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Abe’s legacy: An appreciation

In life and in death,

: thisrespect. The US and Chinaare

: whattheyare. American

i democracy which distrusts power
¢ onprinciple is dysfunctional by

: design, today more than ever

: before;an entitled assertiveness,

: indeedaggressiveness, is inherent
¢ inthe ethno-nationalist narrative

: ofhumiliation and rejuvenation by
¢ which the Chinese Communist

i Partyjustifiesitsright torule and

: its China Dream is one of

Shinzo Abe attracted i restoration of hierarchy. Butwe
day’ ¢ have no choice but to deal with
controversy, to ay s i both.US-China competition does

state funeral being no
exception. To focus
on thatis toignore the
legacy of the most
consequential
post-war Japanese
prime minister, one
whose vision and
actionsseta

new direction for

his country’s

foreign policy.

Bilahari Kausikan

For The Straits Times

Shinzo Abe’s second termas prime :

minister (2012-2020) marked the
final break with the Yoshida
Doctrine that had for far too long

Yoshida, the prime minister from
1948 to 1954, the doctrine was
premised onrelying almost
entirely on the United States for
security, while focusing on
economic growthandrelyingona
very narrow interpretation of
collective self-defence under the
pacifist Constitution to fend off
calls for Japan to take on wider
responsibilities for regional or
international security.

This approach made sense in the
immediate post-World War Il
period when Japan was still
recovering from wartime
devastation. But the passive and
reactive foreign policy that was its
consequence sat uneasily witha
Japanwhose economic strength
hadgrown tobe onlysecond to
that of the United States. By the
time of the first Gulf War in 1990, it
was clearly anachronistic. Japan
was derided for practising selfish
“cheque-book diplomacy” instead
of shouldering its responsibilities
asamajor power.

Previous prime ministers,
notably Mr Abe’s grandfather
Nobusuke Kishi (1957-1960), Mr
Takeo Fukuda (1976-1978), Mr

Kiichi Miyazawa (1991-1993) and

tookincremental steps away from

theYoshida Doctrine. Butit wasMr :
i Westernallies did not attend.

¢ Fromthe Indo-Pacific, only eight
i leaders participated. North Korea,

Abewho made the bold and
decisive break. In this respect, he
was the most consequential
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i -
limited Japanese foreign, security L.’ i andeconomics.
and defence policies. ‘ i Aspreviously noted, thereisa
Named after Mr Shigeru : broad consensus on the necessity

E L
A mourner offering flowers on July 15 next to a photog

election, in Tokyo. Previous prime ministers took incremental steps away from the Yoshida Doctrine, but it was Mr Abe who made the bold and decisive break. In this
i respect, he was the most consequential post-war Japanese prime minister whose legacy is a new direction for Japanese foreign policy. PHOTO: REUTERS

i negativereaction, either

: domestically or abroad, there was
i whenlegislation that markedsucha !
: major watershed in post-war

i Japan’s defence and security

: policies was passed. Whatever

i misgivings some may have had,

: theyaccepted that the changed

i strategic environmentimpelleda
: newapproach to securityand

i defence. Today, except for marginal !
¢ playerssuchasthecommunistsand :
i theextreme right who think that Mr :
¢ Abe hadnot gone far enough, there
¢ isade facto consensus acrossthe

! Japanesepolitical spectrumonthe
i new direction,

2015wasalso the 70th

i anniversary of Japan’s surrender

¢ andthe end of World War I1. In

i September, China helda grand

¢ military parade to celebrate the

i anniversary. In the run-up, Beijing
¢ tried to use Japan’s militarist past

i towhip upanti-Japanese

Yasuhiro Nakasone (1982-1987),Mr :

sentiment, perhaps toisolate

i Japanand complicate passage of
Mr Junichiro Koizumi (2001-2006), :
¢ intention, China failed.

the legislation. If this was the

Leaders of the USand its

ph of former Jag

prime minist

from visiting the controversial
: YasukuniShrine. Theyreacheda

nadirin 2012 after prime minister

: Yoshihiko Noda, taking the less
i badoption, nationalised the

: Senkaku Islands which China

i claimed, to forestall them being
: boughtby the ultra-nationalist
i former governor of Tokyo

: ShintaroIshihara.

Afterhisreturn to power in
December2012, Mr Abe adopted a
nuanced approach towards China,

: He made clear that Japan would

i notbe intimidated by or dictated

: to by China, while simultaneously
: takingstepstostabilise a

: relationship that he understood

: Japan could not ignore and indeed
: needed for its own economic

¢ well-being.

Thusin December 2013, ayear

: after becoming prime minister

i again, Mr Abe defied Chinaand

: visited Yasukuni Shrine, the first
: visitbyaserving Japanese prime
i ministersince 2006, but then

: refrained from doing so againuntil :
i hestepped down in 2020. i

Hestarted the Free and Open

Indo-Pacific Quality
¢ Infrastructure initiative with the
i USand Australia to compete with

i After his return to powerin
i 2012, Mr Abe took a series

; of politicaland

: administrative steps that

: did notrequire

; constitutional changesbut
: neverthelessradically

: revised theinterpretation

; of Article 9toallow much

: deeperand broader

i defence cooperation with

i the US. Collective

: self-defencewas nottobe

i exercised onlyinthedirect :
i defence of Japan or the US,
: but potentially alsoto

: defend otheralliesand

i third countrieswith close

: relationships with Japan.

The new possibilities that

Shinzo Abe, who was shot while campai

for a parli

i thiswasnot tobe taken for

: granted.Some on the Japanese

i rightwho support stronger

i defence do so to distance Japan

i from the US. Butin thisrespect as

+ withrelations with China, Mr Abe

i wasno simple right-winger. In

: November 2016, he flew to New

i Yorktomeet Mr Trump even

: before the latter had been

i inauguratedas the 45th president.
: This was something more thanjust :
i thenaturalanxiety tomeet the :
: new leader of Japan’s principalally
: whohad expressed scepticism

¢ about America’s alliance system

: during his election campaign.

Earlier thanany other leader

i anywhere, Mr Abe recognised that
: MrTrump was only an extreme

: symptom ofamore fundamental

i phenomenon. After the Cold War,
i theUSstillhad formidable

: competitorslike China, but no

i longer faced any existential threat.
¢ There was thusno reason for

i Americans to bear any burden or

: pay any price touphold the

i international order. In different

i ways, the main priorities of all

i post-Cold War American

: presidents since Mr Bill Clinton

i were domestic, with Mr George W.

¢ not make strong relations with the
US and Chinaalternatives. Rather,
: competition makes the former the
i necessary condition for thelatter.

] JAPAN'S NEW DIRECTION

i Japanhasalways played three

: mainroles in the Indo-Pacific

i securityarchitecture. First, the

¢ US-Japanalliance is the primary

i anchor of the US presence in the

: region. Second, Japan plays a key

i roleinsupplementing the US

: presence in the region, particularly
i inSouth-east Asia. Third, Japanis

: animportantactor initsown right,
: initially in economics but with a

i growing security dimension.

The new possibilities that Mr

: Abe opened up and the new

i direction that he set for Japan’s

: foreign, defence and security

i policies significantly enhanced all
: threeroles, enabling Prime

i Minister Fumio Kishida to credibly
: pledge at Shangri-La Dialogue

i 2022 thatJapan “willbe more

: proactive than ever in tackling the
i challengesand crises that face

: Japan, Asia,and the world”. At

i atime of more thanusual

: international uncertainty, a

i proactive Japanisan asset to

: ourregion.

WillMr Abe’s new direction be

i sustained? Sustainability is key

i because while he set anew

: direction, Japanis still only at the
¢ beginning of its new trajectory.

: Sustainability depends on two

i main factors: political continuity

i of MrAbe’s new directionacross
: mainstream political parties and
y : certainly within the LDP which

faces nosignificant opposition.

¢ Barring some serious mishap, the
¢ LDPisset tohold power for the
i foreseeable future.

Itisunlikely that any future

: prime minister will match Mr

i Abe's tenure in office. But while

: different individuals may pursue
i hisagendawith different degrees
¢ of enthusiasm, debates will

i primarilybe about pace and

: means,notends. Mr Abe’s new

i direction wasaresponse to

¢ structural changesinJapan's

i strategic environmentand future

leaders do not have much choice.
The second factor ismore

i consequential. Mr Abe recognised
i that the new capabilities Japan

¢ needs to sustain his more

i ambitious interpretation of

¢ collective defence, ultimately

i depended on the health of Japan’s

¢ economy. No one will claim that

i Abenomicswasaresounding

i success, but neither wasitafailure.
: The first two “arrows” of

i Abenomics - a flexible fiscal policy
: andmonetary expansion - seemed
i toworkreasonably well. Whether

i because of Abenomics or some

¢ otherreason, Japan shookoff the

¢ lost decade of the 1990s and grew

: steadily.

ButifJapanis toavoid the

i stagnation of arapidly ageing
i society, the third “arrow” of

post-war Japanese prime minister  : China’sonly formalally,sentthe  : China’s Beltand Road Initiative, Mr Abe openedup and the : Bushanexception forcedbythe  : structuralreform is crucial. The
whoselegacyisanewdirectionfor : head of the Korean Workers’ Party, : butallowed the Japan Bank for : newdirectionthat he set i 9/1terrorist attacks. i onlyrealanswer to the falling
Japanese foreign policy. : apowerless post. Asean leaders ¢ International Cooperation to : for Japan'sforeign Thiswas nottheretreat fromthe : birthrate of an ageingadvanced
Mr Abeisperhapsbestknown @ whoattended were either close : jointly fund BRIand FOIP projects  : e : world that some portrayed. Butas  : economyisimmigrationanda
outside Japanasaright-wing i Chinese partners like Myanmar : with the China Development Bank. : defenceand security : Americabegan to disentangleitself : sensible foreign labour policy.

politician who wanted to change
Article 9 of Japan’s Constitution
whichrenounces warasan

i and Cambodia, or fellow Leninist
¢ states like Vietnam and Laos who
i attended out of party solidarity.

Heencouragedand funded

: Japanese companies to move
¢ critical facilities out of China to

: policies significantly
i enhanced allthreeroles,

i fromover-extensionsin the Middle :
¢ Eastandelsewhere, its
: international interventions

Large-scaleimmigration is

i probablyastretch too far for Japan
i asitwill require aredefinition of

instrument of state policy, but Inneither case was concern : enhancesupply-chainresilience  ; €Na t_’“"? P’:ime Mi“iSt_er ¢ became more selective, and it : what it means to be Japanese, but
failed. However, the changes that  ; aboutJapana consideration. : andprotect crucial technologies  : Fumio Kishidatocredibly | demandedmore fromitsallies, i thelatteris possible.
he wantedwere minorandwould : Thailandwas representedbya : frommercantilistand predatory  : pledge at Shangri-La ¢ partnersand friends. Mr Trumpdid @  MrAbe took some small steps

only have recognised what had
longbeen an established fact:
Japan’s Self-Defence Forces are
among the most technologically
advanced and powerfulin the
Indo-Pacific. His failure to amend
the Constitutionisared herring.

Mr Abe took aseries of political
and administrative steps that did
notrequire constitutional changes
butnevertheless radically revised
the interpretation of Article 9 to

¢ deputy prime minister, while

i Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, the

i Philippines and Singapore did not
: send serving political office

¢ holders. Asean, like most of Asia,

i prefers tolook forwardnot

¢ backwardinrelations with Japan.
After hisreturn topowerin2012, :
: NUANCEDAPPROACH TOCHINA

¢ China'sincreasinglyassertive,and
i onoccasion downright aggressive,
: behaviourin the Eastand South

i Chinese policies, but side-stepped
: USpresident Donald Trump’s
: trade war against China.

InNovember 2014, China,

i probablyrecognising that Mr Abe
i couldnot be coerced, droppedits

i precondition that Japan should

: acknowledge that the Senkaku

: Islands were disputed and that he
: should promise never to visit

i Yasukuni,andagreed toameeting
i withits President Xi[inping. The

: meeting was clearly fraught - in

: Dialogue 2022 that Japan

'will be more proactive

i thaneverintackling the

i challengesandcrisesthat
: face Japan, Asia,and the

i world". Ata time of more

i thanusual international

i uncertainty,a proactive

i Japanisanasset to

i notinvent transactionalism. He
¢ was merelyless polite about it than
i hispredecessorsandsuccessor.

Mr Abe went out of his way to

i cultivate friendly personal

: relations with Mr Trump

: throughout the four chaotic years
: ofhispresidency, evenas he

i hedgedby cultivating relations

: with India, Australia and Asean.

i Japanwas not spared from

i American pressures on burden

i sharing. Mr Abe had to swallow

i towardsamore liberal foreign

¢ labour policy. What has been done
i sofaris clearly too little and too

: hesitant. A bolderapproachis

i needed. It willbe politically very

i difficult. But since the Meiji

¢ Restoration, Japan has

: fundamentally changed several

i timestorespond to existential

: challengesinits environment. Mr
i Abe’snew defence and security

: policies show what ispossible. A

i poll conducted by the left-leaning

allow much deeper and broader i ChinaseasshiftedJapanesepublic : formerUS deputy secretary of state ourregion. ¢ rebuffs like Mr Trump’s abrupt i AsahiShimbun earlier in
defence cooperation withthe US. | opinionon defence and security i Richard Armitage’s memorable i scrapping of the Trans-Pacific i September 2022 showed high
Collectiveself-defence wasnotto : issuesinamorerealisticdirection. : phrase, the official photographof I : Partnership that he hadpaida i support for Mr Abe’s state funeral

be exercised only in the direct
defence of Japan or the US, but
potentiallyalso to defend other
alliesand third countries with close
relationships with Japan. The
security Rubicon was crossed in

i This helped Mr Abe regain

: leadership of the Liberal

¢ Democratic Party (LDP) after he

i resignedin2007,and facilitated his
i effortstotake Japan in anew

i direction. Concerns about China

: the summit looked like the two i
: leaders “were smelling each other’s :
: socks” - butstilltheymet. In his i
: condolence message after MrAbe’s :
: murder, Mr Xiacknowledged that
: MrAbe had contributed positively

i political price tojoin, while

: working hard to establish the

i Comprehensive and Progressive
 Agreement for Trans-Pacific

i Partnership as a second-best

: replacement. This was high

i among younger Japanese who

: regard themselvesas having

i benefited from his economic

: policies - 58 per centamong those
i 18to29 compared to 26 per cent

i amongthose 70 or older —isa

2015whenthe newinterpretation  : undoubtedly drove his efforts to i toimprovingrelations between i political realism and i hopefulsign for the future. His
was formallyenshrinedin lawafter : reinterpretthe Constitution to : Chinaand Japan. : statesmanship. Mr Abe clearly ¢ third arrow mayyetsurprise usall.
the Diet passed “Legislation for ¢ strengthen Japan’s ability to : i understood there isno 1

Peaceand Security”,a
comprehensive package of 10 Bills,

but still significant. Debate in the
Diet was robust. Butin retrospect,
what was notable was how little

i contribute to collective defence, but
¢ hewasnosimplistic Chinahawk. !
Pacifist opinion in Japanis ebbing :
¢ always complicated, plummetedin !
: the early 20005 after Mr Koizumi
i refusedtobe deterred by China

Japan’s relations with China,

MANAGING US RELATIONS

i Central toMr Abe’s plans for

dealing with China was

i strengthening the US-Japan
i alliance, Obvious as it may seem,
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¢ Indo-Pacific balance without the
: USand whatever its imperfections, :
¢ we have only one US and have to
: workwithit.

Some Singaporean intellectuals

could take lessons from Mr Abe in

i stopinion@sph.com.sg

* BilahariKausikan, a former

i diplomat, is chairman of the Middle
¢ EastInstitute at the National

¢ University of Singapore.



