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Introduction

Japan commemorated the 70th anniversary of 
World War II in August last year. This significant 
occasion  gives  us  the  opportunity  to  reflect  on 
Japan’s  social  and economic  development,  as  the 
past  seven  decades  have  witnessed  dramatic 
changes  in  the  Japanese  national  psyche  and  its 
relation to the state.  Such an enquiry seeks fresh 
insight  into  how  the  Japanese  state  is  managing 
ongoing difficulties, brought about by the burst of 
the asset bubble in the late 80s and the past twenty-
odd years  of  recession it  has  catalysed after  four 
decades of almost continuous economic growth. 

In  this  paper  I  concentrate  on  very  recent 
history and analyse  how the last  two decades of 
recession shape current politics,  new policies and 
their  translation  into  political  discourse  as  a 
mechanism of shaping the relationship between the 
state and the individual. My attempt at explaining 
the changes in the state-individual relationship, in 
this  case,  is  meant  to  be  understood  as  an 
interrogation of the creation of political discourse 
and its  impact  on the  individual  in  Japan.  I  will 
mainly  focus  on  statements  made  by  the  Abe 
Shinzo  Cabinet  in  the  past  three  years,  making 
particular reference to policy proposals addressing 
long  standing  socio-economic  issues  mostly 

brought  about  by  the  long  recession.  Inevitably, 
such an attempt cannot ignore enduring shifts  in 
this relationship which have come about since the 
mid-80s  and  created  what  is  now  popularly 
referred to  as  the  “sense  of  malaise”  in  Japanese 
society  (Kingston,  2010,  23).  Consequently,  I  will 
also  be  referring  back  to  the  idea  of  ‘self-
responsibility’  as  a  dominant  tool  to  achieve 
national resilience in the face of adversity.

However, because an exhaustive inquiry into 
the  transitions  in  individual-state  relationship  is 
beyond the scope of this paper, I would like to take 
Hook  and  Takeda’s  (2007)  lead  and  focus  my 
attention on two specific areas: security and social 
policy.  Hook  and  Takeda’s  study  selected  two 
articles of the Japanese constitution (Article 9 and 
Article 25 respectively) and followed the evolution 
of  their  political  reinterpretation  in  the  historical 
and economic contexts of the last couple of decades 
of  the  20th  century.  Their  research deals  with the 
implications of re-interpreting risk and re-defining 
public expectation with regard to state intervention 
(and capacity of intervention for that matter) and 
state  responsibility,  focusing  on  reform 
implemented during  the  Koizumi  administration. 
The  Koizumi  cabinet  was  notorious  for  adopting 
policies  which  ultimately  reverted  responsibility 
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for the state to the public sector in the belief that 
this was the key to economic recovery.

In  my  paper,  state  intervention  and 
responsibility  are  considered  in  relation  to  the 
wellbeing both of the Japanese people and of the 
nation partaking in the global political network and 
inherent pressures to act as a ‘normal state’ within 
this  dynamic  (Hook and Takeda,  2007,  pp.94-95). 
Similarly,  my  attempt  is  to  select  those  recent 
statements of the Abe Cabinet that address social 
and national security and interpret the implication 
of  both  taking  and outsourcing  responsibility  for 
the provision of security. I also intend to align my 
findings  to  pre-existing  research  on  the  topic  in 
terms  of  continuity  or  amplification  of  political 
trends,  in  particular  by  setting  the  Abe  cabinet 
discourse and policies against those of the Koizumi 
administration. In the past two decades, these two 
administrations  have  been  the  longest  and  most 
relevant, and share significant similarities such as 
adopting  neoliberal  economic  policies  aimed  at 
financial  revitalization,  and  enhancing  Japan’s 
military  capacity  outside  its  territory  with  the 
purpose of transforming it into a diplomatic tool to 
amplify Japan’s international relevance. 

Rising from the Ashes: Reform after Calamity

Before delving into specific policies, I would like to 
make  a  few  remarks  about  the  Abe  Cabinet 
discourse in general. I will first point out that the 
legitimacy  of  the  Abe  cabinet  discourse  rests  on 
enforcing  the  idea  of  strong  and  unequivocal 
reform as an answer to the enduring sensation of 
what Yoda calls ‘overall national doom’ (2000, 629). 
Arguably, it is exactly the neoliberal camp that has 
taken  over  this  rhetoric  and  reinforced  it  in  the 
wake  of  3/11  and  subsequent  events,  but  its 
persuasive power can be recognized in the fact that 
the LDP has recently won what Abe calls “the most 
stable  political  foundation of  the  post-war  era  in 
the  Upper  House”  (Abe,  2016b;  Abe,  2016c)  by 
gaining  a  super  majority  in  the  House  of 
Councillors election of July 2016. The results were 
not surprising, as the LDP does not face any serious 
opposition and has dominated Japanese politics for 
decades  (excluding  the  brief  interlude  between 
2009 and 2012 when the DPJ held the majority in 
the House of Representatives). It is probably worth 
mentioning  that  the  Diet  had  passed  a  law 
lowering  voting  age  from  20  to  18  in  June  2015 
which  did  influence  voter  turnout  in  the  Upper 
House elections of 2016. 

Despite  the  predictable  outcome,  however, 
these recent election results do not mark the first 
occasion on which Prime Minister Abe has argued 

that the current political establishment has shown 
the most resolve since World War II. For instance, 
in  2014,  his  cabinet  expressed  its  intention  of 
enforcing  “the  most  drastic  reforms  since  World 
War  II”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet,  2014a, 
Abe, 2014b), and while this statement may hold a 
grain of truth, we must acknowledge the fact that 
the discourses of doom preceding these confident 
remarks potentiate their impact on the individual. I 
would like to here reproduce two such examples 
from Prime Minister Abe’s public statements:

Endless  deflation.  Threats  closing  in  on  our 
beautiful  seas  and land.  Three  years  ago,  Japan 
was facing such a national crisis that some even 
said it had become “the land of the setting sun”. 
The sense of crisis felt at that time became a major 
catalyst for political change (Abe, 2015c).

The Japanese people  have lost  confidence in 
themselves because of the deflation that dragged 
on for 15 years. But nothing will change if, out of 
pessimism,  we  come  to  a  halt.  We  must  once 
again  look  up,  and  carve  out  a  new  era  (Abe, 
2015a).

It  should  come  as  no  surprise  that  each 
statement  advocates  the  dawn  of  a  new  age. 
Almost  all  of  the  Abe  Cabinet  proposals  are 
associated  with  expressions  suggesting  renewal, 
reform  and  revitalization.  Similarly,  Koizumi 
identified his administration with a vigorous effort 
to  revitalize  Japan’s  economy  through  “a  broad 
range of structural reforms embracing finance, the 
tax  system,  regulatory  environment  and 
government spending”, concluding enthusiastically 
that  “[t]here is  no end to the reforms” (Koizumi, 
2006a) This rhetoric is precisely what is called upon 
after concluding discourses of calamity. However, 
calamity  is  a  relative  notion.  Different 
administrations across the globe employed similar 
narratives  after  the  financial  crisis  of  2007/2008, 
which some are still struggling to recover from. In 
this  respect,  Japan’s  situation is  nowhere  near  as 
dire  as  it  sounds.  Calamity  is  not  so  critical  in 
space. However, when compared to the prosperity 
Japan  knew  following  its  reconstruction  after 
World War II,  it  becomes much more extreme on 
the  temporal  axis.  The  administration  prefers  to 
choose a more advantageous point of reference.  It 
is preferable that calamity remains a national issue 
rather than an international one. This is, of course, 
an  intentional  manoeuvre,  as  it  taps  into  the 
nostalgia associated with the Japan of the 70s as a 
nation  of  world-renowned  prosperity.  These 
characteristics  make  Abe’s  policies  attractive 
despite the unpopular position the LDP holds on 
constitutional change.
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Following Hook and Takeda, I would like to 
specifically  target  two  of  Abe’s  most  innovative 
policies  and  discuss  how  they  address  concerns 
regarding risk as related to individual and national 
security.  The  first  is  Japan’s  Plan  for  Dynamic 
Engagement of All Citizens (Ichioku Sōkatsuyaku 
Shakai, June 2nd 2016) (with strong emphasis added 
to the relevance of Abenomics as a core component 
of  this  plan)  as  a  strategy  of  redressing  Japan’s 
fragile  post-bubble  economy,  and  creating  an 
environment  where  all  individuals  can  flourish, 
especially  those  relegated  to  the  economic 
periphery  by  the  recession.  The  second  is  a 
Proactive  Contribution  to  Peace  (Sekigyokuteki 
Heiwashugi,  adopted  on  December  17th,  2013  as 
part of the National Security Strategy), having the 
addendum  of  the  necessity  to  hold  a  Panoramic 
Perspective of the World Map (Sekai Chizu o Fukan 
suru Gaikō, April 2014), effectively legitimizing the 
SDF’s  presence  in  crisis  relief  efforts  associated 
with conflict in the Middle East and the “war on 
terror” as Japan’s contribution to world peace.

Chasing Social Security: No Pain, No Gain 

Japan’s Plan for Dynamic Engagement of All 
Citizens (Prime Minister and His Cabinet, 2016a) is 
an  extensive  strategy  aimed  at  achieving  three 
things:  firstly,  raising  Japan’s  GDP to  600  trillion 
yen,  the  largest  in  post-war  history  –  another 
superlative (Abe, 2015b; Abe, 2015c; Prime Minister 
and His  Cabinet,  2016a;  Abe,  2016c),  secondly,  to 
raise  the  birth  rate  to  the  desirable  rate  of  1.8 
children  per  woman  (Prime  Minister  and  His 
Cabinet,  2015b;  Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet, 
2016a;  Abe,  2016c)  with  the  correlative  of 
maintaining Japan’s population at 100 million for 
the next 50 years (Abe, 2015a; Prime Minister and 
His Cabinet, 2015b), and thirdly, creating a society 
where  no  one  is  forced  to  leave  employment  in 
order to provide nursing care (Prime Minister and 
His Cabinet, 2015b; Abe, 2015c; Prime Minister and 
His Cabinet, 2016a; Abe, 2016c; Abe, 2016d). 

The  Plan  was  first  mentioned  on  June  2nd, 
2016 and aims to address a broader range of issues 
and  subsumes  several  sub-strategies  related  to 
economic  revitalization,  overcoming  population 
decline,  vitalizing  local  economies,  building  a 
“society in which women can shine” (Abe, 2015a, 
Prime Minister and His Cabinet, 2015b), and laying 
the  foundation  of  a  secure  livelihood  for  the 
Japanese  nation.  The  backbone  of  the  plan, 
however,  is  investment  in  Japan’s  future  stability 
(Abe, 2016d), and the creation of a harmonious and 
sheltered environment for future generations. The 
“great  new  morning”  (Abe,  2015c)  requires  the 

engagement  of  all  currently  active  citizens  for 
“renewed  nation-building”  (Prime  Minister  and 
His Cabinet, 2015b; Abe, 2015c), but these citizens 
will most likely not reap the rewards of this effort. 
Although not explicitly stated, there is an inference 
that this Plan will not produce tangible results to be 
benefited by current generations, as they are mostly 
responsible  for  bridging  the  conceptual  gap 
between the lost “Japan as Number One” of the late 
70s and “a Japan that  shines in the centre of  the 
global  stage”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet, 
2016a) of the future. The Plan will therefore have a 
delayed effect. 

Another  subtle  implication  of  this  Plan  is 
that citizens are directly responsible for this process 
of  reconstruction.  Governance  may  form  the 
policies  but  adherence  and  enthusiastic 
participation  are  the  only  true  keys  to  personal 
regeneration.  Whilst  I  have  found  no  direct 
reference to the notion of ‘self-responsibility’ (jiko 
sekinin) specifically, Prime Minister Abe has made 
several  references  to  the  fact  that  a  passive 
approach  to  ‘nation-building’  is  ultimately 
counterproductive, urging both the population and 
the political class to engage, propose and assume 
an  active  role.  This  is  a  reiteration  of  previous 
statements  made  by  Prime  Minister  Koizumi, 
pointing out that “reforms cannot be implemented 
without the support of the people” and admiring 
“[s]igns of eagerness and confidence to take on the 
challenge of a new era” (Koizumi, 2006a). 

Prime  Minister  Abe  argues  that  cabinet 
actions  are  taken  in  unity,  ready  to  reassure  the 
population  that  they  “will  take  the  reins  of 
Government  with  more  resolve  than  ever 
before”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet,  2014a) 
most likely alluding to the monolithic and corrupt 
political  class  of  the  90s.  To  those  critics  of  his 
neoliberal  approach  to  governance  he  says  “An 
attitude  of  spending  all  one’s  time  simply 
criticizing,  without  putting  forward  any 
counterproposals,  and  expecting  that  everything 
will ‘all work out somehow’ is truly irresponsible 
towards  the  public”  (Prime  Minister  and  His 
Cabinet, 2016a). 

Ultimately, Abe represents ‘the man with the 
plan’,  regardless whether the plan is foolproof or 
not.  As long as no one else has a comprehensive 
strategy,  the  Cabinet  has  the  authority  to  offer 
rebuke to those unwilling to put in their fair share. 
Similarly,  the  general  appeal  to  the  public  is  to 
“keep  on  demonstrating  their  wealth  and 
knowledge in […] society in an energetic way, to 
the greatest extent possible.  Mere slogans will  no 
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longer  do”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet, 
2016a).  This  is  an  encouragement  not  only  for 
endurance,  but  for  a  proactive  and  creative 
approach to economic and social difficulties.  Like 
Koizumi  before  him,  Abe  advocates  for  a  new 
species  of  citizens  that  makes  itself  directly 
responsible for the wealth of the nation. If Japan is 
to  be  successful,  the  Japanese  citizen  must 
proactively  contribute  to  its  success  by  showing 
commitment,  enthusiasm  and  initiative.  This 
represents  a  camouflage  for  the  equivalent 
statement  that  governance  will  not  take 
responsibility  for  individual  failure  and does  not 
aim to provide assurances for social security. If the 
individual fails to provide social security for him- 
or herself, he or she is a hindrance to the economic 
and social development of the nation. Put another 
way,  “the  individual  must  cope  with  the 
uncertainty of the global world by him- or herself. 
Here  individualization  is  a  default  outcome of  a 
failure  of  expert  systems  to  manage  risk”  (Beck, 
2006,  336).  However,  for  the  Abe  administration, 
individualization is a prerequisite for a successful 
campaign for economic rebirth both at  a national 
and individual level. This attitude is analogous to 
Koizumi’s “leave to the private sector what it can 
do” (Koizumi, 2006a).

Whether  wealth  and  knowledge  are 
attributes the Japanese individual can truly pride 
him- or herself upon is still open to debate, and it is 
unclear whether his or her participation specifically 
brings about any change, but recent figures suggest 
a  slight  increase  in  nominal  and  real  GDP,  GNI, 
rates of wage and record corporate earnings, while 
the number of bankruptcies and number of people 
unemployed  have  decreased  as  a  result  of  three 
years  of  Abenomics  (Prime  Minister  and  His 
Cabinet,  2016b).  Below,  Figure  1  represents  of 
synthesis  of  common  socio-economic  issues  that 
the Abe Cabinet have addressed in the past 3 years 
in  their  public  communications,  outlining  active 
plans to overcome them. 

While the Work System reform is not due to 
be made public until March 2017, and there is some 
uncertainty  about  the  practical  outcome  of  these 
policies,  a  closer  look at  formulation reveals  that 
the Cabinet has made some assumptions perhaps 
too  gratuitously  even  at  a  notional  level.  For 
instance,  it  assumes that  the  vast  majority  of  the 
population do desire the conventional  lifestyle of 
forming  a  nuclear  family.  Consequently,  policies 
meant to halt and reverse population decrease are 
correlated  to  discourses  implying  most  women 
seek fulfilment of an ardent wish for marriage and 

childrearing.  Consequently,  it  provides  tax 
exemptions,  assistance  with  childcare  and  other 
such financial aids, based on the assumption that 
the  choice  not  to  have  children  is  exclusively  a 
financially-anchored  one.  It  fails,  however,  to 
consider  the  emergence  of  alternate  lifestyles,  or 
rather, the disinterest in reproducing conventional 
middle  class  existence  as  a  source  of  the  state’s 
economic  prosperity.  As  highlighted  earlier,  the 
administration does not interpret  refusal  to make 
use  of  these  financial  tools  as  lack  of  interest  in 
reproducing  this  lifestyle,  rather,  the  inability  to 
participate in the plan of making the economic pie 
grow. No participation implies loss of one’s right to 
a piece. As Hook and Takeda put it, 

 if the offer is on the table, but the individual lacks 
the competence, preference, or foresight to take it 
up,  then  this  very  act  is  the  exercise  of  self-
responsibility to remain marginalized within the 
national  political  economy  and  society.  In  this 
sense,  the  discourse  of  self-responsibility  is 
profoundly embedded in economic principles and 
is  used as standard for deciding the position of 
individual  citizens  in  the  national  political 
economy, society and the state. (2007, 122)

Furthermore, the Abe Cabinet has shown an 
alarming trend of opting for nationalistic tropes to 
motivate the population to adhere to its policies. By 
equating  success  in  overcoming  recession  and 
prioritizing the revitalization of  the economy, the 
cabinet  hopes  to  transform  Japan  into  a  nation 
“where  everyone  can  pursue  their  dreams  and 
hopes”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet,  2015b), 
where “as many people as possible in every corner 
of the nation taste the fruits of Abenomics” (Abe, 
2015a).  At  a  stretch,  this  Japan  also  becomes  “a 
society  that  produces  innovations  one  after 
another”, “a Japan that shines in the centre of the 
global  stage”  (Prime  Minister  and  His  Cabinet,
2016a) and aims “at becoming an inimitable, truly 
unique  presence  in  the  world  through  endless 
challenges” (Abe, 2016d). 

This rhetoric puts the individual in quite a 
tight spot, as it assumes Japan’s failure to achieve 
all these marvellous goals is the individual’s refusal 
to become “a productive self” (Rose, 1999, cited in 
Hook  and  Takeda,  2007,  107).  The  Abe 
administration insists that the “productive self” is a 
static concept, which does not bend to changes in 
social  expectations  regarding  lifestyle,  self-
fulfilment, familial and professional prospects that 
the Japanese people develop under shifting social 
and  economic  circumstances.  However,  this 
“productive  self”  has  only  been  partially  post-
modernized  to  match  the  current  pervading 
psychological  trends  among  the  youths  of  Japan 
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and  ignores  the  fact  that  many  have  perhaps 
abandoned the will  to be productive altogether.  I 
would like to conclude this part of my paper with a 
quote  from  Yoda,  while  raising  the  question 
whether  the  Abe  Cabinet’s  intention  to  “restore 
family  and community ties”  (Prime Minister  and 
His  Cabinet,  2014a)  can  really  overcome  the 
challenge of a new fragmented society:

Thus Japanese youths are still being force-fed 
the  anachronistic  ideologies  of  modernization  – 
taught  to  compete  for  the  monolithic  postwar 
Japanese  middle-class  goals  of  good  diploma, 
good job in a big company, and good marriages 
(for girls) – centered on institutions such as home, 
schools,  and  corporations  that  used  to  socialize 
individuals into national subjects. Yet the validity 
of  this  message  is  constantly  undermined  by 
images  in  the  media  and  everyday  experience 
surrounding youths. They cannot help but notice 
the  deterioration  of  these  once-unquestioned 
institutions  and  their  creeds,  and  they  see  the 
unhappiness  and  self-destructive  conducts  of 
adults still tethered to them. (Yoda, 2000, 653)

Playing at the Big Boy Table: Rearming for Peace 

I would now like to turn my attention to the 
national  security  policy  and  the  role  it  plays  in 
weaving  diplomatic  ties  and  the  integration  into 
the global political and economic order. Naturally, 
Japan would like to distinguish itself as an active 
player  in  global  dynamics,  especially  considering 
the  lingering  echoes  of  “Japan  as  Number  One” 
from the 70s (Vogel, 1979). Japan’s defeat in World 
War II has set it on an unequivocal path of devotion 
to peace,  and Abe does not hesitate to decisively 
identify  Japan  as  a  “peace-loving  nation”  (Abe, 
2015a),  despite  also  creating  legislation  which 
increases  the  military  liberties  Japan  can  take  by 
working its way around Article 9. 

As  the  1947  Constitution  bans  war  as  a 
means  of  settling  international  disputes,  Japan 
must acquire political leverage in other forms, all 
the while battling the loss of its global reputation as 
economic  superpower.  Currently,  the  enduring 
alliance between the U.S. and Japan is considered 
the utmost diplomatic priority (Prime Minister and 
His Cabinet, 2014a, 2015b, 2016a; Abe, 2016c) to the 
extent  that  Abe  has  called  it  an  “alliance  of 
hope” (Abe, 2016c). We should take note of the fact 
that  this  denomination  was  used  in  a  public 
statement  on  the  3rd  of  August  2016,  when  the 
American election campaign was in full swing and 
Donald Trump had already become the Republican 
nominee for the U.S. presidency. Considering Japan 
is  still  protected  by  the  U.S.  nuclear  umbrella, 

Trump’s  election  as  president,  together  with 
allegations  that  the  U.S.  might  want  to  retract 
nuclear protection of Japan and South Korea, might 
have a serious impact on the level of risk Japan as a 
nation is exposed to. The need to discover new and 
efficient  diplomatic  bargaining  chips  becomes  all 
the  more  urgent.  Abe’s  poetic  description  of  the 
US–Japan  alliance  thus  becomes  understandable. 
He is not the first to use it.  In 2006, the Koizumi 
Cabinet  referred  to  the  Japan-US  partnership  as 
“one  of  the  most  accomplished  bilateral 
relationships in history”, an “[a]lliance of the [n]ew 
[century]”  (Prime  Minister  of  Japan  and  His 
Cabinet,  2006).  This  statement  was  made just  six 
days before the North Korean missile tests of July 
5th, 2006 and after a long series of previous missile 
launches  North  Korea  was  responsible  for.  These 
threats justified the embellished rhetoric on behalf 
of both administrations. 

Considering  the  current  uncertain  political 
context,  I  believe  that  a  Proactive  Contribution  to 
Peace  (Prime  Minister  of  Japan  and  His  Cabinet, 
2014a,  2015b;  Abe,  2015a)  should  then  be 
understood  precisely  as  Japan’s  attempt  to  seek 
methods of becoming a reliable ally to other states, 
and so  assert  its  political  relevance  in  a  publicly 
acceptable  way,  without  outwardly  contradicting 
the  peaceful  principles  in  its  constitution.  It 
involves  “proactive  diplomacy  for  peace”  (Prime 
Minister  of  Japan  and  His  Cabinet,  2016a)  – 
initiatives which seek proactive dialogue whereby 
Japan becomes a resource for crisis relief and peace-
keeping operations. 

This policy considers reinterpretation of the 
role  of  the  Japanese  Self  Defence  Forces.  The 
National  Security  Laws  passed  in  March  2016 
directly  reflect  this  attitude.  They  legitimise  the 
SDF’s  deployment  for  collective  self-defence  of 
Japan’s territory, if one of its allies is attacked and 
thus the attack is also a threat to Japan itself. Where 
public debates usually condemn the use of the SDF 
outside  Japan’s  territory  (involving  Japanese 
citizens  facing  overseas  risk),  the  Abe  Cabinet 
favours  a  gradual  expansion  of  the  meaning  or 
Article 9 (Hook and Takeda, 2007, 103) in order to 
align itself to the pressures implied by becoming a 
‘normal’  state,  and deploys  the  SDF as  a  sign of 
goodwill and a sincere attempt to be considered a 
global partner. The scope of missions the SDF has 
been  assigned  to  assist  is  a  rather  vast  one, 
including  counter-piracy  operations,  logistics 
support, humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 
aid,  mine-sweeping  operations,  guarding 
operations and civil protection, to name a few 
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Figure 1: Abe Cabinet’s targeted responses to current socio-economic concerns

Work System Reform

Issues Cabinet Policy Discourse

Unemployment and non-regular employment (additionally, 
abandoning labour market to provide nursing care)

Expanding the application of employees to health insurance 
to part-time workers; expanding subsidies for advancing 

workers’ careers; evaluation based on output; equal pay for 
equal work; enhance support for nursing care

Low wages Raise in minimum wage; creating a mechanism for raising 
salaries according to skills and expertise

Reduced access to the labour market Include elderly work in scope of employment insurance and 
provision of various types of employment opportunities and 

support for re-entering the labour market 

Work and life balance (especially for women in single-parent 
families)

Diverse work arrangements; uniform working hours; 
expansion of flexitime system

Wage gap Society in which Women Shine’; the share of women 
occupying leadership positions to be at least 30% by 2020; 

allow women to be engaged dynamically; equal pay for equal 
work

Increase in Birth Rate

Low birth rate Expand assistance for fertility treatment; exempt from 
pensions contribution around the period surrounding 

childbirth; prevention of ‘maternity harassment’; support for 
households raising children

Lack of access to childcare Encourage mutual support in extended families; eliminate 
childcare waiting lists

Childrearing not affordable Expand assistance for single parent families, but also create 
ways to realise scholarships that do not have to be repaid, 

extending scholarships to high school students as a 
preventative measure for those who think they cannot offer 

their children appropriate education

Economic Revitalization

Depopulation and vitalizing local economy Vitalizing local regions; advancing community building; 
identifying local regions’ resources, promoting their products 

and creating jobs; having specialists from urban districts 
active within SMEs; creation of National Strategic Special 

Zones

Deflation Further enlarge free and fair economic zones; utilising power 
in the private sector Abenomics (increase productivity, drive 

innovation and trade, energise corporate activities by 
applying three “policy arrows”: aggressive monetary policy, 

flexible fiscal policy and growth strategy)

Sources: Prime Minister and His Cabinet, 2014a, 2016a, 2016e; Abe, 2014b, 2015a, 2016d



(Center  for  Strategic  and  International  Studies, 
2016) and cannot solely be equated to response to 
armed conflict. After deploying the GSDF in Iraq, 
Koizumi boasted that their mission was carried out 
successfully  “without  triggering  a  shot,  without 
turning  their  gun  on  anyone”  and  were  solely 
“engaged  in  humanitarian  and  assistance 
activities”  (Koizumi,  2006c),  ignoring  altogether 
that  the  opposite  outcome  would  have  been 
possible  just  as  well  in  a  war zone such as  Iraq. 
However, the Koizumi Cabinet did not benefit from 
the legal legitimacy the National Security laws now 
offer and could not openly admit open conflict as a 
plausibility. 

While Article 9 has caused several dilemmas 
in  the  post-war  period,  contemporary  conflicts 
transform the SDF into a valuable asset for Japan to 
invoke in order to turn itself into a significant ally 
on  a  global  scale.  A Panoramic  Perspective  of  the 
World  Map  (Abe,  2014b;  Prime  Minister  of  Japan 
and His Cabinet 2016a) addresses this specific need 
to counteract isolationism and the public desire for 
non-intervention and neutrality. While this is more 
of a slogan rather than an actual set of policies, it 
has been associated with Chapter 2 of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affair’s Diplomatic Bluebook since 2014 
(Ministry  of  Foreign  Affairs  of  Japan,  2014)  and 
used to legitimise most of the Cabinet’s decisions 
related to its foreign policy. It implies positioning 
Japan  in  a  global  context,  constantly  aware  of 
surrounding  power  networks  and  its  possible 
positions  within  them.  It  represents  Japan  being 
‘self-responsible’  within  the  international  scene. 
Indeed, if Japan truly is a “peace-loving nation”, it 
must manifest itself as such, not by tending solely 
to  the  territorial  integrity  and  safety  of  its  own 
people, but by actively becoming an initiator and 
contributor to peace-keeping. The end of the Cold 
War and the lack of direct threat of war to Japan 
demand  redefining  the  role  of  the  SDF,  thus 
legitimizing its deployment in an attempt to “shine 
on  the  world’s  centre  stage”  (Prime  Minister  of 
Japan  and  His  Cabinet,  2015b)  and  “occupy  an 
honourable  place  in  international  society”  (Hook 
and Takeda, 2007, 108). Koizumi took this one step 
further,  insinuating that SDF mission in Iraq was 
carried  out  “with  strong  awareness  that  their 
activities […] are means of executing the goodwill 
of the Japanese people of Japan” (Koizumi, 2006b), 
whereby he deliberately overlooked the opposition 
to  redeployment  from  more  than  half  the 
population of Japan.

How is the individual meant to respond to 
this  discourse?  Again,  the  increased  exposure  to 

risk (take, for example, SDF members deployed in 
reconstruction  operations  in  war  zones), 
recalibrates  the  notion  of  ‘self-responsibility’. 
Recruitment to the SDF implies exposure to risk as 
an  act  of  personal  volition  correlated  to  serving 
purposes  higher  than  one’s  individual  interests. 
The SDF serves the nation’s interest: shining on the 
world’s  centre  stage.  But  invoking  nationalist 
values  such  as  pride  of  the  prominent  position 
one’s country occupies in the world may fall short 
for  at  least  two reasons.  One has  to  do with the 
increasing  indifference  younger  generations 
display  toward  community  life  in  general,  as  an 
alternate  manifestation  of  the  notion  of  ‘self-
responsibility’  whereby  ‘the  self’  may  justify 
actions  against  the  collective,  and  the  nation 
respectively. The other has to do with overcoming 
the  hyperbolic  narratives  of  suffering  following 
Japan’s defeat in the war, its constant exposure to 
natural  calamities,  its  dedication  to  economic 
prosperity and the need to funnel all its resources 
in this direction. However, Japan is facing pressure 
from its  allies  to  ‘perform’  and raise  itself  to  the 
standards of the eloquence of its political class. 

Conclusion

To  summarize,  the  Abe  administration’s 
policies of Dynamic Engagement of All Citizens  and 
Proactive Contribution to Peace promote the image of 
a  decisive  nation,  ready  to  patiently  overcome 
current difficulties by building discourses related to 
the prosperous future of Japan. Actions specifically 
targeted  at  overcoming  economic  disparity  by 
providing tools and skills rather than resources to 
overcome economic and social difficulties breed a 
new nation, an inventive and engaged one, suitable 
for  global  partnerships  and  fruitful  alliances. 
Behind the  rhetoric,  there  is,  of  course,  narrative 
manipulation,  deliberate  identity  distortion  that 
ignores regional and individual realities, or rather, 
chooses  to  subsume  them  to  grander  goals  of 
‘nation-building’. 

Looking  back  on  a  collection  of  public 
statements  made  by  the  Prime  Minister  and  his 
Cabinet  in  the  past  3  years,  we  are  exposed  to 
history in the making. While we can compare Abe’s 
policies to pre-existing trends initially launched by 
the Koizumi administration and thus notice a trend 
of  continuity  in  the  neoliberal  approach  to  the 
revitalization of Japanese economy, we also notice a 
more  forceful  and  enhanced  reaction  to  the 
persisting deflationary trends.  It is as yet unclear 
whether the Abe administration can legitimize its 
discourses  with  the  promise  of  growth  and 
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development for the simple reason that these occur 
at a very slow rate. 

To  some  extent,  these  policies  are  a 
reasonable reaction to the economic,  political  and 
global  realities  Japan  is  facing  today.  The  Abe 
Cabinet  has  been  one  of  the  most  enduring  in 
Japan’s  recent  political  history.  But  to  fully 
comprehend  the  efficiency  of  the  Abe  Cabinet 
discourse, one must look at reactions in the media, 
in civil society and individual spheres as well. And 
this may require waiting for policies to take effect 
(or  fail  to  do  so)  before  they  elicit  genuinely 
legitimized reactions of  acceptance or  opposition. 
But  that  particular  enquiry  will  need to  wait  for 
events to unfold a little longer. 
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