.4 According to Maull,5 three con-
ditions must be met to become a civilian power:
cooperating with other countries to achieve international
goals, using non-military means for national interests, and
establishing supranational organizations to manage rela-
tions and problems in international politics or support
the development of established ones.

However, with the end of the Cold War and the de-
cline of US hegemony after the 2000s, the world entered
a new era. What role should Japan play in this new world?
Should it continue to act as a civilian power or strengthen
its army and participate equally in all areas of interna-

tional politics like a ‘normal’ country?6 The Japanese se-
curity policy literature, which focuses on the post-Cold
War period, addresses these questions. Some literature ar-
gues that Japan still has civilian power features, while the
rest suggests that Japan is turning into a ‘normal’ state.7

This paper examines the questions that dominate the
post-Cold War Japanese security policy literature. First,
the paper presents Japan’s characteristics of civilian power
according to the literature. Second, the paper examines
the literature that argues Japan is turning into a ‘normal’
state. Third, the paper discusses the Japanese foreign aid
policy literature, which falls within the sphere of both
sides. In the ‘Conclusion’ section, the paper evaluates the
findings from the literature and the debate.

Japan as a Civilian Power

During the Cold War, Japan was aligned with western
liberal democracies. However, it never actively sought to
promote liberal values, partly due to its aggressive behav-
ior during the Second World War. As a result, Japan fo-
cused on improving its image in the international
community, especially among neighboring countries, and
adopted a non-interference policy. However, this passive
attitude was criticized by the western camp after the end
of the Cold War, specifically regarding Japan’s response to
the Tiananmen Square incident and the Gulf War.8

During the Cold War, Japan was aligned with western liberal democracies. However, it never
actively sought to promote liberal values, partly due to its aggressive behavior during the
Second World War. As a result, Japan focused on improving its image in the international
community, especially among neighboring countries, and adopted a non-interference policy. 



In response to these criticisms, the concept of ‘global
civilian power’ emerged in Japan. This concept acknowl-
edged Japan’s significant experience and prestige in using
civilian means to pursue its international interests. As
such, Japan was encouraged to continue to use economic
and diplomatic means, while also emphasizing liberal val-
ues in its policies.9 However, with the decline of American
hegemony and the rise of China in the twenty-first cen-
tury, it became apparent that this concept would not suf-
fice. In 2012, with the return of Shinzo Abe to power,
Japan’s foreign policy shifted towards ‘strategic diplo-
macy’, which placed greater emphasis on the liberal in-
ternational order.10 This emphasis was further
strengthened with the publication of the 2013 National
Security Strategy document, which highlighted Japan’s
commitment to using non-military means to maintain
the rules-based international order.11

According to the literature, Japan’s efforts to secure
the liberal international order through strategic diplomacy
can be categorized into three main policy areas: policies
towards China in response to its rise, policies towards the
US in light of its declining hegemony, and Japan’s increas-
ing multilateralism. The common goal of these policies
is to preserve the status quo created by the liberal inter-
national order to safeguard both Japan’s security and eco-
nomic interests.12

Japan’s China Policy

China has been labeled a ‘conditional supporter’ of
the liberal international order as it is in favor of the global
economic system, but not of liberal values.13 In contrast,
China challenges liberal democracy with its state-led cap-
italism model and illiberal governance style.14 China also
reinforces its illiberal governance through ‘illiberal inno-
vation’ or ‘Digital Leninism’, where it uses technology to
strengthen its one-party regime and exert authority over
its citizens.15 Additionally, China spreads (mis)informa-
tion and propaganda to cause the rise of populism in lib-
eral democracies through the internet and other
communication tools.16 In response, Japan employs civil
means, such as technology and technology infrastructure,
to thwart security-related technology espionage and in-
crease its international influence on important social is-
sues, including human rights and disaster relief.17

Diplomacy is another important civil means used by
Japan against the rise of China. Japan has expanded its
influence sphere from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pacific
and developed the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ vision to
foster cooperation in the region with like-minded coun-
tries, such as Australia, India, and the US. The primary
objective of this policy is to safeguard the order and rules
established by the rules-based international order con-
cerning the seas and trade, ensuring Japan’s economic se-
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curity. While Japan works with like-minded countries, it
does not directly impose democracy on countries in the
Indo-Pacific region. Rather, Japan prioritizes these coun-
tries’ compliance with international maritime and com-
mercial law. Nonetheless, Japan continues to champion
liberal values by setting an example for the region with
its liberal democracy and robust free market economy.
Japan’s policymakers also have a distinct attitude towards
democratization, recognizing that each country has dif-
ferent internal dynamics based on its history and culture.
Thus, there is no need to impose Western-style democra-
tization, which could push these countries into the au-
thoritarian camp. They believe democratization will occur
after economic development and the acceptance of the
rule of law in these countries.18

Japan’s US Policy

According to existing literature, Japan’s main goal in
its US policies has been to ensure the United States’ con-
tinued presence in the Asia-Pacific, especially in the wake
of the decline in US hegemony that began with the 2003
Iraq War and the 2008 global financial crisis, and was fur-
ther exacerbated by Trump’s election and the rise of pop-
ulist rhetoric in the US.19,20 To achieve this objective,
Japan has relied on diplomacy as a civil means of assum-
ing more responsibility in the region.21

When Trump was elected, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
pursued a strategy of establishing good personal relations

with him to maintain a strong relationship with the US.
Although Japan was unable to prevent the US from with-
drawing from the Trans-Pacific Partnership and imposing
new trade tariffs, it succeeded in preventing any radical
shifts in US Asia-Pacific security policies.22

With Biden’s election as president, who is a supporter
of the liberal international order, the US has signaled its
renewed engagement in the region. Japan has taken on
the role of building a bridge between Asia and the US and
has worked to restore the United States’ credibility, which
was damaged during the Trump era. In turn, the US has
supported Japan’s ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’ vision,
which some interpret as Japan taking on a leadership role
in the region alongside the US.23

Japan’s Multilateralism

As previously mentioned, Japan has expanded its
sphere of influence from the Asia-Pacific to the Indo-Pa-
cific region and developed the ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’
vision to promote cooperation with like-minded coun-
tries such as Australia, India, and the US. Japan’s efforts
under this initiative have been most successful in its rela-
tions with Australia, with the two countries now having
a quasi-alliance.24 On the other hand, Japan’s relationship
with India has progressed mainly through foreign aid,
with India becoming the largest recipient of Japanese aid
in the 2000s, taking over from China.25
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However, perhaps most notably, Japan has successfully
brought Australia, India, and the US together under the
umbrella of the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue
(QUAD).26 Japan promotes this multilateral initiative
using rhetoric around “shared liberal values, peace, stabil-
ity, and prosperity” and emphasizes the purpose of pro-
tecting the rules-based international order.27 In fact, the
QUAD is seen as a necessity for the Japanese elite in East
Asia, given the lack of an organization like NATO in the
region.28

In recent years, Japan has also made significant moves
in the field of economics with initiatives such as the Re-
gional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP)
and the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). The CPTPP is par-
ticularly important to Japan because it marks the first
time in its postwar history that Japan has taken the lead
in multilateral trade liberalization.29 These initiatives are
seen as Japan taking a leadership role in the region “to
safeguard the World Trade Organization, fight protection-
ism, and discipline China’s unfair trading practices.” Some
have even argued that “never before had Japan been so
consequential to the fate of the liberal trading order.”30

In summary, based on the literature, Japan has devel-
oped the concepts of ‘global civilian power’ and ‘strategic
diplomacy’ as a civilian power. The Japanese elite has uti-
lized civilian means to preserve the status quo established
by the liberal international order, which offers Japan se-
curity and economic prosperity.

Japan as a Military Power

The literature that argues Japan is no longer a civilian
power, but rather a ‘normal’ state on the path towards be-
coming a military power, examines the reasons for this
change under three main headings: international changes,
domestic changes, and the alliance with the US.

Factors Facilitating Japan’s Change

The first factor is the shift that occurred in interna-
tional politics. After Japan only provided financial sup-
port, but no military aid to the international coalition in
the Gulf War, it faced criticism from the global commu-
nity. Japan realized that it could not achieve prestige in
international politics solely through civilian means. In
fact, some Japanese diplomats argued that Japan’s reputa-
tion should not be tarnished like this again.31

Japan’s understanding of security also changed due to
the shifting balance of power in its immediate surround-
ings. Incidents such as the 1993-94 North Korean missile
crisis and China’s 1996 extensive military exercises in the
Taiwan Strait taught the Japanese that the Cold War order
was over, and they needed new security policies.32 Addi-

tionally, the North Korean missile crisis demonstrated
that Japan could not support its ally, the United States,
in a potential war on the Korean peninsula, due to legal
and military capability constraints.33

Another international shift that contributed to the
transformation of Japan is deglobalization in recent years.
Thanks to globalization, Japan has experienced peace, sta-
bility, and economic growth within the international
community. However, this order is now in jeopardy due
to the emergence of competing economic blocs, state-led
capitalist development models, technological competi-
tion, and an erosion of norms against the use of force to
alter the status quo. If global rule-making breaks down,
the Japanese people will be at risk of coercion, which
would limit Japan’s autonomy and impoverish the
nation.34

The second factor that led Japan to change was the
transformation in domestic affairs. Sociological changes
played a significant role, with increasing threats from
China and North Korea altering the public’s view of se-
curity policies.35 The public has begun to view the gov-
ernment’s efforts to increase the power and capabilities of
the Japanese Self-Defense Force (JSDF) in a more mod-
erate light. Additionally, a positive attitude change to-
wards the military has emerged, with the JSDF’s prestige
increasing, particularly among new generations. JSDF’s
efforts to demonstrate its changed outlook played an es-
sential role in this. The military adopted liberal values
after the war, including democratic values in its curricu-
lum.36

Another factor that contributed to the transformation
of Japan was the ideological changes that occurred. The
Liberal Democratic Party (LDP) was previously domi-
nated by pacifists, but this changed when the revisionists
gained control of the party and power.37 This group be-
lieved that the Yoshida Doctrine had collapsed, and there-
fore, Japan needed to adopt a more security-oriented
approach.38 Outside the LDP, the Japan Socialist Party
(JSP), which was the strongest advocate of pacifism, also
lost power. JSP gave up its anti-JSDF and anti-US alliance
stances after the 1993 elections, in exchange for becoming
a coalition partner with the LDP.39 Moreover, the electoral
system reform carried out in 1994 led to the dissolution
of JSP in 1996.40

Finally, institutional changes were also instrumental
in Japan’s transformation. The power of the bureaucracy,

In 2012, with the return of Shinzo Abe
to power, Japan's foreign policy shifted

towards 'strategic diplomacy', which
placed greater emphasis on the liberal

international order.
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which had gained strength after the Second World War,
was broken, and political control was established over it.
The office of the prime minister was strengthened to en-
able more efficient responses to crises such as the North
Korean missile crisis. Additionally, the Cabinet Legisla-
tion Bureau (CLB), which exercised bureaucratic control
over the military, was weakened, and the Japan Defense
Agency was transformed into the Ministry of Defense in
2007.41

The third factor that brought about a transformation
in Japan was the shift in the US’ alliance policy. With the
end of the Cold War, the US began to view alliances more
flexibly, based on the willingness of countries to work to-
gether towards mutual security. This meant that countries
could now ‘buy’ their place in alliances by sharing risks
and contributing to mutual security. Japan, as a result of
this, was pressured to take on more military responsibility
to maintain its alliance with the US.42

This pressure, however, also sparked concerns among
some groups in Japan about potential entrapment. They
worried that Japan would become too closely bound to the
US and be dragged into its conflicts. For the revisionists in
power, however, this pressure presented an opportunity to
make Japan’s foreign policy more security-oriented.43

These changes set the stage for the revisionists to ‘nor-
malize’ Japan, first under Junichiro Koizumi’s leadership
from 2001 to 2006, and then under Shinzo Abe’s tenure
from 2006 to 2007, and again from 2012 to 2020. Abe’s
legacy in particular has been so significant that some have
even begun referring to it as ‘the Abe Doctrine’,44 and it
continues under the leadership of Fumiyo Kishida. This
normalization took place across three main areas: legal,
foreign policy, and military.

Japan’s Change

For the LDP leadership to ‘normalize’ their country,
they must establish the necessary constitutional frame-
work. This means that they must revise the constitution,
particularly Article Nine, which renounces Japan’s right
to engage in war in international disputes and prohibits
the country from possessing land, air, and naval forces.45

However, due to a lack of political power, the LDP was
unable to revise the constitution until after the July 2016
and October 2017 elections, when they achieved a two-
thirds majority in the Japanese diet with the support of
their coalition partner, the Komei Party. However, the
Komei Party opposes any changes to Article Nine and is
content with adding new provisions to the current con-
stitution. As a result, the revisionists failed to revise the
constitution despite their majority in the diet.46

So why do the revisionists want to revise the consti-
tution? The first reason is related to the socio-psycholog-
ical dimension of national pride.47 According to the

revisionists, the constitution was imposed on Japan by the
United States, making it ‘un-Japanese.’ They argue that
the constitution damages Japanese patriotism and creates
the impression that Japan is an aggressive state that is only
restrained by constitutional restrictions. Thus, a new con-
stitution that emphasizes Japanese traditions and culture
is needed to demonstrate that Japan is actually a peaceful
state. The second reason for revision is due to the security
concerns of LDP elites, who fear the changing balance of
power in East Asia resulting from China’s rise and the se-
curity threat posed by North Korea’s nuclear weapons
program and missile tests.48

However, at present, the most important reason for
revision is the first one, as the security aspect has largely
been addressed by the 2015 Security Legislation, which
is constituted of:

“Two separate bills entitled ‘International Peace Sup-
port Law’ and ‘Legislation for Peace and Security.’ The
Security Legislation essentially overturns the long-stand-
ing interpretation on the exercise of collective self-de-
fense49 without revising the constitution, and establishes
new situations for which the SDF can be mobilized: in
cases where another country that has a close connection
to Japan is attacked and, in consequence, the existence of
Japan is threatened, the scope of which includes ‘Japanese
people’s lives, liberties and right to seek happiness’. It also
expands the scope of the SDF’s logistical support to for-
eign forces and its peacekeeping activities, and removes
the geographical restriction (previously, the area sur-
rounding Japan) on its military operations.”50

The process of change in Japan did not occur
overnight, but rather was a gradual evolution led by the
country’s elite. After the Cold War, external factors played
a significant role in paving the way for Japan’s transfor-
mation. In response to criticism after the Gulf War, the
Japanese government introduced the ‘International Peace
Cooperation Law’ in 1992, which allowed the JSDF to
participate in UN missions, provided that they do not en-
gage in the use of force. The successful overseas missions
of the JSDF without any conflict further strengthened the
government’s position.51

As mentioned above, the US changed its understand-
ing of the alliance with Japan and started to ‘marketize’
it. The Japanese government, bolstered by the success of
the UN missions, aimed to demonstrate that Japan was a
reliable ally to the United States. After Japan failed to sup-
port the US in the North Korean missile crisis of 1993-
94, attempts were made to take on more responsibility in
the alliance with the US. In September 1996, the first
meeting of ‘the bilateral Security Consultative Commit-
tee’ was held, involving the US secretaries of defense and
state, the Japanese minister of foreign affairs, and the di-
rector general of the Japan Defense Agency, also known
as the ‘2+2’ meeting. One year later, the new ‘Defense
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Cooperation Guidelines’ were approved, and later revised
in 2004, which allowed Japan to supply American forces
with ammunition not only during routine training but
also in the event of an armed attack.52

The foreign policy of Japan towards an alliance with
the United States is influenced by a variety of factors, in-
cluding the strengthening of the office of the prime min-
ister. During his time in office, Prime Minister Junichiro
Koizumi exercised his authority to actively support the
United States in both the aftermath of 9/11 and during
the Iraq War. Koizumi wasted no time in issuing six ini-
tiatives, including the protection of US forces in Japan
and the potential dispatch of Japanese personnel overseas,
within an hour of the 9/11 attacks.53 He also established
an ‘Iraq Response Office’ to examine economic, human-
itarian, and reconstruction assistance, as well as the dis-
posal of weapons of mass destruction and landmine
removal. JSDF personnel were sent to Iraq as soon as the
UN resolution for the rebuilding of Iraq was passed, and
civilian bureaucrats were dispatched to support the US-
led administration in Baghdad.54

The Japanese public and media generally welcomed
the increasingly security-oriented foreign policy of Japan,
as well as the expansion of the JSDF’s capacity and capa-
bilities over time. Sociological changes played a key role
in enabling the shifts in the 1990s and during the
Koizumi era, which continued under Abe.55

Shinzo Abe believed that Japanese foreign policy
needed to be more security-focused because American
hegemony was declining, the liberal international order
was weakening, and the balance of power in East Asia was
deteriorating. Japan could no longer afford to take a pas-
sive stance in response to these challenges. Instead, it
should adopt a more proactive role in the international
community, defend the right of collective self-defense,
and eliminate constitutional limitations. Improving the
capacity of the JSDF would allow Japan to be more active
in its alliance with the US, demonstrate greater leadership
in East Asia and beyond, and meet the demands of the
current geopolitical climate.56

As previously mentioned, while the Abe administra-
tion was unable to remove constitutional restrictions, it
did secure the right to collective self-defense through the
2015 Security Legislation. During the Abe period, serious
investments were made to enhance the land, air, and naval
forces of the JSDF, which allowed Japan to improve its
military capacity and play a more active role in its alliance
with the US.57 Japan’s military strategy also underwent
significant changes during this period. The previous re-
sistance-oriented static understanding of the Cold War
era was abandoned, and a proactive repel-oriented ap-
proach was adopted instead.58 To increase deterrence, in-
vestments were made in preventing possible ballistic
missile attacks on enemy territory. These changes in un-
derstanding and strategy transformed Japan into a coun-
try that is more militarily responsible in its alliance with

the US.59 Furthermore, to assert greater leadership in East
Asia and beyond, Japan sought to improve its relations
with other like-minded countries in the Indo-Pacific re-
gion, as previously explained.

The legacy of Abe was carried on by Prime Minister
Fumiyo Kishida (2021-present), who broke records by
approving ¥6.82 trillion in defense spending in the fiscal
year 2023, surpassing the one percent threshold.60,61 Most
notably, the Kishida government plans to raise its defense
spending to 2 percent of GDP by 2027, which translates
to a 60 percent increase over five years. As a result, Japan
will have the third-largest defense budget in the world.62

The decision to increase defense spending was made on
December 23, 2022. A week before this decision, the
Kishida administration unveiled three new documents,
which included a new National Security Strategy, a new
National Defense Strategy (the first since 2013), and a
new Defense Capability Construction Plan. During the
press conference, the prime minister stated that these doc-
uments were created to address the “changes in the bal-
ance of power in the international community and
divisions within globalization.” In fact, in 2022, both
Prime Minister Kishida and several other high-ranking
politicians have acknowledged that globalization and in-
terdependence alone cannot guarantee peace and devel-
opment worldwide.63

In summary, while revisionists were unable to achieve
their ultimate goal of revising the constitution, they did
achieve their objective of ending the debate on collective
self-defense in 2015. By acknowledging the changing bal-
ance of power in world politics and East Asia, they were
able to increase the capacity and capabilities of the Japan-
ese military, remove legal restrictions, and make signifi-
cant changes in military strategy and defense
understanding. These efforts enabled Japan to play a more
active role in its alliance with the US and assert greater
leadership in the region.

Japan as a Donor

Japan was one of the countries that received the most
aid following the devastation of the Second World War.
However, in 1954, while still receiving assistance, Japan

The literature that argues Japan is no
longer a civilian power, but rather a
'normal' state on the path towards

becoming a military power, examines
the reasons for this change under three
main headings: international changes,

domestic changes, and the alliance
with the US.
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began providing official aid in the form of war repara-
tions. In 1958, Japan made its first non-war reparation
aid to India, and by the 1960s, it had become the first
major donor to combine its foreign aid program with its
economic interests. In the 1970s, foreign aid began to
serve security policies within the framework of the con-
cept of ‘comprehensive national security’, and by the late
1970s, it had become a part of Japan’s alliance with the
US. By 1989, Japan had become a top donor.64 During
the Cold War, Japan’s main form of international coop-
eration was official development assistance (ODA).65,66

However, the economic crisis that Japan experienced in
the 1990s caused the ODA budget to fall. The Japanese
government realized that it could not contribute to the
international order by simply writing a check.67 As a re-
sult, significant changes took place in Japan’s foreign aid
policy with the end of the Cold War.68

ODA as a Civilian Mean

When the Tiananmen Square incident occurred,
Japan maintained its policy of non-interference in other
countries’ internal affairs, meaning that it did not want
to change its stance towards China. However, due to sig-
nificant pressure from the Western world, Japan halted
new loan projects for China, its top foreign aid recipient
during the 1990s, and suspended high-level interactions
with China. Although these practices were short-lived,
Japan subsequently introduced certain principles into its
foreign aid policies. With the 1992 ODA Charter, liberal
values such as democracy, human rights, and freedom
began to receive greater emphasis in Japan’s foreign aid
policies. As a result, Japan has been providing foreign aid
to support democracy abroad, primarily by supporting
elections, central and local state institutions, and the rule
of law.69

While Japan supports democracy and human rights
in various regions of the world, it reduces its emphasis on
democracy in its ODA policies towards Southeast Asia to
avoid losing the region’s countries to China and to main-
tain balance in the region. Japan argues that interfering
in the internal affairs of developing and undeveloped
countries could push them towards authoritarianism. In-
stead of democracy, Japan focuses on promoting good
governance, which includes transparency and accounta-
bility, in its foreign aid to the region. Japan believes that
promoting good governance will eventually lead to
democracy.70 As a result of this policy, Japan remains an
important economic aid and investment partner for
countries in the region that do not want to be dominated
by China.71

ODA as a Military Mean

The revisionists made four significant moves to secu-
ritize Japan’s ODA. First, they reorganized the Japan In-
ternational Cooperation Agency (JICA), which manages
ODA, and appointed people who were sympathetic to
the LDP’s security-oriented foreign policies to head it.
This was done through the strengthening of the office of
prime minister and the establishment of control over the
bureaucracy.72 Second, as part of Abe’s security reforms,
the National Security Council (NSC) was established in
December 2013, and the National Security Strategy
(NSS) was published for the first time in the same year.
The NSS acknowledged peacebuilding as an essential part
of Japan’s security policies and emphasized the impor-
tance of ODA in this regard.73 Third, in 2014, “Abe lifted
Japan’s three-decade-long self-imposed ban on weapon
exports.”74 Finally, the renewal of the ODA Charter in
2015 marked the completion of the process of making
ODA a part of Japan’s security policies.75

Japan views ODA as a means to protect the ‘open,
free, and peaceful’ order in Southeast Asia and the South
China Sea from China’s ‘rule of might’.76 These regions
are critical to Japan for several reasons. Firstly, there is a
territorial dispute over the Senkaku Islands with China,
which Japan administers, but China claims sovereignty
over.77 Secondly, the South China Sea boasts an abun-
dance of natural resources such as oil, gas, and fisheries,
and serves as a critical conduit for one-third of the world’s
trade, including 90% of Japan’s oil imports. Therefore,
the sea holds immense economic significance for Japan.78

Thirdly, Southeast Asia is an integral part of Japan’s back-
yard from a geographical, historical, and economic stand-
point. As such, Japan is keen on maintaining its presence
in the region and preventing China from gaining an
upper hand.79

To safeguard its interests, Japan took measures such
as signing an ODA loan agreement with the Philippines
for ¥18.7 billion on 13 December 2013, which provided

While revisionists were unable to
achieve their ultimate goal of revising

the constitution, they did achieve their
objective of ending the debate on
collective self-defense in 2015. By

acknowledging the changing balance of
power in world politics and East Asia,

they were able to increase the capacity
and capabilities of the Japanese military,

remove legal restrictions, and make
significant changes in military strategy

and defense understanding. These
efforts enabled Japan to play a more

active role in its alliance with the US and
assert greater leadership in the region.
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ten new patrol vessels, and a non-project grant agreement
with Vietnam on 1 August of the following year, worth
¥500 million for the provision of six refurbished vessels.
The Japanese government has defended this use of ODA,
stating that the coast guard falls under civilian jurisdiction
as part of law enforcement, and hence the support is not
military.80 The strategy to enhance coastguard capacity
makes sense in two ways: firstly, coastguards play a crucial
role in territorial disputes, and secondly, their use prevents
wider military tension from escalating.81

However, despite the 2013 NSS making ODA an es-
sential component of peacekeeping, Japan did not employ
it militarily in UN peacekeeping operations. Even though
the United Nations has been at the center of Japan’s mul-
tilateral policies since 1957, there has been a significant
decline in Japan’s participation in UN missions in recent
times.82 It was expected that Prime Minister Abe’s ‘proac-
tive contribution to peace’ discourse would result in more
involvement, but over time, the UN peacekeeping’s place
in security policies decreased, and participation eventually
came to a standstill. The US withdrawal from UN peace-
keeping operations in 2017 also contributed to this deci-
sion. Instead, Japan directed its capacity and resources
towards homeland security.83

In summary, as a response to the changing conditions
in international politics following the Cold War, Japan
altered its foreign aid policies. Japan employed ODA both
as a civilian and military measure against China’s chal-
lenges that threatened Japan’s economic and security in-
terests in East Asia.

Conclusion

As we examine the literature, it becomes clear that
Japan is undergoing a transformation. This transforma-
tion is due to the weakening of the liberal international
order, brought about by the decline of American hege-
mony and the changing balance of power in East Asia.
Japan has responded to these changes by transforming its
security policies through both civilian and military means.

The goal of these policies is to balance China in the
region, protect the rules-based international order,
demonstrate its reliability as a US ally, and ensure its own
economic and military security. The civilian means em-
ployed by Japan include technology, diplomacy, economy,
and foreign aid, while the military means consist of the
JSDF, whose capacity and capabilities have been increased
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through investments made possible by an increase in the
defense budget and new legal regulations. Furthermore,
ODA has been securitized and is now being used to build
the capacity of regional law enforcement agencies.

While legal regulations and military investments sug-
gest that Japan no longer wants to remain a ‘civilian
power’, Japan’s foreign policy still aligns with Maull’s con-
cept of civilian power in many ways, as evidenced by the
literature. Firstly, Japan still collaborates with other na-
tions, such as the United States, to attain international
objectives. Secondly, Japan endeavors to address issues
and maintain relationships in international politics
through supranational organizations like the UN or
CPTPP. However, despite continuing to use non-military
tools to safeguard its national interests, Japan is now more
comfortable using military means than in the past. There-
fore, Japan can no longer be classified as solely a ‘civilian
power’. Those who assert that Japan remains a civilian
power should question why a civilian power is investing
significant financial and legal resources to enhance the ca-
pacity and capability of its armed forces.

Although Japan will have the third-largest defense

budget by 2027, it is important to note that currently, its
military activities remain very cautious and defensive.
Japan does not use its military power in a ‘normal’ way,
as it still prefers to support the coastguard capacities of
regional countries in order to prevent wider military ten-
sion. Therefore, despite these changes, it is still too early
to define Japan as a ‘military power’. However, as the
Kishida government has emphasized throughout 2022,
Japanese leadership has long held the belief that trade
alone cannot ensure security. As a result, the government
has been steadily implementing policies aimed at shifting
Japan away from being solely a trading state. This mo-
mentum is growing stronger with each passing day.

To conclude, Japanese elites hold the belief that the
notion of relying solely on international law and trade to
maintain international order and peace is inadequate to
ensure Japan’s security. Consequently, they have gone be-
yond the guidelines of the Yoshida Doctrine, although its
influence has not been entirely discarded. Japanese elites
remain hesitant to completely abandon the Yoshida Doc-
trine, particularly when it comes to employing military
means in foreign policy.
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