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How and What to Cooperate to Advance SDGs in
Northeast Asia in a Multipolar World

MIMURA Mitsuhiro

Professor, Economic and Social Research Institute for Northeast Asia, University of Niigata Prefecture

Abstract

This paper explores the pursuit of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in Northeast Asia, focusing on Japan,
China, Mongolia, the Republic of Korea and Russia, while recognizing the limited participation of the Democratic
People’s Republic of Korea, due to the border closure under COVID-19. The region is characterized by deep
heterogeneity in terms of population, geography, economic capacity, and income levels. Such diversity creates both
obstacles and opportunities for regional cooperation, highlighting the necessity of building frameworks that ensure
inclusivity and mutual benefit. Within the context of a shifting international order marked by the relative decline of
US. hegemony and the emergence of multipolarity, cooperation in Northeast Asia is increasingly shaped by global
normative frameworks provided by the United Nations.

The study emphasizes three core methodological principles prescribed by the United Nations: the Human Rights-
Based Approach (HRBA), the pledge to Leave No One Behind (LNOB), and the promotion of gender equality and
women's empowerment. HRBA reconceptualizes development not as a form of charity but as the realization
of rights, situating individuals as rights-holders and states as duty-bearers (UN, 2003). LNOB prioritizes those
at greatest risk of exclusion, including the poor, women, people with disabilities, and other marginalized groups,
insisting on inclusive and equitable policies (Turunen, 2021; UNDP, 2018). Gender equality, codified in SDG 5, is
recognized as both a stand-alone goal and a cross-cutting condition for achieving all other goals, encompassing
women's participation in decision-making, recognition of unpaid care work, and the protection of sexual and
reproductive rights (UN DCO, 2021; UNSDG, n.d.).

The analysis concludes that advancing the SDGs in Northeast Asia requires moving beyond hierarchical models
of aid and instead fostering horizontal knowledge-sharing and mutual respect among states. Regional cooperation
should be designed to leverage diversity as a collective strength, ensuring that no country or vulnerable group is left

behind in the pursuit of sustainable and inclusive development.

Keywords: SDGs, principle, cooperation, Northeast Asia

Introduction the region (China, the Democratic People's Republic of Korea,
Japan, Mongolia, the Republic of Korea and Russia). However,

The Economic and Social Research Institute for Northeast due to ongoing COVID-19-related quarantine measures, it is
Asia, University of Niigata Prefecture (ERINA-UNP) has been extremely difficult for researchers to visit DPRK. Therefore,
conducting research on the realization of SDGs in Northeast Asia the current research covers researchers from the five Northeast
with the initial goal of covering researchers from all countries in Asian countries excluding DPRK. Through mutual reports on

" Here's the transcript of what Putin and Trump said in Alaska, CBS NEWS, August 15, 2025 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/transcript-of-what-putin-
trump-said-in-alaska/

Joint press conference of the President of Russia and the President of the United States, President of Russia, August 16, 2025 http://kremlin.ru/events/
president/news/77793
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the current status of SDG awareness and efforts by governments
and private companies to achieve SDGs in these five countries,
we have clarified that various efforts are being made toward
SDG realization, albeit with differences among countries.

The international situation in Northeast Asia has undergone
rapid and significant changes since the start of the second
Trump administration in the United States. The decline of US
hegemony has become apparent, and it has become clear that we
have entered an era of multipolarity in which important issues
are decided through negotiations between major powers. The
era in which a rules-based international order functioned under
US hegemony is coming to an end. The United States itself has
begun to unilaterally set tariffs without regard for World Trade
Organization (WTO) agreements, leaving many countries,
including the United Kingdom, Vietnam, Japan, and the
European Union (EU), with no choice but to follow the current
administration in the United States. Although the United States
is outside the Northeast Asian region, its econimical, military
and political relations with Northeast Asian countries and its
influence in the region are as significant as those of countries
within the region. The United States and Russia have been
rivals since the end of the Cold War, but since the annexation
of Crimea in 2014 and the start of the Ukraine conflict in
2022, they have been in an adversarial relationship. However,
following the US-Russia summit talks held in Alaska on August
15, 2025, US-Russia relations appear to be returning from a
hostile relationship to a rivalry based on cooperation where each
side takes a principled stance on issues'. Such changes are likely
to have a certain impact on US-China and US-DPRK relations,
increasing the likelihood of changes in the international order in
Northeast Asia.

This paper aims to examine what perspectives are important
for international cooperation toward achieving the SDGs in
Northeast Asia amid the turbulent changes in the international

situation.

The three core elements required for
achieving the SDGs as defined by the
United Nations?

In addition to the goals themselves, the United Nations has
established methodological approaches that should be prioritized
in the process of achieving the SDGs. These include the Human
Rights-Based Approach, Leave No One Behind, and Gender
Equality and Women’s Empowerment. While it is important
to determine which of the 17 goals to prioritize in promoting
international cooperation on SDGs among the six countries in
Northeast Asia, it is equally crucial to consider how to realize

these three core principles.

(1) Human Rights-Based Approach (HRBA)

The UN Sustainable Development Group's website provides
an overview of the Human Rights-Based Approach (HRBA).
According to this, the United Nations adopted the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights at its third General Assembly on
December 10, 1948. This is considered the first step toward
the standardization of human rights. The document on HRBA*
categorizes those involved in development as "rights-holders®"
and "duty-bearers®". Under the HRBA, people who are the
targets of development are not recipients of charity or favors,
but rather entities that are rightfully entitled to internationally
recognized rights, and accordingly, states and other entities
are obligated to fulfill those rights. Therefore, development is
understood as a process of social change through the realization
of rights, rather than one-sided aid or charity. Based on
this approach, the focus of development cooperation shifts
from "meeting needs" to "guaranteeing rights." For example,
education and healthcare are not seen as "things provided
because they are needed," but rather as "rights that should
be guaranteed." Consequently, development challenges are
redefined as "human rights violations," and their resolution
means the realization of rights. The HRBA is not merely an ideal,
but a common language among United Nations agencies such
as the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP), the United Nations

2 https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/human-rights-based-approach
3 UN Sustainable Development Group, Universal Values-Principle One: Human Rights-Based Approach https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-values/

human-rights-based-approach

4 UN Sustainable Development Group, The Human Rights Based Approach to Development Cooperation Towards a Common Understanding Among UN
Agencies, September 2003 https://unsdg.un.org/resources/human-rights-based-approach-development-cooperation-towards-common-understanding-

among-un

5 All human beings are rights holders and enjoy the rights guaranteed by international human rights law.
6 Obligors are primarily states (governments), which bear the legal responsibility to respect, protect, and fulfill human rights. Additionally, the international

community and private entities also play certain roles.

7 The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has developed the Universal Human Rights Index (UHRI) to assess
countries' efforts in the field of human rights and the status of human rights realization by the international community. The human rights realization
status highlighted in the UHRI is diverse, and even the Nordic countries, which are leading the way in achieving the SDGs, are no exception. Additionally,
the SDG numbers related to the points highlighted are also listed, providing useful reference. For more details, please refer to https://uhri.ohchr.org/en .
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Figurel Relationship between HRBA and SDGs

HREBA
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- Equality & Non-discrimination
- Participation

Shared Principles
- Human Dignity
- Equality
- Inclusion
- Justice & Peace

SDGs
- 17 Global Goals
- Leave No One Behind
- Measurable Targets
- Sustainability

Source: Created by the author based on the United Nations website

High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), and the World
Health Organization (WHO) when they collaborate’. It is also
used uniformly in the United Nations Development Assistance
Framework (UNDAF). It is required to be incorporated into
all aspects of development cooperation (analysis, planning,
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation). In this regard,
HRBA goes beyond "results-based" development evaluation
and provides a mechanism for measuring the legitimacy and
quality of development from a rights perspective. Development
cooperation should be evaluated not only in terms of GDP
growth and infrastructure development, but also in terms of

progress in the realization of human rights.

HRBA and SDGs are related as shown in Figure 1. The
content of human rights indicated in HRBA is not limited to civil
liberties but includes all social rights and various other rights that
have been established since then. Therefore, rather than using
human rights as a tool to criticize other countries, as in so-called
"human rights diplomacy," the concept should be understood as
centering on the idea that development is not a form of "charity,"
but rather an endeavor to guarantee or restore the rights that all
human beings inherently possess. Some countries in Northeast
Asia have been criticized by Western countries for their human
rights records. As a result, they are quite sensitive to the term
"human rights" and some even feel a sense of rejection toward it.
However, a search of the Universal Human Rights Index (UHRI)
database reveals that the United States, EU countries, the United
Kingdom, Japan, and ROK also have numerous issues pointed
out. The purpose of HRBA is not to point out such issues, but

to emphasize that the focus of development should be on human

beings, that the people who are the subjects of development
should be the protagonists of development, and that development

exists to help them regain the rights they inherently possess.

(2) Leave no one behind (LNOB)

Leave no one behind (LNOB) is the central, transformative
promise of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and
its Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)®. This principle
calls for "not only reaching the poorest, but also addressing
discrimination and inequality within and between countries, as
well as their root causes."

LNOB identifies two key perspectives: the subject perspective
and the action perspective. The former, the key question, is “Who
is being left behind?” LNOB identifies groups that are most
vulnerable and marginalized—such as persons with disabilities,
indigenous peoples, migrants, older persons, women and girls,
and the poor. These groups are often subject to multiple and
intersecting forms of exclusion, making them more likely to be
overlooked in policymaking and development efforts. The latter
is “How do we ensure that no one is left behind?” UNDP [2018]
defines LNOB as the principle of “reaching the furthest behind
first.” This means that development efforts must prioritize those
most excluded. LNOB also requires analyzing and addressing
structural drivers such as discrimination, residential exclusion,
socioeconomic status, governance gaps, and vulnerabilities to
shocks.

LNOB is closely linked with inclusiveness, justice, human
rights, equality, and non-discrimination. These are universal
values underpinning the SDGs as a whole, and they align with

the UN’s normative mandate to promote human dignity and

8 United Nations Sustainable Development Group, Universal Values—Principle Two: Leave No One Behind https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/universal-

values/leave-no-one-behind

ERINA REPORT | 3



Wse

4

How and What to Cooperate to Advance SDGs in Northeast Asia in a Multipolar World

Table1 Data on population, income, etc. of countries in Northeast Asia

Comay | Popution | Toutrs | F A s, | 0D et
(per km?) 2023) ’

Japan 124,516,650 377,974 329 4,213 33,836
ROK 51,712,619 100,440 515 1,713 33,121
China 1,410,710,000 9,600,183 147 18,270 12,951
Russia 143,826,130 17,098,250 8 2,072 14,403
Mongolia 3,481,145 1,564,116 2 20 5,839
DPRK 26,418,204 120,538 219 n/a n/a

Sources: Japan, ROK, China, Russia, and Mongolia: World Bank World Development Indicators (WDI); DPRK:
Population from the World Health Organization (WHO), Area from the CIA World Factbook
Note: Nominal GDP and GDP per capita for DPRK are left blank due to lack of reliable statistics from major

international institutions.

equitable development®. In actual projects, it is necessary to
incorporate such normative concepts. Therefore, when proposing
the necessity of projects in this area in research on international
cooperation for the realization of SDGs in Northeast Asia, it is

essential to consider this concept.

(3) Gender Equality & Women's Empowerment

“Gender Equality & Women’s Empowerment” is a
foundational universal value in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, explicitly reflected in SDG 5: “Achieve gender
equality and empower all women and girls'.”

SDG 5 sets a dedicated global goal to eliminate discrimination
against women and girls and empower them to live lives free
from violence and inequality. It includes nine targets and
fourteen indicators, including:
® Ending all forms of discrimination (5.1)

@ Eliminating violence and exploitation (5.2)

@ Banning harmful practices like child marriage and FGM (5.3)
® Recognizing unpaid care and domestic work (5.4)

® Ensuring women’s participation in leadership (5.5)

@ Securing sexual and reproductive rights (5.6)

® Guaranteeing economic resources and property rights (5.a)

® Empowering through technology (5.b)

@ Strengthening laws and policies for gender equality (5.c)

What I felt when attending an international conference
on SDGs was that, while the urgency of gender equality in
Northeast Asia is relatively low compared to other regions in

Asia, this does not mean that there are no issues in Northeast

Asia. According to the World Economic Forum (WEF, 2024), the
figures for Northeast Asian countries on gender equality were
generally low to moderate, or no data was available. Therefore,
when considering methods for international cooperation to
achieve the SDGs in Northeast Asia, it is necessary to discuss

this issue as a topic of discussion.

Preliminary Conclusion: Northeast Asia's Diversity
and Leave No One Behind

As can be seen in Table 1, the six countries in Northeast Asia
are extremely diverse in terms of population, land area, and
income. The population ranges from China, which has one of
the world's largest populations at over 1.4 billion, to Mongolia,
with a population of only 3.5 million, a difference of about 400
times. In terms of land area, there is a difference of about 170
times between Russia, which has the largest land area in the
world, and ROK, which has a land area of just over 100,000
square kilometers. In terms of population density, Mongolia
and Russia are significantly lower than the other countries'!. In
terms of GDP, the difference between the largest, China, and the
smallest, Mongolia, exceeds 900 times. When looking at GDP
per capita, Japan, ROK, and Russia are classified as high-income
countries, while China and Mongolia are classified as upper-
middle-income countries. DPRK has no data available but is
likely classified as a lower-middle-income country.

When applying the LNOB perspective at the national level,
DPRK and Mongolia, which have low GDP per capita, are likely

to become priority targets for support. Additionally, Mongolia

¢ United Nations Development Group (2016) Policy and Operational Support for UNCTs on Human Rights in SDG Implementation https://unsdg.un.org/

resources/policy-operational-support

10 United Nations Development Group, Universal Values-Principle Three: Gender Equality and Women's Empowerment https://unsdg.un.org/2030-agenda/

universal-values/gender-equality-and-womens-empowerment

1 Metreau, E., Young, K. E., & Eapen, S. G. (2024, July 1). World Bank country classifications by income level for 2024-2025 (Blog post]. World Bank Data
Blog. https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/opendata/world-bank-country-classifications-by-income-level-for-2024-2025
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has a small population, and has a vast territory with the lowest
population density among the six countries. Considering various
constraints in development, Mongolia is also likely to be a
priority for support.

LNOB requires consideration not only at the national level
but also at various other levels. In this sense, there are also
marginalized people, groups, and classes in Japan and the
ROK. Furthermore, in line with the aforementioned HRBA, it

is important that the recipients of support are the protagonists,
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and that hierarchical or master-servant relationships do not
exist. Therefore, in cooperation among Northeast Asian
countries for the realization of the SDGs, it is important for each
country to share its wisdom and cooperate horizontally. In our
research, it is also important to build a system that covers all six
countries in Northeast Asia and enables horizontal cooperation,
while producing outputs that are mindful of the three pillars

emphasized by the United Nations.
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A Study on Japan's Soft Power Policy in Northeast

Asia from 2012 to 2020

BATJARGAL Dambadarjaa

Ambassador, Economist, and Foreign Policy Expert, Mongolia

Abstract

This paper analyses Japan’s soft power policy in Northeast Asia during Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s second administration

(2012-2020), within the theoretical framework of soft and smart power. Constrained by its pacifist constitution, Japan has

historically favoured non-military diplomacy. Under Abe, this tradition evolved through strategic initiatives such as the “Abe

Doctrine,” the Free and Open Indo-Pacific vision, and leadership in regional economic frameworks like TPP-11 and RCEP.

The study highlights Japan’s use of cultural diplomacy, Official Development Assistance (ODA), and alliance-building—

particularly with the U.S. and South Korea—to address regional security challenges. Institutional reforms, including the

establishment of a National Security Council, marked a shift toward a more coordinated and strategic foreign policy.

Japan’s soft power, reinforced by its economic cooperation, especially with countries like Mongolia, demonstrates a broader

move toward smart power. The paper offers insights into Japan’s evolving diplomatic posture in a complex regional landscape.

Keywords: Japan’s Soft Power, Smart Power Diplomacy, Shinzo Abe Administration, Northeast Asia, Foreign Policy Strategy,

Regional Security
JEL Classification Codes: F50, F59, 053, Z18

l.Introduction

Today, nations reinforce their positions, protect their interests,
and expand their spheres of influence by combining tangible
factors such as geography, population, military, politics,
economy, and culture. This collective capacity is defined as
"power." Until recently, international relations largely focused
on "hard power"—military strength and economic coercion.
However, in the era of globalization, relying solely on military
force or economic pressure is increasingly criticized and
financially burdensome. Thus, more countries are embracing
the significance of soft power, which relies on attraction and
persuasion. Soft power achieves foreign policy goals through
admiration of a country’s economic development, scientific and
technological innovation, lifestyle, cultural heritage, arts, and
national values.

Japan’s constitution renounces the use of force in international
relations. As a result, Japan has pursued foreign policy through
non-military means, particularly economic cooperation and
diplomatic engagement. By leveraging soft power, Japan has
achieved remarkable success in its regional relationships. It is
valuable for Mongolia to study the foreign policy of Japan—

a major player in international relations and the first among its

“third neighbours” to become a “special strategic partner”—
to apply the insights gained to future actions and ensure
the continuity of bilateral relations. Therefore, it is highly
significant to study Japan’s foreign policy—particularly its
soft power diplomacy in Northeast Asia during the years of the
administration led by Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, who served

the longest term as Japan’s head of government.

ILSoft Power in Foreign Policy and
Diplomacy

Hard power refers to the use of coercive means such as
military force, economic sanctions, trade tariffs, and diplomatic
pressure to achieve political objectives and influence outcomes.
While it can be effective in stopping aggression, enforcing
compliance, or achieving short-term goals through direct or
indirect pressure, excessive or mismanaged use of hard power
may lead to resistance, backlash, or unintended consequences.

Soft power, on the other hand, is the ability to influence and
attract others through non-coercive means such as persuasion,
diplomacy, cultural appeal, and the promotion of values and

norms.

ERINA REPORT | 7
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Table 1. Hard and Soft Power

Hard power: Soft power :

Military Culture(N)/ Culture(McClory)

Resources Political values(N)/ Government(McClory)
Population Foreign policies(N)/ Diplomacy(McClory)
Geography/ territory Education(McClory)

Economic strength

Business/ Innovation(McClory)

Notes: 1. N - Nye, Joseph S.- a political scientist and scholar; 2. McClory — Jonathan McClory- a specialist in soft power;
Source: https://www.culturaldiplomacy.org/academy/content/pdf/participant-papers/

However, the term “soft” should not be understood as the
direct opposite of “hard,” as the two are interrelated. Soft
power is not aimed at countering hard power; rather, it can
enhance the effectiveness of hard power on the international
stage. Conversely, hard power can also serve as a source of
soft power. Depending on how economic power is used, it can
function as either hard or soft power. In other words, economic
cooperation can be employed to attract others (soft power) or to
exert pressure (hard power). In some cases, it can be difficult to
distinguish which aspects of economic relations constitute hard
power and which represent soft power.

Joseph S. Nye, a U.S. geopolitical expert and the originator
of the concept of "soft power," brought together the ideas of
soft and hard power, stating that the most effective foreign
policy strategy today requires a combination of both. In other
words, he emphasized the concept of smart power—the
ability to successfully use both hard and soft power to achieve
foreign policy goals. Smart power represents the most cost-
effective strategy for attaining political and social objectives by
integrating the strengths of both approaches.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, American scholar Joseph S.
Nye introduced the concept of soft power into modern political
science, particularly into the theory of international relations. He
defined soft power as “the ability to get what you want through
attraction rather than coercion or payment.” Nye elaborated on
this idea in his 1990 book Bound to Lead: The Changing Nature
of American Power (Nye, 1990a, Ch.2). Later, in his influential
2004 book Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics,
he not only deepened the theoretical foundations of soft power but
also provided practical guidance on how to effectively apply it in
foreign policy, making it a highly significant work (Nye, 2004).

In his scholarly article on Soft Power, Joseph S. Nye raised
the question of whether Japan could become the main rival of
the United States if economic capability were considered the
principal measure of national power. He concluded that Japan
lacked the capacity to surpass the U.S. in terms of military
strength and global ideological leadership. Nye argued that a

return to a multipolar international system could become possible

ERINA REPORT

only if the Soviet Union improved its economic performance,
Japan enhanced its nuclear and military capabilities, and
European integration became a concrete reality. However, in the
absence of such developments, he asserted that the United States
would remain the only superpower that meets all the criteria of
power. (Joseph S. Nye, Jr., 1990b, p.55).

This research article by Joseph S. Nye gained significant
importance by highlighting what countries must focus on to
become influential powers in 21st-century global politics. In his
concluding remarks, Nye emphasized that the concept of “power”
has evolved considerably from its traditional understanding. In
the age of interdependence, he argued, key indicators of power
will no longer be limited to military strategy, raw materials,
mineral resources, or financial capacity. Instead, factors such
as knowledge and education, information technology, forms of
governance and models of economic development, urbanization
and modernization processes, and culture and the arts will
become the primary determinants of national power Joseph. This
reinforced the conclusion made by U.S. geopolitical strategist
Zbigniew Brzezinski (S. Nye, Jr., 1990c¢).

In his work The Grand Chessboard, political scientist
Zbigniew Brzezinski provides a detailed discussion of the United
States’” compelling cultural appeal. According to Brzezinski, the
U.S. possesses an extraordinary ability to attract others in four
key domains: first, military power; second, economic strength;
third, scientific advancement; and fourth, cultural influence. He
argued that no other country currently rivals the United States in
all these areas, and that the combination of these four factors is
what truly makes America the world’s only global superpower.
In this work, Brzezinski introduced a novel perspective by
explaining—using the example of Japan—that the traditional
understanding of power is changing. He highlighted that
rapid economic development and technological advancement
have become the new fundamental criteria of national power,
replacing older measures rooted primarily in military strength
(Brzezinski, Zbigniew K., 1997).

The research organization Brand Finance evaluates countries'

soft power capabilities and indexes based on seven dimensions.



Figure 1 Seven Dimensions of Soft Power
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These include: foreign policy, governance, culture, education
and scientific resources, media reach and influence, and business
friendliness. Scholars have noted that among these dimensions,
economic tools play a particularly important role as a key

criterion of soft power.
lll.Japan’s Tradition of Soft Power Policy

Japan, on the one hand, is the world’s fourth-largest economy
and a member of the G7; on the other hand, it is a major donor of
Official Development Assistance (ODA) to poor and developing
countries. As a key sponsor of international financial institutions
and the United Nations, Japan has significantly enhanced its
reputation and prestige on the global stage.

After its defeat in World War I, Japan renounced the use of
military force and proclaimed a policy of peace to the world,
as enshrined in Article 9 of its Constitution, which came into
effect on May 3, 1947. This article declares Japan’s permanent
renunciation of war, forming the foundation of the country's
postwar foreign policy.

With U.S. support, Japan embarked on a new path of
development in the postwar years. Under the so-called Yoshida
Doctrine, Japan prioritized becoming an economic power and

began actively engaging in economic diplomacy. By placing
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TRUST
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its national security and defence under the U.S. nuclear
umbrella through a bilateral security alliance with the United
States, Japan was able to focus its full national capacity on
postwar reconstruction and economic revitalization. As a result,
beginning in the 1960s, Japan entered a period of rapid economic
growth and, within less than three decades, rose to become the
world’s second-largest economy.

Japan’s rapid economic growth transformed it into one of
the leading economies of the world and a major shareholder in
international financial institutions such as the World Bank, the
International Monetary Fund, and the Asian Development Bank.
This economic success established Japan as a key influential
power in Asia. As one of the world’s top economies, Japan’s
economic strength became the foundation for the implementation
of its soft power strategy.

Although Japan’s economy later entered a period of stagnation
and its status as an economic superpower was somewhat shaken,
Joseph S. Nye noted that this did not diminish Japan’s soft
power, which is rooted in its cultural values and appeal (Nye,
2004, p.86).

The Fukuda Doctrine, announced in 1977, is widely regarded
as a foundational basis for Japan’s soft power policy (JIIA, 2007).
Today, Japan's traditional arts, culture, sports, design, technology,

and culinary traditions are admired and respected around the
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world. On this point, Joseph S. Nye emphasized that “Japan has
a significant advantage in attracting others through the spiritual
depth of its traditional wisdom” (Nye, 2004, p.85-86).

Japan’s soft power policy can be broadly categorized into
four interrelated dimensions: cultural, political, economic,
and strategic. These components are closely intertwined and
mutually reinforcing.

Harvard University professor Joseph S. Nye noted that
Japan’s soft power includes elements such as its high-quality
official development assistance (ODA), the highest average life
expectancy in the world, the second-largest GDP globally, the
largest number of patents and intellectual property rights, and
one of the safest public environments among all nations. He also
pointed out that Japanese anime, watched by children in every
corner of the world, is a prominent example of Japan’s cultural
soft power (Joseph S. Nye, Jr., 2004, p.85).

In the realm of political soft power, Japan upholds the
democratic values of human rights, freedom, and a market-
based economy, striving to promote, strengthen, and disseminate
these principles globally. Japan also prioritizes peace and aims
to deepen its diplomatic ties with partner countries. Within this
framework, Japan focuses its efforts on three key areas: human
security, ODA, and international peace and security.

Japan’s economic development and high standard of living
serve as key sources of its soft power, attracting admiration and
emulation from other countries. Its ODA, aimed at improving
the economic and social infrastructure of developing nations,
represents a core component of Japan’s soft power diplomacy.
Japan currently ranks as the fourth-largest provider of ODA in
the world. Between 1954 and 2019, Japan provided a total of
USD 550 billion in ODA to 190 countries worldwide (MOFA,
2020, 2022).

Figure 2 Global Soft Power Index Top 10

Following World War II, Japan became a country
that implemented soft power in its foreign relations in a
quintessential manner. Initially, Japan’s Official Development
Assistance (ODA) began as war reparations to countries in East
Asia. However, over time, this assistance evolved to focus on
sharing Japan’s technological expertise and development know-
how with developing nations. Although some scholars have
criticized the underlying motives of ODA, the aid has played a
significant role in strengthening human resource capacities and
supporting the establishment of legal and institutional systems in
recipient countries.

According to the 2021 Soft Power Index study conducted
by Brand Finance, which assessed the soft power and global
reputation of 105 countries, Japan ranked second in the
world. Despite facing economic stagnation and demographic
challenges, Japan was recognized for maintaining a stable and
sound economy—an important foundation for its strong soft
power. The report also highlighted Japan’s effective governance
as a key advantage, noting that this strength provides the country
with a significant opportunity to sustain and further solidify its
global soft power position compared to other nations (Brand
Finance, 2021). Multiple international surveys consistently place
Japan among the top ten soft power nations.

Harvard University professor Joseph S. Nye stated that
“Japan’s strong international reputation, its influential leadership
in technology and business, unique culture, and good governance
make it a high-ranking country in terms of soft power” (Nye,
1990a, p.18).
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Source: Brand Finance (2021).
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ational research institutions)

ISSF’s Monocle’s Portland’s
Rank World Soft Power Rank Soft Power Survey Rank The Soft Power 30
Index 2023 2022 Report 2019
1 BE= United States BE= United States I I France
2 I I France == Denmark £J= United Kingdom
3 EE= United Kingdom I I France B Germany
4 @ Japan .@. South Korea B Em Sweden
5 B Germany . Switzerland BE= United States
6 . Switzerland @ Japan . Switzerland
7 +®, South Korea B Germany ] Canada
8 = Spain EE= United Kingdom ® Japan
9 I+ Canada B D taly #3 Australia
10 - China W Ukraine = Netherlands

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soft_power

IVJapan’s Soft Power Policy in
Northeast Asia (2012-2021)

Among Japan’s prime ministers, Shinzo Abe made the highest
number of official overseas visits during his time in office—
an indication of the great importance he placed on soft power
diplomacy. Shortly after being re-elected as Prime Minister,
Abe delivered a speech in Jakarta, Indonesia, which came to be
known as the “Abe Doctrine”, marking the formal launch of his
administration’s foreign policy strategy. This doctrine outlined
five core principles that became the foundation of Japan’s
foreign policy under his leadership:

-Upholding universal values, especially the right to freely

express one’s beliefs;

-Resolving maritime disputes not through force, but in

accordance with international law  and legal norms;

-Promoting a free, open, and interdependent economy;

-Advancing cultural exchange; and

-Fostering ties among future generations who will shape the

world ahead.

These five core principles have become guiding pillars of
Japan’s foreign policy.

Shinzo Abe’s administration came to power during a period
in Japanese history when the country had no choice but to focus
on national security decision-making. As a result, it became
necessary to realign Japan’s security policy with its national
interests. At that time, two serious and direct threats to Japan’s
national security had emerged: China’s increasingly assertive
military activities in the seas and coastal areas, and North
Korea’s nuclear and missile tests.

In response, Prime Minister Abe not only increased the

defence budget but also refined Japan’s defence policy. This
led to the development of new air defence tactics and advanced
weaponry and marked a significant shift in Japan’s foreign
and maritime security posture. His government also adopted a
National Security Strategy, establishing a clear and long-term
vision for Japan’s security policy—something unprecedented in
the country’s postwar history.

The law initiated by Shinzo Abe and passed by the Japanese
Parliament, which allows Japan’s Self-defence Forces to
engage in overseas military operations, marked the first major
legal reform in this area since World War II. This legislation
represented a historic shift in Japan’s postwar security
framework.

Japan is surrounded by nuclear-armed states—Russia, North
Korea, and China—and in recent years, China has been rapidly
expanding its military capabilities. In response, both Japan and
the United States have recognized the need to counterbalance
China’s growing military power. Accordingly, the Abe
administration emphasized the importance of close Japan—
U.S. cooperation to enable timely and coordinated responses to
evolving regional security threats.

The establishment of the National Security Council brought
a significant transformation to Japan’s foreign policy decision-
making process. This body was tasked with formulating medium-
and long-term strategies on foreign affairs and national security,
and with providing policy guidance to the Prime Minister. As a
result, it introduced a more centralized and strategic framework
for shaping Japan’s external policy direction.

The Abe administration redefined the principles and priorities
of Japan’s foreign policy, which played a critical role in

safeguarding and advancing the nation’s strategic interests. One
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of its key achievements was the further strengthening of Japan’s
alliance with the United States—a country with enormous
geopolitical influence in Northeast Asia. At the same time, Japan
pursued a pragmatic and strategically balanced foreign policy
by using this alliance to help manage complex diplomatic issues
with China and South Korea.

As a result of the Abe administration’s diplomatic efforts, the
trilateral alliance among Japan, the United States, and South
Korea became stronger and more cohesive than ever before.
This approach not only enhanced Japan’s international standing
but also reinforced its role in shaping the regional security
architecture.

By realistically assessing the situation, Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe shifted away from the previous approach of leaving all
military matters solely to the United States. He declared that
Japan must take greater responsibility for peace and stability
and emphasized the need for close cooperation with the U.S. to
achieve this goal. His administration pursued policies aligned
with this vision.

One aspect of Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s foreign policy
legacy was his establishment of a personal and friendly
relationship with President Vladimir Putin, through which he
sought to advance economic cooperation and ultimately regain
two—or possibly all four—of the Northern Territories that Japan
lost to Russia. Beyond Japan’s traditional use of soft power,
Abe actively pursued an economy-centered soft power strategy
to deepen engagement with Russia. This approach significantly
revitalized bilateral relations and proved to be notably effective.
The two countries agreed to move forward on signing a peace
treaty and implementing an eight-point economic cooperation
plan, while also holding discussions on security, regional
stability, and international issues. As a result, bilateral dialogue
deepened, joint efforts progressed in several areas, and tangible
outcomes began to emerge.

Since 2012, the Abe administration’s foreign policy toward
China took on a more pragmatic character. Prime Minister
Abe made official visits to all ASEAN member states and
strategically used platforms such as the 2014 Shangri-La
Dialogue to advocate for the establishment of a new maritime
order. He also sought to influence regional dynamics—
particularly in response to China—by revitalizing and promoting
the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD) among India,
Japan, the United States, and Australia. Through these efforts,
Japan aimed to strengthen regional cooperation and balance
China’s growing influence in the Indo-Pacific.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe enriched Japan’s foreign policy
toward South Korea by incorporating elements of cultural and
sports-related soft power. As a gesture of goodwill, he attended

the opening ceremony of the PyeongChang Winter Olympics as
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the head of the Japanese government.

During his visit to South Korea, he also held a trilateral
meeting with U.S. Vice President Mike Pence and South Korean
President Moon Jae-in. This move highlighted a key feature
of Abe’s foreign policy: the strategic use of the U.S. factor in
managing Japan’s relations with South Korea. By integrating
both soft power diplomacy and geopolitical calculation, Abe
pursued a multifaceted and pragmatic approach to bilateral
engagement.

During Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s tenure, several historic
steps were taken in Japan’s foreign policy toward Northeast Asia
and the broader Indo-Pacific region. These can be summarized
as follows:

1.Proclaimed the “Free and Open Indo-Pacific” (FOIP)
philosophy, a vision for establishing a new global order
based on openness, rule of law, and regional connectivity.

2.Initiated the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (QUAD)
involving Australia, India, Japan, and the United States,
enhancing strategic cooperation in the Indo-Pacific.

3.Played a leading role in launching the Trans-Pacific
Partnership (TPP-11) after the U.S. withdrawal, reinforcing
Japan’s commitment to multilateral trade.

4. Joined the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership
(RCEP), strengthening Japan’s economic ties with East
and Southeast Asia and contributing to regional economic
integration.

Japan continues to face unresolved territorial disputes
and historical tensions with several countries in Northeast
Asia. However, its consistent use of traditional soft power—
particularly through economic cooperation carefully integrated
into its foreign policy—has played a significant role in easing
these tensions and managing sensitive issues. By leveraging
economic engagement as a diplomatic tool, Japan has
contributed to mitigating conflict and promoting stability in the
region.

In summary, during Shinzo Abe’s second term as Prime
Minister, Japan’s foreign policy in Northeast Asia was
characterized by a clear emphasis on soft power. However, given
the evolving dynamics of international politics—particularly
China’s growing military and economic power, its assertive
policies in Taiwan and the East China Sea, North Korea’s
ongoing development of nuclear and missile capabilities, and
Russia’s increasing military ambitions—it is of considerable
interest to examine how Japan’s power strategy may shift going
forward. Understanding these potential changes will be key to
assessing Japan’s future role in regional and global security.

While it is clear that Japan’s globally proclaimed commitment
to a peaceful foreign policy remains unchanged, the policy

and legal reforms implemented during Shinzo Abe’s



administration suggest a shift toward a more strategic or “smart
power” approach. These developments indicate that Japan is
increasingly combining soft and hard power in a more calculated
and balanced manner to protect its national interests and
respond effectively to the changing regional and global security
landscape.

It is highly compelling to study former Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe—not only as the head of a government that
actively employed soft power in its foreign policy, but also
as an individual political figure—through the lens of how his
personal background and leadership style influenced Japan’s soft
power diplomacy. Abe’s upbringing, his political journey to the
premiership, and his dynamic leadership reflect a unique blend
of traditional conservatism and policy innovation. This positions
him as a key architect and influential actor in the advancement
of Japan’s soft power.

In short, Abe’s administration and his foreign policy
approach represented a multidimensional diplomacy that
effectively utilized elements of soft power—particularly in
science, technology, culture, and the arts—alongside strategic

policymaking.

V.Conclusion

Alongside the use of hard power—which includes military
force and economic sanctions—countries around the world are
increasingly turning to soft power to enhance their international

reputation and attract future partners. This soft power includes
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cultural exports such as the arts, sports, traditional cuisine, and
national branding.

Japan stands out as a quintessential example of a nation
that has implemented soft power diplomacy in a consistent
and sophisticated manner since World War II. Not only does
Japan possess a rich and long-standing tradition of soft power
resources, but it has also distinguished itself by integrating
economic cooperation into its soft power strategy, making its
approach both culturally grounded and economically influential.

Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was a key player in Japan’s soft
power strategy. His administration pursued a multifaceted
foreign and diplomatic policy that effectively leveraged the
country’s strengths in economy, science, technology, culture, and
the arts.

The foreign (as well domestic) policies pursued by Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe’s administration consistently upheld
Japan’s pacifist foreign policy as enshrined in its Constitution. At
the same time, his government introduced numerous initiatives
aimed at promoting global peace and unity, while strategically
steering the country’s long-term policy direction toward the
concept of 'smart power'. This shift is most clearly reflected in
the overall direction and strategic character of his foreign policy
initiatives in Northeast Asia.

One important aspect of Japan’s soft power policy—economic
cooperation—has had a positive impact on Mongolia’s
development and progress. This form of cooperation aligns well
with Mongolia’s national interests and supports its long-term

goals.
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