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Abstract:The role of individual leaders is often underplayed in
International relations, particularly in explanations offered through the three
conventional theoretical lenses of Realism, Liberalism and Constructivism.
There is another tradition In international relations called Foreign Policy
Analysis (FPA) that focuses on leadership. Taking the FPA approach, this
article examines the role of Abe Shinzo as Japan’s prime minister from
2006-2007 and 2012-2020, in nurturing and Iifting the Japan-India
relationship to a new height. While domestic and international circumstances
were certainly at work, Abe’s leadership stands out. Such was his impact on
this bilateral relationship that scholars from many disciplines beyond area
studies specialists began to write and publish on this topic. Furthermore,
when Abe was assassinated in July 2022, the expression of shock came from
far and wide--not just from the political elite in India--and each was In praise

of Abe’s significant contribution to the bilateral relationship.
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I. Introduction

This article examines the role of Abe Shinzo as Japan’s prime minister
from 2006-2007 and 2012-2020 in cultivating and lifting the Japan-India
relationship to a new height. No other Japanese prime minister before him
had established such intense political communication with India that led to
widening and deepening of the relationship in almost all fields. He not only
actively promoted and strengthened bilateral ties, his role was critical in
bringing India to the global map through building strategic networks by
drawing India into minilateral frameworks involving Japan’s allies and
partners such as the United State and Australia. Abe as a political leader has
left an indelible mark on Japan’s India engagement, and the closer bilateral
relationship that he established manifests in many fields of Japan-India ties.
Of them, strategic ties including in security and defence fields have developed
very fast, and the two countries have declared themselves as ‘special strategic

and global’ partner.

There is a long tradition in international relations (IR) to analyse
inter-state relations and policy outcomes through the lens of realism (power
politics), liberalism (economic interdependency) and even constructivism
(images and perceptions). There is, however, a more recent frame of analysis
in IR, broadly known as foreign policy analysis (FPA) in which unit level
variables such as leadership and policy making processes are given due
attention to understand outcomes in international relations. In line with this
frame of enquiry this article focuses on a single leader and his role in the
context of Japan-India relations. The importance of other drivers such as
prevailing domestic circumstances and external factors is not ruled out while
taking the FPA approach, but the lens remains focussed on Abe as the key

driver of the relationship since 2006.

So powerful was Abe’s impact that analysts of Japan-India relations
proliferated very fast. What once used to be a cottage industry consisting of
traditional area studies scholars specialising in Japan and India analysing
the bilateral relationship has now transformed into a much larger enterprise

that includes the mainstream IR scholars, economists, development studies



scholars, journalists, diplomats and public intellectuals who comment and
analyse this bilateral relationship. These analysts, unlike in the past, are not
largely Japan or India-based area scholars, but their academic bases are
located much beyond the earlier limited geographic concentration.
Furthermore, Abe’s impact on India was so pervasive that Indian print media,
electronic outlets and even social media platforms expressed deep shock at his
assassination and offered commentaries on his solid contribution to the India
relationship and his initiatives such as the free and open Indo-Pacific (FOIP)

and the Quad that rest on India as a crucial geo-strategic player.

In order to map out Abe’s diplomacy towards India, this short article is
structured in the following sections. First, it briefly profiles Abe and outlines
his contribution to global diplomacy. Second, it discusses his interest in India
and the reasons behind it. Third, the article presents some empirical material
to demonstrate significant progress in the Japan-India relationship during his
two administrations (2006-2007 and 2012-2020) as well as in the interim
(2007 and 2012) when he was out of power. In the final section this article
presents some examples of analysts of Japan-India relations that come from
diverse academic backgrounds, much beyond the area studies scholarship, and
their interests in the bilateral relationship can be largely attributed to Abe’s
pro-active diplomacy globally, but more specifically in relation to India, a
country which for long stood at the periphery of Japan’s diplomatic outlook.
This section also presents some samples of the outpouring of commentaries on
Abe following his assassination in dJuly 2022, confirming granular

appreciations of his role in promoting India in Japan’s foreign policy.

I1. Abe: The Politician and Global Diplomat

While assessing Abe as a politician and diplomat, one can easily see his
leadership qualities. What has impressed many foreign observers of Japan is
his political pedigree, his rapid rise to the prime ministership and his ability
to stay in the job very long, making him the longest serving prime minister in
Japanese history. Japan’s first post-war born Prime Minister, Abe was also the
youngest when appointed in 2006. Coming from a political family is no big
deal in Japan as dynasty dominates in Japanese politics. But Abe came from a
political family on both sides of his parents. Although he served as secretary

to his father, Abe Shintaro who was Japan’s foreign minister, the key



influencer though was his grandfather Kishi Nobusuke who was Japan’s
prime minister in the late 1950s. Kishi was the first prime minister to visit
India in 1957 and he had told some good stories about India to young Abe,
leaving Abe with lasting and positive images of India. Prime Minister Abe
resigned twice due to ill health, while still serving term. In other words he
was not defeated electorally or in party vote while he was prime minister. As
prime minister, Abe remarkably won 6 national elections in a row, no small
feat. Furthermore, Abe’s comeback as prime minister in 2012 was rather
exceptional. A second bite at the cherry happened only once in post-war Japan

when Yoshida Shigeru returned as prime minister in 1948.

Commentators on Abe have assessed him variously. Some have offered
very harsh judgements on him while others are more nuanced.:1 Abe was no
doubt a highly controversial figure in Japan due to his domestic policy stances
and the transformational changes that he intended or introduced. He was
unable to achieve some of his most ambitious missions such as settling the
long standing border dispute with Russia, abductee issues with North Korea
or amending the constitution and thus the current status of Japan’s
Self-Defence Forces. While acknowledging some of his unaccomplished
missions, this article focuses on Abe’s extremely successful leadership role in

scaling-up Japan-India relations.

While many factors were at work including realism (concerns about the
regional strategic environment, especially China’s military assertiveness) and
liberalism (economic potential of India as a huge market), this paper argues
that the leadership element was dominant, and without Abe at the helm the
India-Japan relationship would not have reached the level where it stands

today.

III. Abe’s Interest in India

Although Abe was positively influenced by his great grandfather Kishi,
his interest in India also stemmed from his independent assessment of India
in the context of the deteriorating strategic environment around Japan and
the broader region as well as globally. America’s declining economic and
military influence and China’s rising assertiveness were some of the drivers
that propelled Abe to think about diversifying and expanding Japan’s

strategic networks. He could foresee the coming changes in global political



alignments and the role that India could potentially play in the new strategic
environment. As Chief Cabinet Secretary under Prime Minister Koizumi
Junichiro, Abe had visited India and established a good rapport with
high-ranking political and diplomatic figures including then Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh. Abe must have had a highly positive impression of India at
the time, too, since he recorded his opinion about India in his book, published
just before he became prime minister in late 2006.2 He clearly aimed at

forging deeper and closer ties with India.

Abe’s wish and conviction about India was reflected in his most famous
and widely cited speech titled ‘confluence of the two seas’ in the Indian
parliament in 2007.3 Here, he not only proposed a coupling of the two
Oceans-the Indian and the Pacific-as seas of freedom and prosperity, but also
introduced the term ‘broader Asia’. Under this broader Asia rubric, India’s
centrality was highlighted in Japan’s Asia vision, as India was peripheral in
the Asia-Pacific construct and institutions around that notion. This speech
served as a catalyst for his later narrative of a ‘free and open Indo-Pacific’.
This was a significant new geo-strategic construct that Abe advanced in which

India would become a key player in the regional strategic theatre.

For most of the cold-war period, Japan’s most preferred geographic
narrative was the Asia-Pacific which included many countries of Asia and the
Pacific including China, but excluded India, even though India is in Asia. Abe
revised this notion and advanced the concept of the Indo-Pacific whose origin
is rightly traced to Abe’s India speech in 2007.

Furthermore, Abe was also the key architect of the Quadrilateral security
dialogue (the Quad) during his first term. Although this did not fly and
momentum died soon, Abe, however, resurrected it in his second term, with
initial meetings at official level, moving to ministerial and finally to the
leaders’ level.s The Quad consisting of the United States, Australia, Japan
and India has become a key global minilateral framework for cooperation in
wide-ranging areas. Inclusion of India has been the highlight of this grouping,
as Australia and Japan were already long-time security allies of the US and
have been meeting in a trilateral format for many years. Abe’s idea was to

bring India into this fold to partner with the other three members.



IV. Japan-India Ties Expand and Deepen Under Abe

Relations expanded in almost all areas, but most notable were in the
fields of defence and security. Some key examples illustrate this point. A few
agreements matured while Abe was Japan’s Chief Cabinet Secretary and some
in the interim between Abe’s first and second administrations (2007-12), but

most happened during his second term (2012-20).

A Joint Statement towards a Japan-India Strategic and Global
Partnership was signed in 2006, and a dJoint Declaration on Security
Cooperation was concluded in 2008. A 2+2 dialogue between the two began to
occur at the junior official level from 2010 which was finally upgraded to the
ministerial level with the first meeting in 2019 and the most recent in Tokyo
in September 2022. Japan and India also hold an annual Defence Ministerial
Dialogue, and the two nations concluded an Agreement on Transfer of Defence
Equipment and Technology in 2015, not very long after the Abe government
had made changes in Japan’s policy on arms exports making it much less

restrictive than before.

Furthermore, all three branches of the Indian military and Japan’s
Self-Defence Forces interact through three different processes. India and
Japan conduct operational-level activities involving the dJapan Ground
Self-Defense Force and the Indian Army. The Japan Air Self-Defense Force
and the Indian Air Force conducted their first exercise ‘Shinyuu Maitri 18 in
2018. Japan’s Maritime Self-Defense Force and the Indian navy have already
conducted five naval exercises known as the Japan-India Maritime Exercise
(JIMEX), the latest in September 2022.

Importantly, India and Japan signed an Acquisition and Cross-Servicing
Agreement (ACSA) for the reciprocal provision of supplies and services in Sept
2020. Japan has signed such agreements with US allies only; Australia (2010),
the United Kingdom (2017), Canada (2018), and France (2019) and it now
negotiating one with Germany.s Most significantly, Japan dropped resistance
to recognizing India’s nuclear status, a key sticking point in the relationship

for many years and signed a civil nuclear cooperation agreement in 2017.

Implementation of agreed cooperation such as defence equipment transfer
has been difficult so far and no military/defence sales to India have occurred.

For long Japan and India negotiated on the sale of the Japanese made



amphibian aircraft US-2, but the deal has remained elusive. In October 2022,
reports suggested a possible export of Stealth antennas for naval ships to
India. This was reportedly discussed at the 2+2 meeting in September 2022.
When realized, this would be the first export case under the 2015 Japan-India

defence equipment and technology transfer agreement.

These developments in defence and security realms clearly show Abe’s
focus on India. Making India central to Abe’s Free and Open Indo-Pacific and
his push for the revival of the Quad in which India would be a key player also
testify Abe’s conviction about India’s importance in both regional and global
settings. Another example of Abe’s display of special relations with India is
the exceptional financing for India’s first high-speed train project based on
Japan’s shinkansen technology through Japan’s ODA (Official Development
Assistance). If it was not for Abe’s leadership, Japan’s aid administrators
would never have allocated such a large sum of ODA loans (over $10 billion)
for a single project in one country. Such an arrangement is unprecedented in
Japan’s ODA history. ¢ This also speaks volumes about Abe’s political

leadership that he could bring to bear on government agencies.

Japan’s government to government engagement with India has expanded
and deepened much faster than business to business or people to people links.
Unlike government-level ties where political preferences work, business links
depend on market forces, and people to people links develop only slowly.
Though there have been significant developments in trade and investment

areas, much more is desired and needed. 7

1. Proliferation of Scholarly Analysis

After Abe’s ascendance to power in 2006 and even more so after his second
administration beginning in 2012, scholars began to pay close attention to
Japan-India relations much more than in the past. A seventeen-page list of
references comprising Japanese and English language publications on India
and Japan gives us a glimpse of the expanding nature of this scholarship.s
Before Abe became prime minister, books on Japan and Asia either did not
mention Japan’s relations with India or made only passing comments, as very
little was happening in the bilateral relationship. © Now studies of

Japan-India relations are carried by leading IR journals, books on Japan-Asia



relations and Japan’s foreign policy as well as handbooks on Japan and Asia

include analysis of India-Japan relations.1o

2. Words of Appreciation

The day Abe was assassinated, the world media reported developments
constantly. The Indian media went into high gear reporting and commenting
on Abe’s achievements, particularly in relation to India. Former diplomats,
political scientists and strategic studies commentators appeared frequently on
the media and most newspapers carried editorials and opinion pieces
analysing Abe’s contribution to the bilateral relationship. His obituary was
published in almost all the major newspapers and, even regional newspapers
and vernacular presses carried editorials on Abe reminding readers of his
contribution to India engagement. Think tanks and universities, not just from
metro but also from regional areas organised webinars and symposiums
around the theme of India-Japan relations focusing on Abe’s diplomacy and

his role in developing the Japan’s relations with India.:

Sanjaya Baru, a highly regarded commentator, political analyst and
public intellectual has edited a book containing sixteen essays on Abe with
contributions from former diplomats, journalists, academics and think
tankers from Japan, India and elsewhere. Essayists to the volume have
offered comments on Abe’s legacy, his role in upgrading Japan-India relations
and his vision of the Indo-Pacific. The book contains a personal tribute by

India’s External Affairs Minister, Dr S. Jaishankar.12

V. Conclusion

As this short essay discussed, there is absolutely little disagreement
that Abe’s contribution to Japan’s India engagement was transformative. He
brought India to the regional and global strategic map through his concept of
the Indo-Pacific and the Quad. Abe was the leader who could initially work
closely with Prime Minister Manmohan Singh and then with his successor
Prime Minister Narendra Modi from an entirely different political camp. One
Indian newspaper captured this in its headline, ‘Shinzo Abe considered
Manmohan Singh a mentor, Narendra Modi a friend’. ;35 The Indian

government under Prime Minister Singh invited Abe as a special guest at

10



the Republic Day parade in 2014, and later the Modi government
decorated him with India’s second highest civilian award of Padma
Vibhushan in 2021. Even after retirement from prime ministership on
grounds of ill health in 2020, in June 2022 Abe accepted to serve as
Chairman of the Japan-India Association, replacing former Prime
Minister Mori Yoshiro, another great contributor to the Japan-India
relationship. Thus Abe’s campaign to better and upgrade Japan’s India
ties did not stop at retirement, and he wanted to work for this aim while
still busy as an active parliamentarian and head of the largest faction of
the ruling Liberal Democratic Party of Japan. Saddened and shocked at
Abe’s assassination in July 2022, PM Modi called him ‘My dear friend’ and
in one of his tweets remembered Abe as ‘[Allways passionate about
strengthening India-Japan ties’. India’s importance for Japan continues, as
another former prime minister, Suga Yoshihide succeeded Abe as Chairman of

the Association in early 2023.

(17th December 2022)

' Aoki Osamu’s book Abe Sandai (Three generations of Abes), Asahi Bunsho, 2019 is
highly critical of Abe Shinzo’s policies; Aurelia George Mulgan in ‘Kantei Diplomacy
under the Abe Administration’ in Lam Peng Er and Purnendra Jain (eds) Japan's Foreign
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policy-making and the conduct of diplomacy was concentrated in the Prime Minister’s
Office, away from the ministries of Foreign Affairs and Defence bureaucrats, while
Tobias Harris, The Iconoclast: Shinzo Abe and the New Japan, Hurst & Co, 2020, is
more nuanced.

2 Abe Shinzo, 2006. Utsukushii Kuni e (Toward a beautiful country) Tokyo: Bungei
Shunju.

3 Abe Shinzo, 2007. ‘Confluence of the Two Seas’,
https://www.mofa.go.jp/region/asia-paci/pmv0708/speech-2.html

* For details of the evolution of the Quad, see Purnendra Jain, ‘A New Regional
Geometry: The Quad, its Strategic Significance and Challenges’, Contemporary India
Forum, No 48, 2021, pp. 25-36.

> ACSA is some cases is known as the Mutual Logistics Services agreement,

® Purnendra Jain, ‘Japan’s Foreign Aid and ‘Quality’ Infrastructure Projects: The
Case of the Bullet Train in India’, Tokyo: JICA-RI Working Paper No, 184, 2019.

" Kojima Makoto, ‘Indo Taiheiyo jidai ni okeru Indo keizai kakudai no tenbo’ (Prospects
for the expansion of the Indian economy in the Indo-Pacific era) Sekai Keizai Hyoron,
May-June 2022; Sato Takahiro, http://icrier.org/pdf/session-2Suga_SATO.pdf Sato in his
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® Horimoto Takenori, Gendai Nichi’In kankei nyumon (Introduction to contemporary
Japan-India relations) Tokyo: Tokyo University Press, 2017.

9 For example, Tanaka Akihiko’s book on Japan and Asia analysed only
Southeast and East Asia but not India or South Asia. See his Ajia no naka no
Nihon, Tokyo: NTT shuppan, 2007.

10 gee, for example, International Affairs, DOI: 10.1093/ia/iiy030; Inoguchi Takashi
(ed.). The Sage Handbook of Asian Foreign Policy, 2020; Robert Pekkanen and Saadia
Pekkanen (eds). The Oxford Handbook of Japanese Politics, 2022; Leszek Buszynski
(ed.). Handbook of Japanese Security, Japan Documents Handbook series, forthcoming.
They all contain articles on Japan-India relations.

1 Aregional North Eastern Hill University in Meghalaya, for example, organised a
symposium in December 2022 focusing on Abe’s legacy of India-Japan relations.

2 Sanjaya Baru (ed.), The Importance of Shinzo Abe: Japan, India and the

Indo-Pacific, New Delhi: HarperCollins India, forthcoming 2023.

13 Suhasini Haidar,
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/shinzo-abe-considered-pm-manmohan-singh-a-
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Abstract’ Shinzo Abe paved the way for the foundation of the Indo-Pacific
concept in his Parliament Speech India in 2007, and he founded QUAD which

has now evolved to be one of the key pillars of Japan-India ties. Abe also took
an Initiative to increase the massive size of Japanese Official Development
Assistance (ODA) to India. Some of the important mega projects include
India’s first bullet train project connecting Mumbai and Ahmedabad,
Delhi-Mumbai Dedicated Freight Corridor (DFC) project, and North-Eastern
connectivity project. With these strategic projects, Abe indeed left behind a
significant legacy for Japan-India relations, which will further thrive in the

future.
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REETHHOMANABHEREZRELL-OH
How Should Japan—India Relations be Promoted?:
The policy and character of PM Abe

NFYUHRER SRR

Fellow (Non-Resident) at Hudson Institute
RE K

Dr. Satoru NAGAO

Abstract’ Former Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe was assassinated in
2022. His death was a great loss not only for Japan, but also for Japan—India
relations. The current Japanese Prime Minister Fumio Kishida observed that
PM Abe promoted Japan—India relations to a new dimension. How did PM Abe
promote those relations? Foremost among his efforts, he introduced his ideas
of the “Indo-Pacific” and “QUAD” when addressing the Indian parliament in
2007. The purposes of these ideas were to invite India into a larger role in
regional and extra-regional affairs. They have been beneficial for India
because that nation also needed a counter-China strategy. At the same time,
PM Abe had sufficient skill to realize those ideas. During his term as prime
minister, many countries including the US joined in forming “Indo-Pacific”
and “QUAD” relationships for their benefit and that of India. Additionally, he
sought a “Strong Japan” as his policy. Although China and South Korea
resisted the notion, “Strong Japan” was not unpopular in India. Indeed, PM
Abe was a vital proponent of Japan—India relations. Concern leaves the future
of Japan—India relations uncertain without PM Abe. Japan and India must
make greater efforts at promoting all aspects of their mutual relations one by

one.
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