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We raise the “Old” and the “New” both as a reflection of Japan’s foreign policy decisions and 

actions under Prime Minister Abe and as a way to understand the reshaping of the liberal 

international order (liberal order) in the context of the turbulence generated in particular by 

Donald Trump’s America First approach to global governance. 

In this examination we describe the recent Japanese foreign policy actions under Prime Minister 

Abe in the context of international policy actions that frame various multilateral efforts. This 

multilateralism we describe here as “effective multilateralism.”1 Such multilateralism involves 

the policy actions of several countries but includes the Japanese government. We try to show 

how this effective multilateralism has, or has not, been constructed most particularly among U.S. 

allies struggling with the strains to the liberal order arising from President Trump. 

We start with trenchant insight from the Financial Time’s Gideon Rachman: “The way in which 

Japan moved to save the TPP, after Mr. Trump withdrew the US from it in 2017, demonstrated 

that medium-sized powers like Japan have a clear interest in preserving international rules—at a 

time when both the US and China are challenging the multilateral order. Post-Brexit Britain will 

share that interest and should work with other midsized G20 powers that share its global outlook, 

including Australia, Canada and South Korea.”2  

The above Rachman quote is an excellent starting point for this inquiry. Context, as always, is 

critical. First there is the “shaking of the global order”3 with Donald Trump’s nationalist policies. 

The turbulence of rising nationalism and accompanying unilateral initiatives by Trump, 

especially in trade and investment policy, continues to shake the liberal order. Trump has 

distained multilateral efforts and insisted on greater monetary contributions to maintain allied 

security. He has ramped up tariffs with China, and he and his officials have urged economic 

decoupling from China, heightening China-U.S. tensions overall. And China’s nationalist 

rhetoric and threatening actions under Xi Jinping have not improved the international 

environment. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the global economy, with the dramatic 

collapse of trade in the aftermath of national lockdowns, along with U.S.-China accusations of 

failings in meeting the pandemic, have only raised tensions and further undermined the liberal 

order. But amid these rising tensions and lack of collective efforts, there have been initiatives by 

a variety of states to counter these rising bilateral tensions. This is what we intend to look at in 

this note—especially the role that Japan under Prime Minister Abe has played. These collective 

efforts, though less than could be hoped for in such internationally troubled times, have included 

initiatives at trade tables and the G20 Leaders’ Summit, what one of my colleagues recently 

described as the “apex of global summitry,”4 but also in a number of other international and 

regional fora that could, and in some instances did initiate collective efforts that reinforced the 

liberal order in these very difficult times. 
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Effective Multilateralism  

So, what we look for in the face of Trump’s America First policies are instances of effective 

multilateralism. Additionally, we ask: has Japan, or can Japan, play a role in this effective 

multilateralism? A number of us have pursued the idea that some of the members of the G20, if 

not the entire G20, can be a source of effective multilateralism. When I say “a number of us,” let 

me be more precise. Colleagues interested in the role of the G20 Leaders’ Summit have for some 

time been concerned with the success of the G20 and the G7 in the face particularly of the 

skepticism shown by President Trump to these leader-led summits, and for that matter apparently 

all multilateral institutions. A number of us again, here the principals of what has come to be 

called the Vision20 or V205—Colin Bradford, non-resident senior fellow, Brookings Institution, 

Yves Tiberghien, professor of political science, University of British Columbia, and I—have 

urged better G20 leadership in our Visioning the Future project, and more recently have 

advocated for a reshaping of what we have called “China and the West” relations6 that the G20, 

and other fora, can promote. As we urged in our 2019 annual Blue Report7: 

The open question remains, however: what is appropriate and effective 

multilateral behavior? We assess that ‘effective multilateralism’ today resides in 

those fora and coalitions that are prepared to move forward on policy and act on a 

collective action basis whether they include all, or not. Formal or informal 

institutions are not the limiting concern. While effective multilateralism operates 

at the state level, there is a far wider set of actors including foundations and other 

private and public corporations. These actors engage sub-state actors such as 

cities, regions, and provinces. Collectively, this variety of communities increases 

the number of actors and enables these actors press for more collective and 

effective action.8 

Needless to say, this view is not universally accepted. In fact, many of our international relations 

colleagues, especially but not only from the United States, believe that without U.S. leadership, 

or possibly more broadly major power actions, collective effort is unattainable. Multilateralism is 

not for the faint of heart and practically requires, according to many of our colleagues, the active 

involvement of the United States, alone or in combination with other leading states. 

Middle Powers and the G20  

Multilateralism is a difficult institution to grasp in the international system. While it can involve 

major powers, multilateralism does seem to raise the attention of states other than just the major 

powers. Indeed, multilateralism is entwined frequently with a focus on economically lesser 

states, and these states are often described as “middle powers.” But that designation raises as 

many questions as it answers, especially with today’s large emerging market powers, such as 

India, Brazil, and of course China, and other emerging powers such as Korea, Turkey, and 

Mexico, let alone traditionally referred to middle powers such as Canada and Australia. As a 
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result, the labels are quickly tortured to accommodate a variety of powers that are seen as 

significant and often included within the G20, but that defy consistently clear definition and 

ranking in international relations.  

My G20 colleague, Andrew Cooper, in his focus on the middle powers and, inferentially, 

multilateralism, pointed backward to Robert Keohane: “Indeed the point that Robert Keohane 

made in the late 1960s remains valid in the context of the G20 today: ‘[A] middle-power is a 

state whose leaders consider that it cannot act alone effectively, but may be able to have systemic 

impact in a small group or through an international institution.’”9 So, multilateralism and the 

ranking of states creates confusion. Nevertheless, the impact of a “small group” will do, 

especially when then combined with the designation recently proposed by the current French 

Foreign Minister, Jean-Yves Le Drian. In his initiative with the German Foreign Minister, Heiko 

Maas, the phrase to launch a new Alliance for Multilateralism refers to participants as “goodwill 

powers.” That may, in the end, possibly be the best we can do.10 

Japan’s Heightened Presence Under Abe Shinzo 

Sheila Smith, long a Japan watcher at CFR, has pointed to the rather unique leadership of Abe:  

Where Abe seems to have made the biggest impact, however, is in foreign policy. 

From early on, Abe came out strong on foreign policy. While meeting with US 

President Barack Obama in February 2013, Abe committed Japan to participation 

in the Trans-Pacific Partnership and went on to become its strongest regional 

proponent. Long after the United States elected a new president who would 

abandon the idea, Abe went on to conclude the Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP or TPP-11).11 

Another view from a Japan expert largely agrees with Smith. As Akiyama Nobumasa of 

Hitotsubashi University suggests, also in the FarEastForum:  

Under the Abe administration, Japan has sought to simultaneously act as a 

guardian of the liberal international order and as a loyal ally of the United States. 

Particularly in the face of US President Donald Trump’s growing inclination 

towards an ‘America First’ policy agenda, it seems that Abe has managed this task 

very well, while the result is so far mixed.12  

The problem, as identified in the above reference, of course, is the “mixed results.” The Abe 

government has been attempting to achieve various, and it would seem rather contradictory, 

objectives. And the difficulties generated by such contradictory efforts are all too evident.  

The Trump administration, as we’ve described it, is generally dismissive of multilateral action in 

favour of bilateral, or on occasion unilateral, action. Abe has been very alert to play to the good 
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side of Donald Trump—no easy feat. While most have suggested that Japan has failed to be 

rewarded adequately, in fact his government’s ability to secure a bilateral trade arrangement that 

let Japan off the hook—for now—is a singular, though rather narrow, achievement. And, 

unfortunately, it may prove to be just a short-term advantage, as tariffs on automobiles still loom 

as a major bilateral trade issue to be dealt with this year, 2020, in the next phase of discussions. 

The trade tensions between China and the United States should ring familiar to Japan. The 

managed trade efforts today echo those of the 1980s, with Japan the U.S. target. But Abe shrank 

from a strong multilateral effort to move the United States from resurrecting managed trade in 

the G20 leaders’ discussions. There was little to suggest that the Japanese prime minister tried to 

nudge Trump back, for instance, to a World Trade Organization (WTO)-focused trade system. 

Indeed, the WTO remains in crisis and effectively frozen.  

And Japan sought to “square the circle” in the G20 leaders’ discussions on climate change with 

the rather faint-hearted effort to provide a collective statement on climate change. This is hardly 

surprising given Trump’s allergy to effective collective effort and Trump’s determination to 

withdraw from the Paris Agreement on climate change. It would appear never to have been a 

realistic prospect. And the efforts by Abe and his officials were only aborted with the threat by 

France’s Macron and others, apparently, that they would refuse to sign the Leaders’ Declaration 

if there was not a continuing statement of support—at least by the G19—for the Paris 

Agreement. As a result, Japan permitted paragraphs 35 and 36 into the final Leaders’ 

Declaration, where the G19 and the United States could separately express their commitments, or 

lack thereof to the Paris Agreement.  

Multilateral efforts do continue, nevertheless. Germany and France took the lead recently, as 

noted earlier, in initiating the Alliance for Multilateralism. This initiative was revealed during the 

General Assembly opening week in New York. While Germany and France took the lead, other 

countries joined. Some 40 countries launched this first gathering, including Japan. But this 

Alliance will only work if there is concrete action. As part of this first effort, the Alliance did 

identify the immediate focus: 

… they have identified six initial, priority initiatives: strengthening international 

humanitarian law; advancing trust and security in cyberspace; defending freedom 

of the press and combating misinformation; redefining climate change as a 

security threat; advancing women’s rights; and regulating lethal autonomous 

weapons systems.13 

But for this multilateral initiative to mean anything, and to reveal it as part of the New leadership 

style, Japan must encourage a collective agenda. To date we are left without any commitments. 

And while the Alliance met subsequent to the G20 Leaders’ Summit, Japan took no action before 

relinquishing the G20 hosting role on December 1, 2019. An opportunity forgone, it would seem.  

https://multilateralism.org/call-for-action-to-strengthen-respect-for-international-humanitarian-law-and-principled-humanitarian-action.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/call-for-action-to-strengthen-respect-for-international-humanitarian-law-and-principled-humanitarian-action.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/paris-call-for-trust-and-security-in-cyber-space.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/international-partnership-for-information-and-democracy.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/group-of-friends-on-climate-and-security.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/group-of-friends-on-climate-and-security.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/gender-at-the-center-initiative.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/declaration-on-lethal-autonomous-weapons-systems-laws.pdf
https://multilateralism.org/declaration-on-lethal-autonomous-weapons-systems-laws.pdf
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Finally, a group of 19 countries at the WTO, including Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, the EU, 

Mexico, and others, launched an interim appellate arbitration agreement pursuant to the WTO’s 

article 25 to provide for these countries a way around the refusal of the United States to refresh 

appointments to the WTO Appellate Body. But Japan has failed to join with these others to avoid 

the shutdown of dispute resolution. Rather, in January, it had Seko, Japan’s Minister of Economy, 

Trade and Industry, join a trilateral statement with the EU and the United States to agree to a 

statement to strengthen the existing WTO rules on subsidies and later to have the Japanese 

Foreign Minister Motegi and U.S. Trade Representative Lighthizer reaffirm the need for WTO 

reforms.14 

There are both positive and negative signals from Japan in East Asia. There has been a certain 

warming in relations with China. Indeed, China’s president Xi Jinping was scheduled to visit 

Japan this past May and Japan had announced that a so-called fifth political document would be 

announced with the visit of the Chinese president.15 The Abe government hoped that their work 

and efforts would reinforce China’s commitment to the international rule of law and restrain any 

military actions. There was also some hope that agreements might take into account 

environmental commitments and North Korea’s nuclear program. All of this, of course, had to be 

postponed as a result of the global pandemic. We are left wondering what the state of relations 

may be, and therefore what may be agreed to in the future. 

The New could be reinforced, as well, by re-energizing an old multilateral instrument, the 

Trilateral Summit. A meeting of the leaders from China, Korea, and Japan could represent a 

strong multilateral initiative. But to do this I suspect Japan and Korea must overcome deepening 

tensions in their relationship. The conflicts of the past keep sidelining collaborative efforts. 

Korea’s Supreme Court’s ruling in late 2018 that Japanese companies must compensate victims 

of forced labour, despite the existing 1965 Treaty on Basic Relations between Japan and the 

Republic of Korea, has led to a series of tit-for-tat actions that have undermined collective 

security actions and poisoned, at least for now, relations between these two allies.  

Old and New continue to collide in East Asia, as has been the case in global governance. The 

potential for greater multilateral action in East Asia is there, but memories of the brutal war and 

the impact on national and nationalist politics keep holding all, including Japan, back.  

Conclusion  

Japan has played a far higher profile and role than we have seen in the past. The leadership the 

Abe government showed on taking up the mantle of the TPP and forging an agreement without 

the United States was a singular moment in recent Japanese foreign policy. But it appears 

difficult, if not impossible, to both placate Trump and advance collective effort, as the hosting of 

the G20 showed in the end. And more importantly, Abe was not seen as tackling the America 

First perspectives of this U.S. administration and pressing for greater collective action. That is a 

loss for global governance.  
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There are real possibilities for advancing multilateralism, and indeed effective multilateralism, in 

the Asia Pacific. But to do this, Japan and others must abandon the Old for the New. And the Old 

remains a drag for Japan and others. But without the transition, without greater Japanese 

effective multilateralism, there is little likelihood that such multilateralism will take hold in the 

Asia Pacific and of course more broadly in the liberal order. 
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