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Abstract
Over the past decade, Japan has reformed its foreign and security posture at a pace not witnessed since the first decades of the 
postwar period. The second Abe Shinzo government (2012–2020) established new national security institutions and laws, 
reinterpreted the legal foundation for its alliances, revised the development aid charter, removed bans on weapon exports, 
and aligned explicit security, economic and development policies in broad initiatives across the Indo-Pacific region. Taken 
together, these moves represent a significant expansion of the boundaries of Japanese foreign policy. How has this been 
possible? Situated in the field of international relations (IR), with a focus on identity and how repertoires can contribute to 
our understanding of global interactions, this research provides a rich empirical investigation into the expansion of Japanese 
foreign policy by revealing the intricacies of the language and practice of policy legitimation. Theoretically, this research 
draws inspiration from the literature on repertoires. While the repertoire concept stems from the sociological study of social 
movements, applied to an IR context it allows us to study the reflexive use of and tinkering with the instruments available 
for the conduct of foreign policy. Actors are constrained by the instruments (economic, military, diplomatic, cultural) 
available to them, but can also develop and recombine them to effect change over time. To better grasp changes in Japanese 
foreign policymaking over the past decade, this thesis employs discourse and practice analysis to investigate the tension 
between national identity, the decision-making processes behind the inclusion of certain instruments in Japan’s foreign 
policy, the legitimation of policy changes, and the actual, daily execution of foreign policy instruments.  To address the 
question of how instruments in policy repertoires are legitimated, promoted and enacted, the thesis analyzes three aspects 
of contemporary Japanese foreign policy—public contests, public promotions and on-the-ground practices—and considers 
specific foreign policy instruments (long-range cruise missiles and official development assistance) and various sites of 
practice (the Japanese parliament, development cooperation festivals and Myanmar). The thesis comprises an introductory 
chapter and four related articles with independent research inquiries. As a whole, it demonstrates that delving into the detail 
of foreign policy legitimation through the study of repertoires can bring to the fore new knowledge about the conduct of 
foreign policy and advance our understanding of the foreign policy expansions of one of the most prominent states in a 
region of central importance to international politics. Specifically, it finds that dominant narratives about Japan as a foreign 
policy actor provide a necessary foundation for unorthodox policy proposals. The analysis finds both path dependency and 
innovation in Japan’s foreign policy repertoire. Its findings lend evidence to scholarship on foreign policy, legitimation 
and identity, as well as to the debate on the expansion of Japanese foreign policy, and are of relevance to both scholars 
and foreign policy practitioners.
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PUBLICATIONS INCLUDED IN THE PHD THESIS 

 
This compilation PhD thesis consists of an introductory chapter and four related but separately 
published articles with independent findings. The introductory chapter discusses the overall aim 
of the thesis and explains how the four articles, and their independent conclusions, fit together 
as a comprehensive research contribution to the field of international relations and the study of 
Japanese foreign policy. Articles I, II and III are published in peer-reviewed journals. Article 
IV is currently being reviewed by a peer-reviewed journal.  
 
Article I 
 
Yennie Lindgren, Wrenn and Petter Y. Lindgren. 2017. “Identity Politics and the East China 
Sea: China as Japan’s ‘Other’”, Asian Politics & Policy 9(3), 378–401.  
 
Article II 

 
Lindgren, Petter Y. and Wrenn Yennie Lindgren. 2019. “The Relationship Between Narratives 
and Security Practices: Pushing the Boundaries of Military Instruments in Japan”, Asian 
Perspective 43(2): 323–348.  
 
Article III 

 
Yennie Lindgren, Wrenn. 2021. “WIN-WIN! with ODA-man: Legitimizing Development 
Assistance Policy in Japan”, The Pacific Review 34(4): 633–663. 
 
Article IV 
 
Yennie Lindgren, Wrenn. Under review. “Nostalgia, Rice and Automobiles: Japan’s Foreign 
Policy Repertoire and Identity Construction in Myanmar”.  
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ABSTRACTS OF THE INDIVIDUAL ARTICLES 

 
I. Identity Politics and the East China Sea: China as Japan’s ‘Other’ 

(Published, Asian Politics & Policy, 2017, co-authored with Petter Y. Lindgren) 
This article contributes to the relational IR literature on identity politics and Sino-Japanese 
relations. Theoretically, it develops Rumelili’s 2004 framework for studying modes of 
differentiation by incorporating the sectoral characteristics of key discourse signs. Empirically, 
it applies this framework to the construction of Self and Other in the official Japanese security 
discourse regarding the Senkaku Islands dispute of 2010–2014, a period of dispute climax that 
is meaningful for studying the (re)production of Japan’s understanding of China. The 
inclusiveness of the discourse signs that Japan uses to construct China opens up the possibility 
of a positive evolution of Sino-Japanese relations, as there is space for progress if China’s 
behavior—and Japan’s interpretation of it—proves to be more peaceful, transparent, and law-
abiding. The findings also suggest, however, that the strong sense of superiority in Japan (and 
China) vis-a-vis a subordinate Other may not bode well for Sino-Japanese relations. 
 
 

II. The Relationship between Narratives and Security Practices: Pushing the Boundaries 
of Military Instruments in Japan 
(Published, Asian Perspective, 2019, co-authored with Petter Y. Lindgren) 
Japanese security policy has undergone significant recent changes. Japanese policymakers have 
recently about enhancing Japan’s Self-Defense Forces by providing them with new weapon 
systems. In particular, the Abe government agreed to purchase long-range cruise missiles for 
its new F-35A jetfighters, and to convert a newly built helicopter carrier into an aircraft carrier. 
While specific policy proposals continued to divide policymakers and other stakeholders, the 
underlying story of Japan’s place in East Asia, the rise of China, the threat of North Korea’s 
missile and nuclear programs, the tight security relationship with the United States and the 
vulnerability of the Japanese archipelago has faced little core criticism. The lack of alternative 
national security narratives suggests the emergence of a Japanese security consensus in the mid-
2010s. The strength of the narrative is deterring policymakers who refrain from critique, fearing 
the significant costs incurred by opposition, which might suggest a hegemonic narrative rather 
than a consensus. We find that the dominant narrative provides a necessary foundation for 
unorthodox policy proposals, which arguably enable the Abe government to push through 
military instrument expansions in the Self-Defense Forces—moves which would have been far 
from politically sustainable just a decade earlier. 
 
 
III. WIN-WIN! with ODA-man: Legitimizing Development Assistance Policy in Japan  

(Published, The Pacific Review, 2021) 
Official development assistance (ODA) constitutes one of Japan’s most important foreign 
policy instruments as it builds Japan’s global network and supports allies in the Southeast Asian 
region and beyond. In the context of a rising China and an increasingly severe fiscal and 
demographic situation at home, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) has promulgated a 
domestic-oriented legitimation campaign featuring a popular anime character rebranded as 
“ODA-man” to increase public understanding of and support for Japan’s ODA. Drawing on 
interpretivist analysis of performances at a development cooperation promotion festival, anime 
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videos on the MOFA YouTube channel, and interviews examining the use of rhetorical 
strategies, this article provides an in-depth study of the promotion of one of the central 
instruments of Japan’s foreign policy repertoire. Although he comes off as goofy and childish, 
ODA-man’s messages are serious ones that reproduce dominant economic and security 
narratives about Japan and the world. Analysis finds both innovation and path dependency in 
Japan’s foreign policy repertoire; while ODA-man may be new the story he is telling, and the 
way that he is performing it, is very familiar. The article further illuminates important trends in 
the public legitimation of foreign policy in Japan. 
 
 
IV. Nostalgia, Rice and Automobiles: Japan’s Foreign Policy Repertoire and Identity 
Construction in Myanmar  
(Under review) 
Despite a long and complicated prewar history and limited engagement after 1988, Japan-
Myanmar relations have experienced a resurgence since 2012. This article contends that a key 
driving force in contemporary relations is identity construction. Drawing on the literature on 
relational identity construction and foreign policy repertoires, it demonstrates how the 
discursive statements and embodied practices of a network of Japanese identity entrepreneurs 
activate, negotiate and renegotiate the identities of the Japanese Self and its Others. Through 
analysis of a series of interviews conducted with elite stakeholders in Myanmar and Japan, the 
article studies Japan’s constructed identity as: (a) an economic great power and postwar 
development pioneer’ and (b) a peace promoter and diplomatic mediator. The article finds that 
Japan constructs its identity temporally in terms of nostalgia (natsukashisa) and longing for a 
time when Japan was a postwar industrial powerhouse, but also spatially in terms of Japan’s 
legal, moral and industrial superiority over other countries involved in Myanmar’s development, 
in particular vis-à-vis China. 
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THESIS ABSTRACT 

 
Over the past decade, Japan has reformed its foreign and security posture at a pace not witnessed 
since the first decades of the postwar period. The second Abe Shinzō government (2012–2020) 
established new national security institutions and laws, reinterpreted the legal foundation for its 
alliances, revised the development aid charter, removed bans on weapon exports, and aligned 
explicit security, economic and development policies in broad initiatives across the Indo-Pacific 
region. Taken together, these moves represent a significant expansion of the boundaries of 
Japanese foreign policy. How has this been possible? Situated in the field of international 
relations (IR), with a focus on identity and how repertoires can contribute to our understanding 
of global interactions, this research provides a rich empirical investigation into the expansion 
of Japanese foreign policy by revealing the intricacies of the language and practice of policy 
legitimation. 
 
Theoretically, this research draws inspiration from the literature on repertoires. While the 
repertoire concept stems from the sociological study of social movements, applied to an IR 
context it allows us to study the reflexive use of and tinkering with the instruments available 
for the conduct of foreign policy. Actors are constrained by the instruments (economic, military, 
diplomatic, cultural) available to them, but can also develop and recombine them to effect 
change over time. To better grasp changes in Japanese foreign policymaking over the past 
decade, this thesis employs discourse and practice analysis to investigate the tension between 
national identity, the decision-making processes behind the inclusion of certain instruments in 
Japan’s foreign policy, the legitimation of policy changes, and the actual, daily execution of 
foreign policy instruments.  
 
To address the question of how instruments in policy repertoires are legitimated, promoted and 
enacted, the thesis analyzes three aspects of contemporary Japanese foreign policy—public 
contests, public promotions and on-the-ground practices—and considers specific foreign policy 
instruments (long-range cruise missiles and official development assistance) and various sites 
of practice (the Japanese parliament, development cooperation festivals and Myanmar). The 
thesis comprises an introductory chapter and four related articles with independent research 
inquiries. As a whole, it demonstrates that delving into the detail of foreign policy legitimation 
through the study of repertoires can bring to the fore new knowledge about the conduct of 
foreign policy and advance our understanding of the foreign policy expansions of one of the 
most prominent states in a region of central importance to international politics. 
 
Specifically, it finds that dominant narratives about Japan as a foreign policy actor provide a 
necessary foundation for unorthodox policy proposals. The analysis finds both path dependency 
and innovation in Japan’s foreign policy repertoire. Its findings lend evidence to scholarship on 
foreign policy, legitimation and identity, as well as to the debate on the expansion of Japanese 
foreign policy, and are of relevance to both scholars and foreign policy practitioners. 
 
Keywords: Japan, China, Myanmar, development assistance, diplomacy, discourse analysis, 
foreign policy, identity, instruments, International Relations, legitimation, military, narratives, 
performance, practice, repertoires, security studies, Self/Other, Senkaku/Diaoyu.  
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SAMMANFATTNING PÅ SVENSKA 

 
Japan har under det senaste årtiondet reformerat sin utrikes- och säkerhetspolitik i en takt som 
inte bevittnats sedan den tidiga efterkrigstiden. Den andra Abe Shinzō regeringen (2012–2020) 
inrättade nya nationella säkerhetsinstitutioner och lagar, omtolkade de rättsliga grunderna för 
landets allianser, reviderade landets stadgar om utvecklingsbistånd och lyfte förbudet mot 
vapenexport. Dessutom tydliggjordes kopplingen mellan säkerhetspolitik, ekonomisk politik 
och utvecklingspolitik genom omfattande initiativ över hela Stillahavsregionen.  
 
Sammantaget innebär dessa åtgärder en betydande utvidgning av den japanska utrikespolitikens 
gränser. Hur har denna utveckling varit möjlig? Med utgångspunkt i forskningen om 
Internationella Relationer (IR), med fokus på identitet och hur repertoarer kan bidra till 
förståelsen av globala relationer, bidrar denna forskning med en omfattande empirisk 
undersökning av japansk utrikespolitisk förändring genom att påvisa språkets komplexitet och 
hur politisk legitimering sker i praktiken. 
 
Teoretiskt inspireras studien av litteraturen om repertoarer. Även om repertoarbegreppet härrör 
från det sociologiska studiet av sociala rörelser kan det tillämpas inom IR i syfte att analysera 
hur tillgängliga utrikespolitiska instrument används och justeras på ett reflexivt sätt. Aktörer 
begränsas av de instrument (ekonomiska, militära, diplomatiska, kulturella) som står till deras 
förfogande, men de kan också utveckla och kombinera dessa på olika sätt för att genomdriva 
förändring över tid. För att bättre förstå japansk utrikespolitisk förändring under det senaste 
decenniet tillämpar avhandlingen diskurs- och praktikanalys för att på så vis utreda spänningen 
mellan nationell identitetskonstruktion, beslutsfattandet om specifika instrument i Japans 
utrikespolitik, legitimeringen av policyförändringar och den faktiska dagliga användningen av 
utrikespolitiska instrument. 
 
För att besvara frågan hur instrument i politiska repertoarer legitimeras, främjas och genomförs, 
analyserar avhandlingen tre aspekter av samtida japansk utrikespolitik - offentliga debatter 
(public contests), offentliga kampanjer (public promotions) och konkreta praktiker på plats (on-
the-ground practices) - och begrundar specifika instrument (t.ex. långdistansmissiler och 
utvecklingsbistånd) samt viktiga platser (t.ex. Japans parlament, en festival som syftar till att 
främja utvecklingssamarbeten och Myanmar). Avhandlingen omfattar ett inledande kapitel och 
fyra självständiga forskningsartiklar på relaterade ämnen. Som helhet erbjuder avhandlingen en 
djupdykning i hur den japanska utrikespolitiken legitimeras genom studiet av repertoarer och 
den främjar därigenom en djupare förståelse av utrikespolitisk förändring i en av de mest 
framstående staterna i en region av central relevans för den internationella politiken. 
 
I synnerhet fastslår avhandlingen att dominerande narrativ om Japan som utrikespolitisk aktör 
har utgjort en nödvändig grund för okonventionella politiska förslag. Analysen påvisar såväl 
kontinuitet som nyskapande inom Japans utrikespolitiska repertoar. Resultaten bidrar till 
forskningsfälten om utrikespolitik, legitimering och identitet samt till debatten om japansk 
utrikespolitisk förändring. Avhandlingen är därmed relevant för både forskare och praktiker. 
 
Nyckelord: Japan, Kina, Myanmar, utvecklingsbistånd, diplomati, diskursanalys, utrikespolitik, 
identitet, instrument, internationella relationer, legitimering, militär, narrativ, performance, 
praktik, repertoarer, säkerhetsstudier, Self/Other, Senkaku/Diaoyu  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND  
Over the past decade, Japan has reformed its foreign and security policy posture at a pace not 

witnessed since the first decades following the end of World War II. During the second Abe 

Shinzō government (2012–2020), Japan instituted new national security institutions and laws, 

reinterpreted the legal foundation for the US-Japan Alliance and other alliances, removed bans 

on weapon exports, acquired new weapon systems, opened up the possibility of international 

engagement for its Self-Defense Forces more generally, revised its development aid charter, 

and aligned explicit security, economic and development policies in broad initiatives across the 

Indo-Pacific region. Taken together, these moves represent a significant expansion of the 

boundaries of Japanese foreign policy.1 How has this been possible? 

 

In many ways, a more assertive foreign policy makes sense given the notable developments 

taking place in Japan and its neighborhood. North Korea’s nuclear weapon and missile 

programs, as well as its kidnapping of Japanese citizens, the relative decline of US primacy in 

East Asia and Southeast Asia, the vulnerability of the Japanese archipelago, an ageing 

population and stagnating domestic economy, and pervasive concern about what is understood 

as the rise of China make it unsurprising that Japan is pursuing a more vigorous policy course. 

What is striking about the Japanese case, however, is how long it took to adopt more assertive 

policies, many of which were being suggested and debated in the first decades following World 

War II. The rapidity of policy change over the past decade is remarkable when compared to the 

sluggishness of change during the Cold War and in its aftermath in the 1990s and 2000s.  

 

This sluggishness of policy change has often been attributed to the complicated postwar period, 

where the destructive experiences of Japan’s imperialistic and militaristic aggression prior to 

and during WWII laid the foundations for a non-interventionist, economy-first foreign policy 

based on the security of the US-Japan Alliance. This period saw the origins of Japan’s peaceful 

identity, with its bedrock in the Yoshida Doctrine—where the main focus was on economic 

regrowth while relying on the US for security—and Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution, 

which renounces war as a means of settling international disputes. The doctrine and article 

 
1 In this thesis, foreign policy is defined as including security policy, as well as what others might call diplomacy.  



 

   

 
 

16 

allowed Japan to avoid international military conflicts while reinforcing institutional, legal and 

discursive structures that shaped a national identity of a peaceful Japan.  

 

This national identity has faced constant challenge from Japan’s conservative policymakers, 

many of whom are devout security hawks predominantly from the dominant Liberal Democratic 

Party (LDP). For decades they have argued for a strengthening of Japan’s inferior position in 

the US hierarchy, more autonomous Japanese military strategies and capabilities, and an 

alignment of security and military instruments with other diplomatic, cultural and economic 

instruments of Japanese foreign policy. Nonetheless, even in light of the events of the 1990s 

and early 2000s, such as the rise of China, burgeoning nuclear weapon programs in North Korea 

and the revelation of the kidnapping of Japanese citizens by North Korea, policy change was 

difficult to implement. The US War on Terror in the aftermath of 9/11 led to a special law in 

2004–2006, which allowed Japan’s Ground Self-Defense Force to carry out humanitarian 

missions in non-combat zones in Iraq in a change to Japan’s longstanding policy, but this was 

highly controversial. Thus, the post-Cold War period can be described more as a story of 

stability than of change in Japanese foreign policy. It was not until the advent of the second 

Abe administration that Japan’s policy sluggishness changed course.  

 

To enable the expansion of the boundaries of Japanese foreign policy over the past decade, the 

Abe government arguably invested more resources and energy than any other post-Cold War 

government in the public legitimation of the policies it pursued. Public legitimation of policy 

change, particularly concerning foreign policy, is a feature of most political communities 

(Krebs 2015b; Goddard and Krebs 2018). As such, the proposals for a succession of contentious 

policy upgrades that would expand the established boundaries of Japan’s postwar security order 

coincided with hefty debates played out in the arenas of the Japanese political system, in the 

Japanese media, and on the streets, in the form of demonstrations, campaign speeches and 

manifestos. Debate participants engaged in struggles to shape public understandings, arming 

themselves with stories—narratives—about the world and the Self (Japan) and about whether 

polemical policy upgrades should be carried out.  

 

The public legitimation of policy was part and parcel of the controversial policy change process 

and its subsequent implementation. Political actors sought to legitimate proposed policy change 

by justifying their aims in the arenas of the Japanese political system and were later tasked with 

carrying out policy legitimation in practice. While the details of Japan’s foreign policy can be 
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decided at the top echelons of government, that is, in parliament, actual policy implementation 

is carried out by the departments and agencies of the state, officials, diplomats, military 

personnel, and the like. Thus, the direction and overall content of policy is formulated and 

decided by policymakers, but the implementation process is driven by the practitioners of 

Japanese government policy in their day-to-day operations, which involve the legitimation of 

policy to the general public. Thus, an attempt to gain knowledge about Japan’s foreign policy 

should consider the various stages of the policy process, paying attention not only to the 

inception of a policy but also to its execution and ongoing legitimation.  

  

To better grasp the changes and stability in Japanese foreign policymaking over the past decade, 

under the most proactive administration for many decades, we need to home in on the tension 

between national identity, the decision-making processes behind the inclusion of certain 

instruments in Japan’s foreign policy (and the exclusion of others), the legitimation of policy 

change, and the daily execution of foreign policy instruments by the myriad of government 

employees and non-state actors involved. This thesis is therefore about, first, how adjustments 

to existing and the addition of new instruments in the Japan’s foreign policy were legitimated, 

promoted and enacted under the second Abe government; and, second, how these decisions 

about the inclusion and adjustment of instruments contributed to and were influenced by 

Japan’s national identity. In doing so it considers specific foreign policy instruments (cruise 

missiles and official development assistance) and the co-constitutive nature of national identity 

and foreign policy through the study of legitimation. 

1.2 PREVIOUS RESEARCH 
This section provides an overview of the seminal contributions and perspectives on Japanese 

foreign policy in light of two puzzles that are vital to the study of Japanese foreign policy. The 

first puzzle relates to why Japan did not convert its growing economic might into international 

dominance, including military might, during the Cold War and in subsequent decades. The 

underlying assumption of this puzzle, which received great attention in the literature on Japan 

during the 1990s and 2000s, is that any potential great power would seize and exploit 

opportunities to become a genuine great power. The second puzzle builds on the answers to the 

first: if it makes sense that Japan did not convert its economic might into military might, 

regardless of the cause, why would Japan bother altering so much of its foreign policy during 

the 2010s? One of the aims of this compilation thesis is to contribute to an understanding of 
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this latter puzzle. Here, I provide a grounding for the research I conducted by focusing on 

previous research, reviewing the diverse perspectives offered, and discussing their strengths 

and weaknesses.  

 

Following the collapse of the common enemy of the Western world, the Soviet Union, analysts 

and academics struggled to make sense of how international order under US unipolarity would 

affect Japanese policymaking. Waltz (1993) proclaimed that Japan would acquire nuclear 

weapons, seek strategic independence and perhaps also balance the power of the United States. 

Similarly, Layne (1993: 37) argued that Japan would “acquire the full spectrum of great power 

capabilities, including nuclear weapons”. For these two structural realists, it was the Cold 

War—with its bipolar structure—that had kept Japan in place as a second-class power in 

international politics. Their predictions failed completely.2 Japan did not take advantage of the 

new times to distance itself from the United States. Nor did it expand its policy instruments to 

mirror those of a great power. Instead, Tokyo tightened its relationship with the United States 

while carrying out incremental changes to its policy toolbox over the next two decades.  

 

Others provided more nuanced approaches to the Japanese case than just relying on the structure 

of the world order. Huntington (1993: 311) argued that Japan had “accepted all the assumptions 

of realism but applied them purely in the economic realm”. Thus, according to Huntington, 

Japan had understood that the economy and technological prowess are power, and had exploited 

the US-Japan Alliance, i.e. free-riding, to concentrate solely on the maximization of such power. 

Heginbotham and Samuels (1998) followed up on this argument, writing that the Yoshida 

Doctrine was a consequence of a balancing of the need for military security and economic 

interests—the Japanese were trading military autonomy (under the United States) for a clear 

focus on technology, industry and finance. While this perspective might explain the stickiness 

of Japan’s Cold War and post-Cold War policies, it has a harder time accounting for the rapid 

policy change of the 2010s. It also lacks context in that it does not explain the variations in the 

diverse policymaking circles in Tokyo. Why be a revisionist if the advantages of the Yoshida 

Doctrine heavily outweigh the costs?  

 
2 While I do not take a stance here on whether structural realism is a wrong or misguided theory, it should be noted 
that Waltz (1979) is explicit that his theory of international relations concerns the (unobservable) forces at work 
among great powers and is not about the specific production of foreign policy. Policymakers can make poor 
judgements and not operate in accordance with his theory, Waltz writes, which makes it difficult to verify or falsify 
his theory. 
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Other realists proposed that Japanese Cold War policies were shaped by Japan’s interest in 

reassuring its neighbors that it was no longer an aggressor (Midford 2002), and that Japan 

“passed the buck” by delegating the field of security to the United States when its ally was eager 

to take on the costs, and by providing more security on their own when the US was less willing 

to do so (Lind 2004). Yet, these contributions still fail to account for the succession of policy 

changes that began less than a decade later. For these contributions to still be valid, it has to be 

shown that Japan’s neighbors have somehow forgotten Japan’s imperial and militaristic past by 

the 2010s or that the US has shown significantly less willingness to secure Japan as of late.  

 

Constructivists offer different explanations for Japan’s reluctance to change foreign policy than 

the domestically oriented realists. Berger (1993) explained Japanese hesitancy about taking on 

international leadership by its wartime experiences and the rise of an “anti-militarist culture” 

within Japan. This embedded national identity convinced him that we would not see a 

militarizing Japan for at least several decades. Katzenstein and Okawara (1993; Katzenstein 

1996) argued that the field of security policy was institutionally rigged against the military to 

such an extent that militarization seemed implausible, and that an “anti-militarist” public 

climate that hindered consensus on re-militarization. This particular strand of constructivism—

norm constructivism—has had several pupils, most prominently Oros (2008; 2015; see also 

Singh 2013; 2015). Oros (2008) argues that the Japanese security identity—consisting of the 

three guiding principles of no traditional armed forces, no use of military power to resolve 

international conflicts and no Japanese participation in foreign military conflicts—had a 

profound effect on the stability of Japanese foreign policy.3 Interestingly, however, his updated 

analysis of Japanese security policy in the 2010s (Oros 2017) finds that much is changing, so 

much so that he boldly suggests that Japan is in the midst of a “renaissance” as it updates its 

security identity to adjust to changing regional power realities. How could it be that the norms 

and consensus that had benefited so many—even those who disagreed in principle but played 

along with the identity for their own benefit—could change so rapidly? For its explanations, 

norm constructivism primarily ends up relying on the external threat environment (Oros 2017). 

However, the perceived rise of China has not been a sudden event, but has taken place over 

many decades. China was a larger economy than Japan measured in purchase power parity by 

 
3  Oros explicitly omits the US-Japan Alliance from the security identity since the alliance never achieved 
consensus in Japanese politics during the Cold War. 
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the early 2000s, and this could, for instance, have brought about rapid reformulation of Japanese 

foreign policy in the 1990s and 2000s. Moreover, during the Cold War, the communist bloc 

great powers, China and the Soviet Union, were perceived as threatening to Japan’s defense 

and political establishments (Oren and Brummer 2020a), but policy change in Japan still 

encountered significant barriers.  

 

Another strain of constructivism—critical constructivism—has provided a different, yet fruitful, 

avenue for investigating identity politics in Japan. The underlying assumption in this literature 

is a relational concept of identity, in which states and communities produce and reproduce a 

sense of Self that differentiates itself from its Others (Campbell 1992; Connolly 1991; Rumelili 

2004; Neumann 1996).  

 

This process of carving out a specific identity in turn enables or constrains specific policies. 

Relying on a Foucauldian approach to normality/abnormality, Hagström (2015) suggests that 

three differentiation processes have been at work in academia and Japanese society: (a) Japan 

as an abnormal Other to the Western world (as in the first puzzle); (b) Japan as an exceptional 

case (in a positive sense) in Japanese pacifist discourse; and (c) Japan as illegitimately abnormal 

in recent right-wing discourse along with a securitization discourse that labels China and Asia 

abnormal too. Specifically, he argues that these differentiation processes presaged changes 

toward a more hawkish posture in Japanese security policy. Hagström’s contribution is 

provocative in that it places productive power within the discursive construction of Japan vis-

à-vis the West, China, Asia and Japanese pacifism, and in that it goes beyond the standard 

discussion of normalization in Japanese politics and society. However, it is a stretch, and at best 

a hypothesis that needs more substantial empirical backup, to argue that there is a discursive 

connection between the construction of the Japanese case within largely Western academic 

writing and domestic Japanese policymaking. Moreover, despite Hagström’s efforts, it remains 

unclear why Japan as an exception (in a positive sense) should have so much less potential in 

today’s Japan than the differentiation of Japan as abnormal. Finally, while the abnormality 

discourse benefits revisionists and hawks in Tokyo, it is unclear from the contribution exactly 

what type of instruments we can expect to be changed or added to the repertoire of Japanese 

foreign policy. Despite these weaknesses, the contribution’s distinction between various 

discursive constructions of the normality/abnormality dichotomy in Japanese politics and 

society, and how these enable and constrain the boundaries of Japanese foreign policy provide 

valuable insights into why Japanese policies changed so rapidly in the 2010s.  
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Hagström and Hanssen (2016) argue that the particular way peace has been framed and 

constructed in Japanese discourses changed during the Cold War and since, and that re-

articulations of security discourses among right-wing actors have incorporated “peace” as the 

central aim of military and security upgrading. Through a discourse analysis, the authors 

demonstrate that a discourse in which peace and stability in East Asia require a tougher security 

posture has overtaken one where Japanese military might produces instability and conflict. 

According to the authors, this discursive change enables remilitarization to go hand-in-hand 

with an emphasis on peace. Outside of the Japanese context, it is hardly surprising that such a 

re-articulation is possible, and perhaps expected; an introductory course in security studies 

would emphasize that military might can deter potential foes from hostile actions. In the 

Japanese case, with its history of imperial and militaristic aggression, this gradual discursive 

change is interesting, but could be explained by material factors to—as in China rises, Japan 

changes. The authors set out the premise that if the material factor mattered, then this discursive 

change should have taken place during the Cold War, since the Soviet Union posed as much of 

a threat to Japan as today’s China, but this argument is unconvincing. The Soviet Union was 

indeed a powerful entity; and, technically, Japan and the Soviet Union were still at war since 

no peace agreement had been signed. The rise of China in terms of economic and military power, 

however, arguably presents a qualitatively different situation for Japan. While the Soviet Union 

was predominantly a European power with competitors in Western Europe and the full attention 

of the United States, China is a continental and maritime power with a massive population, an 

economic and industrial powerbase that supersedes that of the Soviet Union, and a shared 

history of war and occupation with Japan.4 Notwithstanding whether this discursive change 

must be seen in light of the material context, Hagström and Hanssen (2016) make an important 

contribution in showing how security discourses in Japan changed significantly between the 

end of the Cold War and the 2010s. Just as in Hagström (2015), however, these sweeping, 

general studies of Japanese security discourses cannot explain precisely why some instruments 

were changed, others added to Japan’s repertoire but others avoided. What keeps the Japanese 

from developing nuclear weapons, for instance, when one of the security discourses about Japan 

and its neighbors has changed from emphasizing peace through demilitarization to securing 

peace with military might?  

 
4 For instance, Buzan, Wæver, and De Wilde (1998) expect securitization acts to be more successful if there is a 
history of violence.  
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Another study, Hagström and Hanssen (2015), investigates the massive mobilization among the 

radical right in response to the 2002 revelation that North Korea abducted Japanese citizens. 

The authors demonstrate how the abduction issue has operated as a “vehicle” for the 

renegotiation of Japanese security identity; and show how the widespread belief in Japan’s 

“abnormal” foreign policy due to the pacifist clause in its 1947 constitution was thrown off 

balance when paired up with a North Korea also labelled “abnormal” in the abduction issue 

discourse. In the discourse, the normalization of Japan suddenly equates to a non-pacifist 

security and foreign policy and legitimates conservative calls for changes to Japan’s foreign 

policy to allow Japan to become “normal” and remilitarize. The securitization of the abduction 

issue and the emotions it evokes makes this otherwise highly controversial idea conceivable 

(Holland 2013). While Hagström and Hanssen (2015, 2016) convincingly show how the right 

wing mobilization coerced (as in Krebs and Jackson 2007) policymakers and other participants 

into new constructions of the Other (North Korea) and Self (Japan), the article does not explore 

why some policy moves became “natural” while others remained taboo (again, why not nuclear 

weapons?).  

 

In a case study of the securitization attempts of the two Abe governments—2006–2007 and 

2012–2020—Lindgren (2019) explores why the first attempt failed and the second was 

successful. During both governments, Abe and his allies tried to convince the political elites, 

other stakeholders and the general public that the introduction of collective self-defense with 

the United States and other allies was necessary in order to defend the Japanese archipelago. 

North Korea constituted the main threat in the first securitization attempt, while China was the 

central reason for the need for collective self-defense in the second. The key reasons why the 

second attempt succeeded were the contentious confrontations in the East China Sea in 2010 

and 2012, China’s behavior in the South China Sea and the diminution of US primacy in East 

Asia. Lindgren argues that these acts of securitization functioned as a causal mechanism 

between real world events and developments, and the successful implementation of collective 

self-defense in Japan—a goal of revisionists for over five decades. In his contribution, Lindgren 

(2019) acknowledges that discursive contests within Japan played a central role in driving 

policy change, but he overlooks the important role that opposition parties and the media played 

in the securitization process.  
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The academic discussion on Japanese foreign policy has involved a number of diverse accounts 

that have considered how we should assess policy change in the Abe era. One strand of the 

literature challenges the very idea that Japan under Abe represented drastic policy change, 

suggesting that recent policy upgrades are rather a case of incrementalism and not revolutionary 

but evolutionary (Hosoya 2015; Nakanishi 2015; Hornung and Mochizuki 2016; Easley 2017; 

Hughes 2017b; Liff 2018). In response, others argue that the focus of the literature should be 

redirected from whether Japan’s foreign policy is changing to understanding how Japanese 

practice is changing (see, e.g., Pugliese and Patalano 2020) and focus on different aspects of 

Japan’s bureaucratic apparatus. Notable contributions have considered Japan’s hybrid style of 

leadership, where bureaucratic coordination and US influence and presence combine as 

powerful forces (Pugliese 2017); the establishment of a so-called ‘Abe Doctrine’, where 

grandiose policy plans aim to elevate Japan’s international presence (Hughes 2015; see also 

Dobson 2017; Akimoto 2018; Envall 2018); how change in Japan’s security institutions 

correlates with a shift in Japanese policy discourse (Schulze 2018); and how extensive structural 

changes within Japan’s national security apparatus under Abe facilitated political 

instrumentality and his policy agenda of breaking the status quo (Oren and Brummer 2020b; 

see also Nakanishi 2015).  

 

In their discussions of the rapid advance of Japan’s foreign policy agenda over the past decade, 

these works provide various explanations for how Abe prepared for and operationalized his 

policy agenda. However, they are present in the more meta grand strategy debates about Japan 

and rarely investigate how an addition to or adjustment of the foreign policy instruments in 

Japan’s repertoire was possible in the first place. In the few instances where the literature does 

consider the introduction or adjustment of a specific instrument under Abe (i.e. Sakaki and 

Maslow 2020 and Hughes 2017a on arms instruments; Sasada 2019, Söderberg 2018 and 

Yamamoto 2020 on ODA; Liff 2017, Hughes 2017b and Smith 2019 on collective self-defense), 

they overlook the important legitimation campaigns around the introduction/adjustment of the 

instruments and have only limited investigation into the discourses around the policy change 

and how this affects what becomes possible in practice.  

 

Legitimation contests and discursive battles are important for our understanding of why 

Japanese foreign, security and military policies changed so rapidly in the 2010s. The critical 

constructivist literature has developed our understanding of how the general security discourses 

in Japan have changed. Revisionists have exploited: the abnormality of Japan (Hagström 2015), 
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the use of military might to secure peace (Hagström and Hanssen 2016), the North Korean 

abduction case (Hagström and Hanssen 2015), the misrecognition of Japanese peaceful and 

economic leadership in “anti-Japanese” Chinese propaganda (Gustafsson 2015, 2016) and the 

Chinese maritime aggression in the South and East China Sea, as well as the importance of 

tightening the alliance with the United States (Lindgren 2019). The literature makes rather 

grandiose claims about how the national discourse on security issues has changed without 

paying too much attention to the specific instruments and practices that have been part of this 

change. This tendency is problematic in that it creates a false impression of the policy change 

process in Japan as being rather straightforward and tame when the reality is in fact the contrary. 

Moreover, such a void in our knowledge about Japan leaves us with an incomplete 

understanding of the often contentious and detailed processes that lead to the inclusion or 

exclusion of a new instrument, and more broadly of the dynamics of foreign policy change in 

Japan, which is important to consider if we are to comprehend the reasoning behind why Japan 

pursues certain policy courses over others.  

 

Taken together, the critical constructivist literature makes a viable argument that Japan in the 

2010s was fertile ground for the revisionists in power to expand the boundaries of Japanese 

foreign policy, but the second Abe government still faced harsh opposition when putting this 

change forward. Moreover, some instruments and practices changed while others were left out 

of the political debate and policymaking. Here, I investigate how certain instruments become 

conceivable, added to states’ repertoires, and the effects of this and their use in international 

relations. The next section introduces the literature in the study of world politics that homes in 

on the specific instruments that states make use of.  

1.3 JAPANESE FOREIGN POLICY REPERTOIRES 
Repertoires provide us with an analytical framework to fully grasp how Japan has legitimated 

its recent foreign policy. States in the international system work with an array of physical and 

non-tangible instruments in their toolkit on which they can draw when formulating policy 

(Baldwin 1985). They are pressed to find the most fitting arrangements, or “repertoires”, for 

given contexts (Tilly 2006). The recipe for a given repertoire, however, is neither purely a 

matter of preconceived instruments, nor merely rooted in strategic considerations; repertoires 

also involve identity as they are adapted to fit the identity of a given actor (Lapid and Kratchowil 

1996; Katzenstein 1996; Barnett 1999; Swidler 1986, 2001b). Furthermore, repertoires are not 



 

   

 
 

25 

self-mobilizing but activated by individuals/states, and agency takes place in the activation of 

selected instruments in networks (Goddard and Nexon 2016; Goddard et al. 2019). Human 

collectives (e.g. states) draw on the already known array of actions when adapting to new and 

changing environments, evolving, innovating and modifying the existing array in the process. 

Depending on what states deem to be strategic, effective or smart in a given situation, they can 

decide to maintain or adjust existing repertoires, or create entirely new ones. Foreign policy 

repertoires are both enabled by and enable identity: in other words, the two phenomena are co-

constituted. Repertoires are enabled by identity in that a state’s foreign policy identity delimits 

what is considered an acceptable, conceivable and desirable course of action. Weighing against 

a number of arrangements, policy actors carefully assess the most preferential bundle of 

tangible objects, policies, speech acts and practices. This process is guided by their 

understanding of national identities and how their courses of action can be legitimated. 

Repertoires also enable identity in that an identity is enacted and performed through the 

activation of a repertoire (Butler 1997; Epstein, Lindemann and Sending 2018). As such, the 

bundles of instruments that comprise a repertoire take on an identity-defining quality (Tilly 

1979; Haugevik and Sending 2020).  

 

This repertoire perspective on world politics and state actions means that the various 

instruments (military, political, diplomatic, cultural) that constitute states’ repertoires become 

the focal points of study. When analyzing the Japanese case, we turn to the domestic and 

international arenas, where specific instruments—be they existing, new or modified—are 

debated and legitimated or put into action in the real world. Investigating on-the-ground 

practices is a crucial step toward better understanding Japanese foreign policy since identity 

construction is a matter not only of utterings within the domestic context, but also deeds 

(practices) outside of the Self’s geographic space, which culminate in making up a state’s 

foreign policy (Neumann 2002; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Pouliot 2016).  

 

In defining this research project, it is thus important to distinguish how practices are understood 

and their relationship to identity and repertoires. Here, practices are defined as “socially 

recognized forms of activity…capable of being done well or badly, correctly or incorrectly” 

(Neumann 2002: 630-631). They are less focused on the habitual or non-reflexive aspects of 
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practice that are often in focus of the extensive practice turn literature.5 Here, the repertoire 

framework is proposed as a dynamic way of understanding foreign policy in that it investigates 

how actors stand back from, strategically reflect on, develop and recombine instruments of 

foreign policy. My inquiry focuses on how certain practices can have a strategic element, which 

is to say that they are deliberate in what they aim to achieve. In foreign policy research, using 

the term strategic often implies a grand strategy or strategy at a broader level. Here, the term 

concerns the element of reflexivity and choice in the conduct of foreign policy. Although actors 

are constrained by the foreign policy instruments at hand, they have the ability to tinker with 

available instruments and to choose certain instruments over others at one time and another 

combination at another time. As discussed in more detail below, while I analytically focus on 

repertoires as my unit of analysis and on the reflexive selection and activation of foreign policy 

instruments, I have made the methodological choice to look at practices as a way of 

investigating repertoires.  

 

The repertoire perspective on Japan should engage the insights from the existing critical 

constructivist literature on identity construction but also deviate from it in that instead of 

analyzing wide-ranging discursive change per se, it is also crucial to empirically research how 

instruments are added or adjusted in a state’s foreign policy repertoire. In this way, we can 

reformulate the second puzzle posed in section 1.2: how were Japanese revisionists, exemplified 

by the second Abe government, able to change Japanese foreign policy so rapidly by adjusting 

and adding instruments to their repertoire in the 2010s? With this in mind, I now turn to the 

research objectives and research questions of my thesis.  

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The primary research objective of this thesis is to understand how the addition or adjustment of 

specific foreign policy instruments in Japan’s foreign policy repertoire has been legitimated. 

The lack of connection between the fruitful critical constructivist literature and real micro-level 

change in Japanese instruments—the adjustment of existing instruments as well as the addition 

of new ones –motivated this objective. I therefore seek to shed light on the inner workings of 

 
5 Practice turn research emphasizes practices in multilateral institutions such as NATO (Pouliot 2010; 2016; 2020), 
ASEAN (Glas 2017; Nair 2016; 2019), the European External Action Service (Lequesne 2015), the EU (Ekengren 
2002; Kuus 2015; Bremberg 2015; Bicchi and Bremberg 2016; Adler-Nissen 2016), the UN (Schia 2013; 2018; 
Wiseman 2015) and the G20 (Cooper and Pouliot 2015). Research has also been conducted on diplomatic practice 
at embassies and in diplomatic communities (Cornut 2015; Pouliot and Cornut 2015; Bicchi 2016) and the practice 
of permanent representation (Pouliot 2011; 2015).  
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Japan’s foreign policy at a pivotal and contentious time of geopolitical shifts, demanding 

domestic circumstances and the pursuit of a more distinct Japanese foreign policy. As an 

operational, overarching research question, this thesis asks: How were adjustments to existing 

and the addition of new instruments in the Japanese foreign policy repertoire legitimated, 

promoted and enacted under the second Abe government? 

 

To answer this rather broad overarching research question, I narrowed down my inquiry to 

focus on four different studies of Japanese policy discourses, identities and repertoire change. 

Although each study focuses on an independent research question, taken together they all 

contribute to answering the overall research question and take a granular approach to 

understanding the workings of the Japanese state and how it activates its various foreign policy 

repertoires. Article I explores Japan’s relational identity construction in the East China Sea 

dispute with China. While it does not analyze an explicit policy instrument as the other three 

articles do, it does builds on the above-mentioned relational IR literature on identity politics 

and was an important foundation for my understanding of Japanese identity construction.  

 

In the next three articles, I decided to change course to explore specific policy instruments so 

that I could demonstrate in detail how their approval or adjustment was legitimated and made 

possible. This additional move was fundamental to my way of thinking about how we should 

study Japan’s foreign policy repertoires and identity construction. Article II studies the 

dominant security narrative in Japan and how, through public contests, unorthodox security 

policy proposals concerning the addition of new military instruments were able to be carried 

out. Article III enquires into Japan’s domestic legitimation of one of its major foreign policy 

instruments – official development assistance (ODA), at a time when it faces increased public 

scrutiny. Finally, Article IV addresses how Japan constructs its identity and legitimates its 

foreign policy repertoire in a foreign space – Myanmar – where longstanding mutual feelings 

of fraternity lend themselves to a “special” repertoire despite its deviation from the repertoires 

pursued by Japan’s western allies.  

 

More specifically, the four sub-sets of research questions are as follows: 

(1) How does the relational identity construction around a contentious dispute (i.e. the 

Senkaku Islands territorial dispute) legitimate the foreign policy repertoire that is 

activated? 
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(2) How has the inclusion of controversial instruments (i.e. military instruments) been 

debated and legitimated in the Japanese parliament and media? 

(3) How have instruments that face public scrutiny (i.e. development assistance) been 

legitimated for the Japanese public on-the-ground? 

(4) How does Japan legitimate a controversial foreign policy repertoire and, in doing so, 

construct its identity on-the-ground in an international context (i.e. Myanmar)? 

The four articles that comprise this thesis set out to answer these questions through their 

respective inquiries into different aspects of Japanese foreign policy repertoires. By conducting 

a more granular analysis of how Japanese foreign policy is legitimated and how identity plays 

into this, the articles aim to develop a greater understanding of how policies move from the 

hypothetical to the actual, and of the complex social processes that such moves entail. 

 

Taken together, the articles aim to investigate how Japan has negotiated both its foreign policy 

repertoires and identity construction at various levels (local, national, international), concerning 

different instruments (i.e. military instruments, development assistance) and vis-à-vis different 

audiences (i.e. the Japanese public, China, Myanmar6). In doing so, they build on important 

contributions to the field of Japanese foreign policy and relational identity studies by taking 

account of Self/Other dynamics not only in domestic discursive spaces, but also outside of 

Japan. Investigating these diverse legitimation attempts develops a better understanding of how 

hypothetical and contentious policy becomes conceivable in Japan. 

1.5 LEGITIMATING JAPANESE FOREIGN POLICY REPERTOIRES 
Theoretically, this thesis draws inspiration from the constructivist literature (Wendt 1992; 

Neumann 1998; Wæver 2002; Rumelili 2004) and the literature on repertoires (Tilly 2006; 

Goddard and Nexon 2016; Goddard et al. 2019). Situated in the field of international relations, 

with a focus on identity and how repertoires can contribute to our understanding of global 

interactions, this thesis analyzes three aspects of contemporary Japanese foreign policy 

repertoires and their legitimation: public contests, public promotions and practices on-the-

ground.  

 
6 In accordance with the official United Nations member state name, Myanmar is used throughout this thesis in 
place of Burma. This does not indicate any author bias.   
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First, in democracies, national conversations about foreign policy instruments are required to 

legitimate their application. This is especially the case if instruments are innovative or change-

driven, but also if they are maintained. The most visible national (and international) 

conversations are public contests, where political actors face each other in discursive struggles 

to seek to shape the discursive terrain in their favor (Krebs and Jackson 2007). In order to 

understand how specific policies or practices became legitimate, one should not only study how 

a certain policy or practice became “conceivable” (exemplified in important contributions to 

the literature on Japanese foreign policy, i.e. Hagström and Hanssen 2016; see also Wilhelmsen 

2017 for a non-Japanese case) but also dissect how distinct and divergent foreign policy become 

resonant and dominant vis-à-vis the myriad of alternatives (Holland 2013: 50). While the 

collection of articles in this thesis each consider different aspects of Japanese foreign policy, 

they all take the legitimation of Japan’s foreign policy into account by analyzing how Japanese 

politicians, officials, media, and so on, engage in public contests about modifying, innovating 

or maintaining state repertoires. Investigating the process of providing justification for aims 

and actions (legitimation) allows for a more fine-grained inquiry into how a certain policy 

becomes not just possible, but dominant – and how this, in turn, is co-constituted with a given 

state’s identity.  

 

Second, there is a need to study how actors in charge of practice and policy change, such as 

civil servants and public officials, publicly legitimate their endeavors (Jackson 2006; Goddard 

and Krebs 2018). Domestic public legitimation plays a substantial role in international relations, 

since state action in the international domain requires public support in order to be sustainable 

over time. In contrast to the public contest aspect discussed above, public institutions’ public 

promotion resembles monologues as opposed to dialogues or multilogues. This is because the 

legitimation activities are often uni-directional and targeted toward the public, with little 

opportunity for response. The state’s use of scarce resources to promote and legitimate its 

foreign policy repertoire signals a will to create interest in and support for its policies and 

practices in its international engagements. In my inquiry, I consider how Japan publicly 

promotes its policy through various channels (i.e. festivals, social media and brochures). I 

further demonstrate how identity discourses/narratives are part of and help to legitimate 

repertoires, through both public contests and public promotion campaigns. 
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Third, how policies are discursively communicated can differ greatly from how they are carried 

out. There is therefore a need to understand the “on-the-ground” practices of the practitioners 

who implement or carry out day-to-day state activities (Pouliot 2016). These practitioners are 

not only influenced but also restrained by international networks, which calls for research 

consideration of the actual activation of repertoires vis-à-vis other collectives in the analysis. 

While a number of ground-breaking constructivist studies have demonstrated how Japan has 

dramatically revised its security policy (Hagström 2015; Hagström and Hanssen 2015, 2016; 

Gustafsson 2015, 2016, 2019; Gustafsson et. al 2018, 2019; Hanssen 2020), these contributions 

have primarily focused on how identity-making processes have influenced which options are 

perceived as “conceivable” (Holland 2013) in the domestic sphere and regarding larger changes 

that have taken place over decades. As a result, they have limited engagement with how Japan 

is putting contemporary identity narratives into practice on the ground outside of Japan. The 

articles in this thesis take the extant research purview a step further by analyzing not only the 

discursive statements, but also the embodiment of identity construction within a foreign space 

and the activation of repertoires. By gaining knowledge about the on-the-ground practices, we 

enhance our understanding of the social contexts where identity construction plays out and the 

implications for Japan’s foreign affairs. Since identity construction is not only a matter of 

utterings but also of deeds (practices) that culminate to make up a state’s foreign policy 

(Neumann 2002; Adler and Pouliot 2011; Pouliot 2016), practices are central to this research 

inquiry. 

 

Furthermore, my research builds on the existing literature on the understanding of Japanese 

foreign policy by shedding light on how policies or instruments became “dominant” and by 

homing in on explanations for change or the maintenance of a particular instrument. I address 

why and how new (and formerly prohibited) instruments have been added to Japan’s repertoire, 

and at the same time study how new instruments are both publicly promoted and practiced on 

the ground in local and foreign contexts, as well as the identity construction entrenched in their 

legitimation. 

1.6 DISCUSSION OF THESIS ARTICLES AND CONTRIBUTIONS 
The empirical inquiry in this thesis addresses Japanese foreign policy repertoires with a time 

delimitation of 2012 to 2020, a period in which several notable legitimation campaigns 

coincided with public contests, public promotions and on-the-ground practices. As expanded in 
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the four articles that comprise this thesis, this period witnessed the rise of a dominant 

narrative—meaning a narrative that is understood to be commonsensical (Krebs 2015a)—about 

a vulnerable Japan living in a threatening neighborhood, which required Tokyo to upgrade its 

foreign policy not only to deter potential threats, but also to commit to a stronger US-Japan 

Alliance. The dominance of this narrative translates into a situation where policymakers, 

officials, the media and academics needed to argue about foreign policy within the boundaries 

of the narrative to an unprecedented degree. This also means that the public contests that the 

second Abe administration (2012–2020) initiated in order to push through boundary-pushing 

policies and practices must be interpreted in the context of this dominant narrative. While each 

of the articles has and independent research inquiry, they all analyze aspects of this dominant 

narrative and demonstrate how Japanese foreign policy actors have both participated in its 

proliferation and maintenance, and operated within it.  

 

In the four thesis articles, I investigate arenas where policy has met institutional, discursive, 

and legal constraints in Japanese politics and society, thereby inciting legitimation campaigns. 

Since I aimed to research how identity and legitimation influence foreign policymaking, I 

selected contested policy areas where research data was accessible via fieldwork. Two of the 

articles focused on security policy (Article I on the East China Sea/China and Article II on the 

expansion of military instruments) and two on development policy (Article III on legitimizing 

ODA policy and Article IV on Japan’s engagement in Myanmar) (for an overview see Figure 

1). Since repertoires are about the basket of opportunities or possibilities that are available to 

policymakers across a range of issues, understanding how the legitimation of policy decisions 

plays out in different policy areas is imperative. One caveat is that the two policy areas that the 

articles focus on are not understood as binaries but rather as inextricably connected, as security 

and development issues increasingly operate as a nexus of issues rather than separate policy 

areas. 

 

In Article I and Article IV, Japan’s identity construction was primarily investigated through 

how the Other was portrayed (i.e. Japan’s differentiation from and discourse about China in 

Article I and Myanmar in Article IV). Conversely, Articles II and III focus primarily on the 

Japanese Self in their study of security narratives in the Japanese Diet and the legitimation 

campaign promoting Japan’s development assistance policy at a government-sponsored festival. 

That is not to say that there was no discussion of other regional actors (i.e. China, North Korea) 

in the narratives, but the primary focus was on statements about the Japanese Self (i.e. what 
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Japan should do, or why Japan does what it does). Such an approach allowed analysis of a broad 

spectrum of identity construction in that it accounted for both Japan’s identity construction 

through statements about or actions concerning the Self and pronouncements about the Other. 

Since this thesis considers Self/Other identity construction to be inextricably linked, such an 

approach does not mean that only statements about the Other or only statements about the Self 

were studied in the respective articles. Rather, it was a combination of both with a primary 

focus either on the Self or the Other. As Figure 1 shows, Articles III and IV also involved 

ethnographic methods, where I studied on-the-ground practices in locations where Japan has 

engaged in the public legitimation of its policies, specifically the legitimation of its 

development assistance policy (Article III) and its political engagement with Myanmar (Article 

IV).  

 

Figure 1: Policy Areas and Article Focus  

  Security Development (on-the-ground) 
Primary Focus on Other East China Sea/China (Article I) Myanmar (Article IV) 

Primary Focus on Self Security narratives (Article II) 
 
ODA legitimation (Article III) 

  

 

The four articles all address Japan’s foreign policy at a time of increasing concern about 

geopolitical shifts, in particular the rise of China. Japan’s relationship with its larger neighbor 

has been particularly contentious since 2010, as the two countries have faced off over territorial 

disputes, historical interpretations, military expansion and security breaches. As a result, many 

of Japan’s public contests, public promotions and on-the-ground practices have involved 

consideration of Chinese actions and foreign policy either directly or indirectly. Articles I and 

II demonstrate how China’s rise is negotiated domestically among Japanese policymakers and 

the implications for Japan’s foreign policy and identity construction. Articles I and II concern 

conventional security contexts (i.e. the East China Sea and the acquisition of missiles to respond 

to perceived threats) while articles III and IV analyze less conventional contexts concerning 

development (i.e. the promotion of development assistance and Japan’s engagement with 

Myanmar). Article III investigates how Japan’s Official Development Assistance policy is 

legitimated nationally at a time when Japan faces increasing domestic constraints and pressure 

due to the rise of China and a changing geopolitical landscape. Article IV sheds light on how 

Japan negotiates its identity on the ground in Myanmar, which is perceived as a prime location 

for Sino-Japanese rivalry, and specifically how it differentiates itself from other prominent 
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actors, such as China, when legitimating its deep engagement. While there is a more apparent 

response to China in the conventional security contexts, in that they concern issue areas that 

directly involve China, I demonstrate how Japan is indeed responding to and mindful of the 

role of China in the two less apparent contexts of development as well. 

 

As further detailed in the background section, Japan’s World War II experience and the 

subsequent postwar period shaped a specific normative and institutional order (Oros 2008). As 

a result, attempts to expand the boundaries of foreign policy through repertoire innovation—

small or large, gradual or rapid changes in how repertoires are bundled and activated that are 

the result of human action and not abstract structural conditions—requires engagement in public 

legitimacy contests. I distinguish my contribution from the extant literature on Japanese foreign 

policy and identity with empirical analysis of how particular instruments became dominant 

(through discursive analysis), have been promoted (through discursive and performance 

analysis), have been practiced (through praxiography) and have stayed dominant. In analyzing 

the dynamic and intersubjective social space in which meaning and identity is constructed, 

constructivist perspectives emphasize the role of language. Accordingly, all four of the 

empirical investigations employ discursive analysis. In addressing how Japan’s foreign policy 

course has become possible, I study not only the official statements and utterings of the 

Japanese government actors involved in legitimation efforts, but also the enactment of the 

foreign policy. In doing so, I go beyond extant contributions by revealing how Japanese foreign 

policy is legitimated on the ground both domestically (Article III) and in foreign spaces (in 

Myanmar in Article IV), and by demonstrating how repertoires both are enabled by and enable 

identity.  

 

In answering how it has been possible to significantly expand the boundaries of Japanese 

foreign policy in recent years, I introduce a process of foreign policy change that involves 

identity, legitimation and repertoires. It starts with aims and actions about what Japan should 

do or needs to do as a policy actor that stem from ideas about the identity of Japan as a state 

and assessments of the situation Japan finds itself in. The justification of these aims and actions 

through legitimation attempts can if successful, lead to the introduction or reformation of 

foreign policy instruments. The introduction of new instruments then makes possible something 

that was not possible before, and thus the opportunity for repertoire change. In the process 

detailed above, I introduce an element of reflexivity and choice; and it is in the activation of 

these instruments that agency takes place and new foreign policy comes to the fore. As Pouliot 
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(2020: 754) so aptly describes in his own work on unprecedented practices in world politics, 

this process entails a kind of “pushing and pulling” where social actions are pushed by interests 

and pulled by a web of practices. Both dynamics are in play and this process endogenizes social 

influences as part of agency. As I empirically illustrate in the articles, as discussed further below, 

this process has helped induce or guide foreign policy change in Japan in 2012–2020. 

1.6.1 A Roadmap of the Individual Articles 

The intellectual journey throughout this thesis led to me to approach the topic of Japanese 

foreign policy and identity construction in varied but complementary ways. I initially set out to 

find convincing and more granular answers to the question of which type of foreign policy was 

desirable, conceivable and legitimate in Japan in a time of a mounting sense of insecurity, in 

particular due to tensions in Japan’s relations with China.  

 

Investigating the identity politics around Japan’s most prominent territorial dispute and a 

flashpoint of great power rivalry in East Asia, the first article analyzed how Japanese 

differentiation from China lends to identity construction. To be clear, my aim at this point was 

not to analyze how a specific instrument was legitimated but to understand Japan’s identity 

construction and how statements about an Other (in this case China) were part of it. I found a 

discursive approach most fitting for the analysis because it captured the specifics of how Japan 

differentiated itself from China and legitimated its security policy on the East China Sea. In 

carrying out my analysis, I identified four prominent discourse signs in the constitution of the 

Japanese Self vis-à-vis the Chinese Other. A more detailed discussion of the theoretical and 

methodological underpinnings of the four articles follows below. It should be highlighted here 

that Article I, the inception of my inquiry into how dominant discourses shape Japanese foreign 

policy, develops a framework (Rumelili 2004) for investigating modes of differentiation that 

emphasizes that sectoral characteristics (i.e. economic, political, judicial and cultural) should 

be included.  

 

As mentioned above, the research for Article I was foundational to my understanding of both 

Japanese identity construction and how to study discourse. However, I also realized that  

the approach that I took only told part of the story in that it overlooked how specific instruments 

and practices were part and parcel of the identity construction process. I realized that this was  
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also a shortcoming of the previous literature, in that it creates a false impression of the policy 

change process in Japan, which is often contentious and detailed, and more broadly of the 

dynamics of foreign policy change in Japan, which is important to consider if we are to 

comprehend the reasoning behind why Japan pursues certain policy courses over others. 

 

Throughout this initial research process, I discovered that the dominant discourse signs were 

also part of broader, dominant narratives about Japan and the security environment it found 

itself in. In the three subsequent articles I changed course. While I continued to study 

dimensions of differentiation with the aim of understanding how a type of policy course can be 

considered desirable, conceivable and legitimate, I delimited my focus to study specific 

instruments and delved into the policymaking process in more detail.  

 

The highly controversial 2014 legislation allowing Japan to exercise the right of collective self-

defense, and the ability to defend an ally even if Japan were not directly attacked, brought to 

the fore a number of competing narratives about Japan’s (in)security that revolved around why 

such a policy change was (un)desirable, (in)conceivable and (il)legitimate. My preliminary 

inquiry into how Japan constructs its identity vis-à-vis one of the major Others (China) brought 

to light the need to further research on how discourse signs of identity-making are part of larger 

narratives that become dominant and allow contentious policy proposals to prevail. This led to 

a broader research inquiry in the subsequent article of the compilation thesis, but also one that 

focused on specific instruments.  

 

Shifting my research kaleidoscope slightly to also capture these narratives, in Article II I 

continued my study of the inner workings of Japan’s security policy by researching debates in 

the Japanese Diet on the unorthodox expansion of military instruments; that is, the timely and 

contentious policy issues of Japan’s decisions to purchase long-range cruise missiles from 

Norway and transform its helicopter transport vessel into an aircraft carrier. In my review of 

other works on Japan’s contemporary security policy, other than Hanssen’s (2020) excellent 

book on Japan’s temporal identities and security policy in postwar Japan, Hagström and 

Hanssen’s (2016) account of how “peace” has been framed and constructed in Japanese 

discourses and how it has changed throughout the Cold War and beyond, Hagström & Jerdén’s 

(2010) discussion of and challenges to the perception of China’s rise, and Oren’s (2020) article 

on evolving Japanese threat perceptions in the postwar period, I found no other studies that 
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followed the debates of the Japanese Diet in detail. This was surprising, given that the Diet is 

the primary battleground for policymaking in Japan.  

 

Thus, the inquiry in Article II studied the dominant security narrative in Japan and how, through 

public contests, unorthodox foreign policy proposals were able to be implemented with the 

dominant narrative as a foundation. Although I discovered a colorful debate between the 

opposition and ruling parties over the controversial proposals, I found that there was little core 

criticism of the dominant narrative that presented Japan as vulnerable in a shifting regional 

security environment. This finding led me to my next step, and article, where I took a more 

granular approach to understanding how agents of the Japanese state feed such narratives to the 

Japanese public in attempts at legitimation. Again, my research set out to capture both the 

problems that actors in Japanese foreign policy face, and the contexts in which they operate. 

 

While repertoires were not the explicit focus of articles I and II, in hindsight the research in 

both contributions addresses Japan’s repertoires in that they consider how select instruments 

are communicated, legitimated and practiced. In Article I, I did not set out to study a specific 

instrument or use the repertoire framing, but in retrospect the article considers Japan’s repertoire 

in the Senkaku Islands territorial dispute in its study of how Japan chooses to activate certain 

instruments in its toolkit (i.e. the rule of law and democratic values) to respond to China’s 

growing presence in the East China Sea, and then to argue why this bundling of instruments is 

desirable, conceivable and legitimate in the given context. Similarly, although Article II does 

not explicitly engage in a theoretical discussion of foreign policy repertoires, it implicitly 

studies how military instruments in Japan’s foreign policy toolkit are able to be expanded and 

the discursive contests that makes this possible. 

 

For this purpose, in the final two articles of the thesis, I shifted my focus to another prominent 

instrument of Japanese foreign policy—development assistance—to investigate how identity is 

enabled by but also enables foreign policy. Although development assistance is arguably 

Japan’s most prominent foreign policy instrument (Arase 2005; Leheny and Warren 2010; 

Asplund and Söderberg 2016; Kato et al. 2016), how this instrument is promoted and how the 

repertoires that involve ODA are both enabled by and enable identity has surprisingly gone 

unstudied despite its pivotal role in Japan’s international affairs. I addressed this research lacuna 

in a two-step process in Articles III and IV. First, I researched how Japan’s Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MOFA) legitimates its development assistance policy with the Japanese public at a 
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time of increasing scrutiny. Then, in Article IV, I explore how Japan’s identity, and in particular 

its role as a development actor, is constructed on the ground in Myanmar. Since Japan’s 

development assistance is primarily targeted towards Southeast Asia, I found this region and 

Myanmar to be of particular interest in understanding how Japan not only responds to 

geopolitical developments in its own neighborhood, but also uses its development actor status 

to construct its own identity, the topic explored in Articles III and IV. 

 

Article III’s research inquiry focused on how Japan promotes this major foreign policy 

instrument domestically—both performatively and discursively—through the deployment of a 

familiar and likeable cartoon character named “ODA-man”. In my attempt to capture both the 

cultural and the strategic dimension of Japan’s foreign policy, I introduced the repertoires 

framework into the analysis. This was a crucial move as it demonstrated both path dependency 

and innovation in how Japan activates its foreign policy, as well as how identity is both enabled 

by but also enabling of foreign policy. It also brought about a discussion of how the repertoire 

concept can enhance our understanding of the social embeddedness of world politics, the 

cultural dimension of foreign policy and the path dependency of doing what is known and 

familiar, even though it may result in puzzling policy decisions such as using goofy cartoon 

characters to promote foreign policy. The research goes beyond existing contributions on 

foreign policy analysis by highlighting the internal mobilization of repertoires and illustrating 

that claims-making and the legitimation of foreign policy are not just a matter of interstate 

affairs, but also of concern in the domestic arena, a point that reinforces the importance and 

contribution of foreign policy analysis (FPA) approaches to analyzing Japan.  

 

The initial findings in Articles I, II and III brought me to my final independent, but related, 

inquiry into how Japan legitimates its foreign policy on-the-ground in a contentious foreign 

context. Specifically, it demonstrates how the discursive statements and embodied practices of 

a network of Japanese identity entrepreneurs in Myanmar activate, negotiate and renegotiate 

the identities of the Japanese Self and its Others in their legitimation of Japan’s foreign policy 

repertoire in Myanmar. Myanmar is the country where Japan has the longest history as a 

development assistance provider, and it has had an unprecedented level of engagement there. 

Since Myanmar reopened to the west in 2014, Japan has had to reconfigure its foreign policy 

to adapt to the new environment and its renewed role as an engaged partner and development 

assistance provider. It was therefore an ideal location for investigating repertoire innovation (or 

lack thereof) related not only to developments in Japan’s own development assistance policy, 
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but also to a shifting geopolitical environment and a more competitive aid environment (i.e. the 

entrance of a number of other donors, China included, and related “aid rivalry”). Repertoire 

innovation helps our understanding of foreign policy by identifying small or large, gradual or 

rapid changes in how repertoires are bundled and activated as a result of human action rather 

than abstract structural conditions or systemic changes. The reason for resistance to drastic 

change is that “states attach their identity to and perform their distinctive profile through 

repertoires” (Haugevik and Sending 2020: 444).  

 

In the fourth and final article, I show that identity construction is not only a matter of utterings 

within a domestic context but also a matter of deeds (practices) outside of the Self’s geographic 

space that culminate to make up a state’s foreign policy. I argue that Japan’s identity 

construction is not only internal to the Japan community setting and demonstrate how other 

processes external to Japan play into it. This research is complementary to my three initial 

articles in that it advances the discussion on how identity influences foreign policy by offering 

an “in-practice” perspective that goes beyond the language of how policy is communicated and 

legitimated to demonstrate how it comes into physical play in a foreign space. While these four 

contributions have a number of common themes and all study Japanese foreign policy, they 

have been subject to different peer-review review processes by different journals, and this has 

naturally shaped their presentation of the research and its findings. 

1.7 SUMMARY 
Even though the four articles that comprise this thesis take different starting points in their 

exploration of independent research questions, they share a number of theoretical and empirical 

commonalities. The purpose of this introductory chapter, however, is not to suggest that there 

is only one overarching, theoretical framework to be employed when studying Japanese foreign 

policy, but to highlight the interplay between the nuanced approaches offered in each article 

and to address how they add to our cumulative knowledge by using qualitative insights to offer 

greater understanding of why and how certain policies or instruments become desirable and 

conceivable through contests, promotions and the practices of legitimation.  

 

In summary, my initial research curiosity led to my discovery of repertoires as a helpful 

analytical tool that shed light on often overlooked components of foreign policy. I set out with 

an interest in understanding how identity is shaped discursively, and complemented this 
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approach with narrative, performance and practice analysis to understand how identity is both 

enabled by and also enables repertoires. This resulted in an integrated research perspective that 

captures the discursive, narrative and performative nature of foreign policy. While each article 

in this thesis addresses different aspects of Japanese foreign policy, as a whole they address the 

role of identity and the processes of legitimating Japan’s foreign policy decisions by analyzing 

how Japanese actors engage in public contests about modifying, innovating or maintaining the 

state’s repertoires, as well as public promotion and the on-the-ground practice of them. Chapters 

2 and 3 provide more detail about the framework for this research and a discussion of its 

conceptual and analytical approach, how the research was carried and an explanation of the 

material and methods used.  
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2. CONCEPTUAL AND ANALYTICAL APPROACH 

This section provides an overview of and engages with the scholarly literature that has been 

informative for the four articles that comprise this thesis. In particular, I build on the seminal 

contributions of previous research in my argument that the repertoires apparatus enhances our 

understanding of foreign policymaking and the way it is mutually constituted with identity 

construction.  

 

Since the four articles in this thesis stem from independent yet related research questions in 

their inquiry into Japanese foreign policy, they do not employ a blanket approach to 

investigating Japan as a foreign policy actor, but instead espouse a multilayered theoretical (and 

methodological) approach. Therefore, the intention of this section is not to suggest and all-

encompassing theory for analyzing Japan, but to clarify how the contributions of the four 

articles can be placed in the broader world of international relations and the study of Japanese 

foreign policy. Moreover, space and scope constraints in the article formats have limited the 

opportunity for thorough theorization of why repertoires are a welcome and meaningful 

accoutrement to preexisting theories of IR. This section is therefore also an opportunity to 

expand on the theoretical underpinnings of the respective articles and to demonstrate how they 

operate as a collective whole.  

 

The section begins with an overview of foreign policy analysis (FPA), which has been insightful 

for this thesis’ focus on both the domestic and the international contexts of foreign policy, and 

for addressing the perennial IR topic of the relationship between agency, structure and foreign 

policy. The focus of FPA on foreign policy processes served as an overarching umbrella for 

each article’s inquiry into different aspects of Japanese foreign policy and prompted the more 

generic questions that foreign policy analysts often pose, such as “who makes foreign policy?”. 

I then transition to a discussion of identity, which has, as discussed in more detail in the 

respective articles, served as major instigator of the research focus of this thesis on identity and 

Japanese foreign policy. In fact, it was my interest in the identity construction embedded in 

Japanese foreign policy statements, and later practices—specifically, how identity is both 

enabled by but also enables foreign policy—that initiated the overarching inquiry of this thesis. 

Below, I provide an overview of the seminal contributions to the field and discuss how 

constructivists distinguish their approach to understanding identity, as it is the work of these 

theorists that I have used as a foundation for my research. This is followed by a discussion on 
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legitimation, a central concept in this research that serves as a kind of glue for understanding 

the relationship between identity and foreign policy at a lower level of abstraction. Here, I 

introduce the concept as it is understood and used in the field of IR and in this research. I then 

discuss repertoires in IR and embark on a discussion of how identity and legitimation relate to 

repertoires. In my discussion of the repertoires literature, I provide the most up-to-date account 

of the state of the literature and illustrate how we can understand foreign policy repertoires 

through visual and discursive explanations of some of the instruments in repertoires in general 

and Japan’s foreign policy in particular. The research in the articles also engages with a number 

of concepts related to repertoires and identity, and some articles focus on certain concepts (i.e. 

promotions, narratives, contests) more than others. While most of the concepts that were central 

to my research were introduced and defined in section 1, I attempt below to clarify their relation 

to each other in more detail. As the literature on repertoires in IR only made its debut recently, 

there is limited extant discussion of what this literature brings to the table and where it falls 

short. In an effort to remedy this, I identify where the current literature presents major analytical 

challenges that require further precision and discuss how I tried to overcome these challenges 

in my own research. Finally, and relatedly, I reflect on my academic contributions to the 

repertoires literature.  

2.1 FOREIGN POLICY ANALYSIS 
Within the field of IR, FPA has developed as a distinct area of inquiry focused on foreign policy 

processes and the actors that influence foreign policymaking. While classical realist IR places 

the emphasis on the international system and the pressure it exerts on states, the FPA literature 

instead focuses on the state- and individual-level as key to understanding international affairs. 

As such, it has been an important springboard for this inquiry into the Japanese state and its 

foreign policy processes in different contexts.  

 

In inquiring into the conduct and practice of relations between various actors in the international 

system, foreign policy analysts emphasize processes rather than outcomes and have sought to 

discern how state conduct and the conditions for decision making contribute to the broader 

foreign policy picture (Alden and Aran 2017). Common questions for the FPA analyst—such 

as who makes foreign policy?; how is it made?; and what factors into its making?—imply broad 

research agendas that can go in a number of directions and cover a myriad of topics. As a bottom 

line, however, core FPA research seeks to study how foreign policy decisions are made with an 
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emphasis on “the behavior of human collectives comprising the nation-state” (Hudson and Vore 

1995: 209). The scholarship suggests that it is humans, both individual and collective, who are 

the source of much behavior and change in international politics and, as such, should be central 

to research inquiry (Hudson and Vore 1995: 210). In challenging the monolithic view of states 

as actors, FPA scholarship offers actor-level specifics for understanding how the people and 

units that comprise the state operate in making foreign policy. For instance, for the FPA analyst, 

“Japan” could imply a number of actors, from the individual level (Prime Minister, Foreign 

Minister) to a bureaucratic agency (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Japan International 

Cooperation Agency, JICA) or an entity with a foreign affairs mandate (National Security 

Council, Foreign Affairs Committee of the National Diet) (adapted from Hudson and Vore 

1995: 210; see also Oren 2020). What all these individuals and entities have in common is that 

as a collective, their behaviors and actions are what make up Japan’s foreign policy. In addition, 

while IR scholars home in on the interstate aspects of research themes, such as diplomacy, 

intelligence or trade, FPA analysts investigate how the internal state, including the subnational 

levels, carries out its external policies. Thus, analysis is primarily actor-focused and takes 

account of both the internal and the external environments that influence foreign policymaking.  

 

In her discussion of the “hallmarks” of FPA, Hudson (2005: 2) writes that some of the most 

prominent explanans of the subfield view foreign policy decision making as multifactorial and 

take variables from various levels of analysis (multilevel) into account. This involves analyzing 

both the micro and the macro and incorporating insights from a variety of academic disciplines, 

such as sociology, psychology and anthropology, which makes FPA multi/interdisciplinary in 

nature. Thus, FPA is described as integrative as it spans various disciplines in its analysis. 

Moreover, putting human beings, and their actions individually and collectively, into focus 

gives FPA a distinctive hue as a sub-field of IR that enquires into the human aspect of foreign 

policymaking, which is otherwise overlooked in competing theories that often conflate human 

agency with the state. As Hudson (2005: 1) explains: “all that occurs between nations and across 

nations is grounded in human decision makers acting singly or in groups”. Hudson describes 

this as “agent-oriented” and “actor-specific” theorization that challenges the presumptions that 

states themselves are agents and that the humans involved in decision making operate without 

any agency. Analyzing this requires specific, data-intensive detail to the study at hand, which 

also often demands country or regional expertise (Hudson and Vore 1995: 211) 
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A perennial topic in the FPA literature revolves around exactly this topic: the relationship 

between agency, structure and foreign policy (Carlsnæs 1992; Hudson 2005). It is also a topic 

that concerns this thesis (and is discussed further in section 2.4 on Foreign Policy Repertoires). 

While there is no consensus in the contributions to the FPA literature on the structure-agency 

divide, through their distinct emphasis on the processes of foreign policy and the actors 

involved, some contributors to this discussion contend that there is a tendency for FPA scholars 

to favor more agency-centered analysis (Alden and Aran 2017: 4). However, to claim that there 

is no awareness of structure in FPA scholarship would be incorrect. As Carlsnæs (2007: 129) 

points out, there is an “ontological polarity” between approaches that root their scientific 

explanations in independent individuals (individualism and agency-based) and those that 

contend that it is not possible to reduce the effects of social structures to independent agents’ 

interactions (holism and structure-based), but that is not to say that there are not traces of both 

camps in the FPA literature. 

 

In terms of the research in this thesis, with its focus on the legitimation of foreign policy and 

identity construction, its position vis-à-vis the broad FPA literature can be understood as two-

fold. First, I have followed the FPA tradition of focusing on the processes of foreign policy and 

the actors involved. FPA stresses the importance of paying attention to various actors within 

the state. In each of the articles, I study the actions and statements of different actors 

representing the Japanese state (i.e. diplomats, politicians, officials). I choose to refer to 

repertoires as something that the state activates through these actors—that is, Japanese foreign 

policy repertoires—and it may therefore seem that the emphasis is placed on the state as a single 

entity, but the empirical inquiry is in fact focused on specific actors of the state. 

 

Second, in grappling with the agency-structure problematique and the question of how much 

structural factors imposed by the international system should be considered influential, and how 

much human agency and the role of the individual should be taken into account, I have landed 

on an analysis that favors the idea that preferences, interests and norm structures are inseparably 

tied to actors’ identities. The repertoire approach foregrounds identity, which is a structure, in 

its explanation of how policy becomes possible. Some would therefore perhaps not readily 

describe this research as mainstream FPA. However, it is important to note that there is an 

awareness of structure in FPA too. For instance, Carlsnæs (2007: 132) argues that that foreign 

policy actions provide dynamic interaction between agential and structural factors over time, 

and that this is in fact characteristic of all open social systems.  
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Finally, with its introduction of foreign policy repertoires and how actors representing the 

Japanese state legitimate their policymaking, the research in this thesis goes beyond extant FPA 

contributions on Japan that were discussed in the introduction by highlighting the internal 

mobilization of repertoires and illustrating that the claims-making and legitimation of foreign 

policy are a matter not just of interstate affairs, but also of the domestic arena. 

2.2 IDENTITY  
As discussed in the previous section, the articles that comprise this thesis inquire into how 

identity is both enabled by and also enables repertoires, and adheres to the premise that identity 

is produced by discursive practices that differentiate the Self from its Others. Although the topic 

of identity has always loomed large in the great IR debates, it was not until the 1990s that it 

came to fore by way of a cluster of research that emphasized the significant role that language 

plays in human interaction (Campbell 1992; Doty 1993; Neumann 1996). Informed by post-

structural theory, contributors argued that language is a vehicle for creating ideas about the 

world, and that humans, and therefore also larger collectives such as states, act and react based 

on these ideas. Accordingly, meaning is also not given individually or physically, but 

reproduced in processes between humans as a collective. In addition, meaning is not determined 

a priori but constructed inter-subjectively in the dynamic social space between humans. In other 

words, language constructs meaning relationally by, for instance, establishing relations between 

different subjects and objects. Constructivists attempt to capture the dynamism of identity and 

to demonstrate that (self) identity is constructed through discursive inclusions and exclusions 

(differentiation processes) involving the national self in opposition to multiple others (Rumelili 

2004). 

 

Post-structuralists suggest that the world and all of its objects are constituted through discursive 

formations of subjects and identities, and that, given this, knowledge about individuals’ (and 

states’) behavior can be studied by analyzing identity construction (Hansen 2006: 18). 

Acknowledging these assumptions, relational IR scholars argue that humans create common 

frameworks for understanding human actions, such as definitions of social situations and 

practices, understandings of how to act in such situations, and expectations of the behavior of 

others. Their argument is that by using identity production and reproduction as a prism to study 
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foreign policy debates, we can enhance our understanding of how different actors conceive of 

the world, the state and its interests. 

 

Although constructivists made their way into the main IR debates in the early 1990s, the 

literature on Japan did not develop until the 2000s. Despite this delayed entrance, their 

contributions to the study of Japanese foreign policy are seminal not only to the understanding 

of Japan’s foreign policy, but also to the broader field’s perennial discussion of why and how 

identity matters in international relations (Hagström and Gustafsson 2015; Hagström 2015). 

Constructivists have considered the broad processes through which discourses on identity have 

evolved and how the Self/Other juxtaposition has contributed to identity construction. Here, 

policy is not considered to be detached from identity, but rather a representational practice that 

secures and reproduces the identity (Rumelili 2004). Extant contributions to the literature on 

Japan have primarily focused on Japan’s identity as a pacifist and anti-militarist nation and their 

studies imply a sort of coherence between the intentions of the actors involved and the final 

institutionalized norm (Bukh 2013: 171).  

 

The perspective that identity and foreign policy are co-constitutive is indeed a rather broad 

claim (Campbell 1992). I break this down by demonstrating how identity is both enabled by 

and enables Japan’s foreign policy repertoires by investigating the legitimation of policy. 

Repertoires are enabled by identity in that a state’s foreign policy identity delimits what is 

considered an acceptable, conceivable and desirable course of action. While states have a 

myriad of arrangements to choose from, they aim for the most preferential bundle of tangible 

objects, policies, speech acts and practices. This selection process is guided by their innate 

understanding of their national identity and how their courses of action can be legitimated. 

Repertoires enable identity in that an identity is enacted and performed through the activation 

of a repertoire (Butler 1997; Epstein, Lindemann and Sending 2018). As such, the bundles of 

instruments that comprise a repertoire take on an identity-defining quality (Tilly 1979; 

Haugevik and Sending 2020).  

 

While identity is a central and guiding concept for analyzing Japan’s foreign policy for the 

reasons discussed above, I found throughout my research process that it is the legitimation of 

policy that is a better analytical fit for answering primary research question of this thesis: How 

were adjustments to existing and the addition of new instruments in the Japanese foreign policy 

repertoire legitimated, promoted and enacted in the second Abe administration? Identity is 
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indeed central to inquiry, but it is a rather sweeping concept that can be difficult to analyze due 

to its high level of abstraction. As is detailed further below, a focus on legitimation, and more 

specifically the language of legitimation, allows a more pointed inquiry into the repertoire-

identity nexus.  

2.3 LEGITIMATION 
Legitimation is a central concept in the social sciences that can be studied at various levels of 

analysis (i.e. individual, state, international). It involves justifying aims and actions to a certain 

audience (George 2006; Caldwell 2009; Goddard 2020). More specifically, in the field of 

foreign policy, investigating legitimation involves unpacking “how political actors justify their 

policy stances before concrete audiences, seeking to secure audiences’ assent that their 

positions are indeed legitimate” (Goddard and Krebs 2018: 67). While the study of legitimation 

has gained interest among researchers from various traditions in recent years, research on the 

politics of legitimation remains largely underdeveloped in the field of international relations 

(Goddard and Krebs 2018: 67; Hurd 2007). This is surprising given the very human nature of 

legitimation, its pervasiveness on the global stage and the intrinsic role it plays in policy 

processes.  

 

Central to the research that comprises this thesis is the idea that repertoires of foreign policy 

are co-constituted with identity. While repertoires provide us with a novel framework for 

understanding recent policy change in Japan, it is in fact the study of the legitimation of policy 

that is in focus. Previous research has established the co-constitutive relationship between 

identity and foreign policy (Campbell 1992), but this claim remains at a high-level of 

abstraction. In order to explore it further, we need to home in on what is at stake. Thus, how 

policies are rendered legitimate through contests, promotion and practices in Japanese foreign 

policy has been researched in detail. Investigating the process of justifying aims and actions 

(legitimation) allows more fine-grained inquiry into how certain individuals and states make a 

policy not just possible, but dominant—and how this, in turn, constitutes a given state’s identity.  

 

Since, in order for it to be sustained, a policy must be deemed legitimate by the central political 

actors in a political system, understanding how legitimation takes place is key to the study of 

foreign policy (Caldwell 2009). In my research, I found that homing in on the legitimation of 

foreign policy allows a closer study of the co-constitutivity of repertoires and identity. The 
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study of repertoires first allows us to break down the process, with its focus on the use of certain 

instruments of foreign policy and the medley of instruments that policy actors have to hand. 

Legitimation then provides us with the explanations for why certain instruments and medleys 

are pursued over others in an attempt to garner approval and support. This slight shift of focus 

from repertoire to legitimation is important because it allows the researcher to bring the level 

of abstraction down a notch while still illustrating that both repertoire and legitimation are part 

and parcel of the overall identity-foreign policy nexus.  

 

Key to legitimation is the language used to try to ascribe meaning to and justify policy. It is a 

language of legitimation and its persuasiveness that can make or break a potential policy and 

yield the power to expand the boundaries of what is deemed acceptable (Jackson 2006; Krebs 

2015c). As proliferators of policy seek to justify their approach while delegitimizing others, 

they engage in dynamic, interactive, discursive contests that aim to shape the understandings 

of their audience (Jackson 2006). The research here therefore considers the centrality of 

language in the legitimation of Japan’s foreign policy and how this language of legitimation 

forms Japan’s menu of policy options and pushes the boundaries of what is deemed possible. 

Just as language is used to legitimate policy, it is also employed to construct identity and set 

boundaries between the Self and Other. As discussed above, discursive representations mold 

what is conceived to be desirable and acceptable and reproduce ideas about the national self 

(Campbell 1992). The delineation of Self/Other is constantly in negotiation and key to the 

policymaking process, as it sets the boundaries of what is deemed acceptable action by the Self, 

often based on observation of Other(s). This process is thus intertwined with the legitimation 

of policy. The following section discusses in more detail the origins of the repertoire concept 

and how it applies to the research in this thesis.  

2.4 FOREIGN POLICY REPERTOIRES 
Charles Tilly (1979) first proposed the concept of “contentious repertoires” in his study of 

collective movements in Europe and the United States in the 18th and 19th century.7 The 

fundamental idea behind the concept is that humans coming together in groups draw on the 

 
7 Coined by Tilly in the 1970s, contentious politics refers to “the convergence of collective action, contention and 
politics” (Tilly and Tarrow 2015: 10) and “shifts the focus from the subjects and objects of contention to the 
mechanisms that connect them to each other and to broader institutions and actors” (Tarrow 2015: 86). 
‘Contentious repertoires’ is one of the key concepts within the theorization of Tilly’s ‘contentious politics’ and 
refers to a limited set of routines that are learned, shared and acted out through a relatively deliberate process of 
choice.  
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knowledge pool of the participants when executing collective action. Tilly therefore 

hypothesized early on (1979)—and later undertook rich empirical studies to enhance the 

theoretical claim (2006; 2008; 2015 with Tarrow)—that collective action draws on 

repertoires—an array of actions, instruments, performances and practices—that are already 

known to some of the participants. Therefore, the potential space for collective action is a far 

cry from what is theoretically available to the collective. In other words, Tilly’s repertoires of 

contention involve not only what people do, but what they know how to do and what others 

expect them to do (Tarrow 2011: 39). 

 

When Tilly’s repertoire approach is adapted to an IR setting, the human collectives become 

states and collective action refers to a sum set of potential performances, practices and 

instruments that, in a given spatio-temporal context, is available to a state and seen, deliberately 

or habitually, as legitimate, sensible, possible and/or smart when competing for influence.8 As 

in Tilly’s sociological studies, foreign policy repertoires suggest that states have a number of 

instruments at their disposal when making policy decisions. However, it is in the activation, or 

performance, of these instruments in networks that agency takes place (Goddard and Nexon 

2016; MacDonald 2017). How states “activate” or “deploy” their foreign policy is a matter of 

preference and decision making that is directly dependent on capabilities (Goddard and Nexon 

2016: 9), but also influenced by narratives on how the actor’s identity deems certain policies, 

practices and instruments “acceptable” or “conceivable” in a given political context (see Doty 

1993; Rumelili 2004; Holland 2013). However, it should be caveated that repertoires do not 

necessarily confine states to routinized patterns of cooperation and competition, and can involve 

innovative and creative combinations that are potentially transformative for international 

relations and order (Goddard et al. 2019). While the key concern of the practice turn literature 

is to foreground practices and their enactment, given their status as a perspective of social form 

that is intrinsic to international relations as a social science (Kratchowil 2011), in the articles 

that comprise this thesis, the improvisation of practices takes precedence over the “habitual 

disposition of communities of practitioners” and “the unreflexive cognitive and behavioral 

qualities” of relations (Glas 2017: 833). To be clear, practice and repertoires are indeed family 

members, but with a slightly different gene composition. Practice often has a habitual gene 

while its cousin, repertoires, are more social and have a strategic gene. Repertoires, in contrast 

 
8 Recent contributions to the IR literature have included innovative uses of repertoires to study the behavioral 
aspects of diplomacy. See e.g. Nair (2019), McConnell (2018) and Wong (2020).  



 

   

 
 

49 

to habitual practice, are focused on the improvisational nature of politics and are thus fluid and 

in a constant process of variation and change (Goddard et al. 2019: 311). To summarize, 

repertoires conceptually advance constructivist approaches in that they acknowledge the 

centrality of identity, take account of the strategic aspect of foreign policy deliberations, and 

admit a degree of actor agency and power in diplomatic practices.  

 

In his 2008 work on contentious performances, Tilly defines repertoires as “claim-making 

routines” and illustrates them with the following simile: “Like a jazz trio or an improvising 

theater group, people who participate in contentious politics normally have several pieces they 

can play, but not an infinity.…Within that limited array, the players choose which pieces they 

will perform here and now and in what order” (Tilly 2008: 14). As demonstrated in the articles 

for this thesis, the actors that comprise Japan as a state strive to make the most strategic choices 

when crafting foreign policy, and thus to evaluate the instruments (pieces) at hand and deploy 

(play) what are deemed most likely to succeed. These choices cannot be anything but rooted in 

the conception of state identity and within the limits of what would be considered acceptable 

based on this identity. Japanese actors representing the state engage in claim-making routines 

that involve airing certain claims to an audience (in this instance the Japanese public). These 

claims can take various forms and be targeted at both the domestic and the international levels 

(Tilly 2006, 2008). 

 

Repertoires emphasize the ability to draw from a collective’s range of knowledge or skills: “the 

elements of the repertoire are…simultaneously the skills of the population members and the 

cultural forms of the population” (Stinchcombe 1987: 1248 quoted in Tarrow 2011: 39) and 

should be understood as involving both material (i.e. development assistance money) and 

intangible elements (i.e. moral authority). This view builds on, for example, Sociologist Ann 

Swidler’s work, which emphasizes that it is the knowledge, skills or instruments that are to 

hand that are employed to navigate a given situation. Actors are not performing purely out of 

habit and there is a degree of reflexivity in the choices being made. In this way, there is a sense 

of discretion and variation in how decisions are made. In her research, Swidler describes how 

certain repertoires are nurtured by these reflexive underpinnings: 

 
…culture cultivates skills and habits in its users, so that one can be more or less good at the 
cultural repertoire one performs, and that such cultured capacities may exist both as discrete 
skills, habits, and orientations and, in large assemblages, like the pieces a musician has mastered 
or the plays an actor has performed. It is in this sense that people have an array of cultural 
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resources upon which they can draw. We can ask not only what pieces are in the repertoire but 
why some are performed at one time, some at another. (Swidler 2001a: 24) 
 

Repertoires as an analytical apparatus highlight that identity influences foreign policy choices. 

States have to make a myriad of foreign policy decisions and in so doing must consider various 

configurations and how they will play out, in both physical and non-tangible terms. As an 

influential factor, identity not only impacts this decision-making but is also taken into account 

when forecasting the outcomes of certain repertoires. In this sense, repertoires are shaped by 

identity at both ends of the equation—in their calculations and post-action outcomes. 

Repertoires both are enabled by and enable identity. For instance, in determining what is 

preferential in its bundle of tangible objects, policies, speech acts and practices, Japan weighs 

a number of arrangements while assessing how a given combination of instruments could 

bolster or weaken its foreign policy identity and trajectory. The Japanese state’s identity 

influences the process by delimiting what is considered acceptable, conceivable and desirable. 

The bundles of instruments that comprise a repertoire then take on an identity-defining quality 

(Tilly 1979; Haugevik and Sending 2020) and this, in turn, enables other acceptable, 

conceivable and desirable courses of action. In this way, repertoires and identity are co-

constitutive. 

 

Instead of being entirely determined by the structural context or chosen among the near-infinite 

potentialities available to humans, the repertoire approach hypothesizes that we can expect 

collective action to maintain established practices and performances, but that unstable 

environments lead to greater change. While the repertoire concept allows for innovation and 

modification in terms of prior, known instruments, performances and practices, it is suggested 

that this only takes place within reasonable boundaries. In the case of stable circumstances, 

little innovation or modification can be expected, while in times of economic, geopolitical or 

military rupture, the theory hypothesizes more change in the repertoires (see Wilson Rowe’s 

(2020) study of how this applies to the Arctic environment and Haugevik and Sending (2020) 

on the Nordic countries). As Neumann and Sending (2021: 4) explain in their study of 

performing statehood through crises, “specific actor and audience constellations and contexts 

will make every performance unique, but performances are nonetheless readily recognizable as 

belonging to a repertoire and have a modular quality to them”. In essence, repertoire innovation 

implies a degree of change in activation but rarely involves a drastic change to the point of 

unfamiliarity. While repertoires are not static and can “vary from place to place, time to time” 

(Tilly 2006: 35), they do not change drastically but rather evolve slowly as new elements are 
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incorporated. This innovation takes place “within the limits set by the repertoire already 

established for their place…[and]…time” (Tilly 2006: 35). This point is further explored 

empirically in Article III, where I demonstrate how repertoire innovation can still fall within 

the scope of familiarity, as is the case in Japan’s legitimation of its development assistance 

through the use of a promotional campaign featuring a rebranded, well-known anime character. 
 

Repertoires are understood as the use of a particular bundle of instruments as part of a 

performance. Goddard and Nexon (2016) suggest organizing the array of potential instruments 

to study when doing research on repertoires into five broader categories: military, economic, 

diplomatic, cultural and symbolic (see Figure 2).9 Like repertoires, the instruments in these 

categories should be understood as both material (i.e. assets) and non-material (i.e. reputation), 

and are not necessarily employed in an isolated manner but can be used in combination with or 

against each other (Goddard and Nexon 2016: 11).10  

 
9 Similarly, Baldwin (1985; 2000) suggests organizing foreign policy instruments into four categories (military, 
economic, diplomacy, propaganda) that can be divided into two broader categories: military and non-military. 
Military instruments, such as the use of force, are considered important exercises of statecraft that “facilitate 
comparison with nonmilitary techniques of statecraft” (i.e. economic sanctions, the cutting of diplomatic ties) in 
evaluating utility (Baldwin 2000: 178).  
10 Pouliot (2016: 11) writes “that one can never do only one thing in social life”, the productivity of the instruments 
often extends beyond a single, isolated aim. For instance, economic instruments such as sanctions may coincide 
with a reduction or removal of diplomatic ties (diplomatic instrument) just as the cultural capital involved in 
conferring a UNESCO world heritage site could mirror propaganda about why another state’s heritage claim 
should not be nominated (symbolic instrument). 
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Figure 2: Five Categories of Instruments 

 
Source: Goddard and Nexon (2016: 11) 

 

The most recent contributions to the repertoire literature in IR have attempted to add precision 

to what repertoires bring to our understanding of global politics and how they should be 

organized. While instruments are still presented as the primary means for understanding how 

repertoires are organized and activated, in their further theorization of the repertoire concept 

and its application to international relations, Goddard et al. (2020) propose distinguishing 

between domain and scope. Domain, the authors argue, concerns the primary instruments of 

power deployed in a repertoire, be they cultural, economic, diplomatic, and so on. These 

instruments can guide analysts in classifying what script a particular repertoire is following. 

The authors suggest that some repertoires can be limited to a specific domain, such as military 

relations, while others can involve a number of instruments. Scope refers to the extent to which 

repertoires are deployed. Some repertoires can be limited to bilateral interactions while others 

can be regional in scope. For instance, bilateral alliances such as the US-Japan Alliance, involve 

pairs of states making claims on one another while repertoires of regional scope, such as the 

Chinese tributary system, concern a number of actors (Goddard et al. 2020: 7, 11). The scope 

of repertoires can also involve an “exclusive identity” based on membership of a certain club 
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or wider alliance, such as NATO or the EU (Goddard et al. 2020: 7). There are also “universal” 

repertoires that, theoretically, apply to all actors in the international system—the authors cite 

the convening of an international conference as an example (Goddard et al. 2020: 7). 

 

Given their similarity, how these two concepts differ from Baldwin’s (2012: 33) dimensions of 

scope and domain in his work on dimensions of power in international relations requires 

clarification. Baldwin distinguishes domain and scope as “influence with respect to whom” and 

“influence with respect to what matters”, respectively. Domain means the number of other 

actors that are subject to a given state’s influence (Baldwin 2012: 51). For instance, the domain 

of Japan today is smaller than during the era of the Empire of Great Japan (1868–1947), when 

Japan occupied a number of territories in East Asia. This differs from the domain of repertoires, 

which concerns the prominence of specific instruments. There is also a clear distinction with 

respect to scope. According to Baldwin (2012: 51), scope refers to the idea that one actor’s 

power may vary from one instrument to another. For instance, Japan might yield more power 

when it comes to economic issue than security issues. This definition differs from that of 

Goddard et al. (2020) since their emphasis is on the extent of deployment of repertoires, or in 

other words how far-reaching they are. Where Goddard et al. (2020) place focus on instruments 

in relation to repertoires, Baldwin emphasizes the concepts in relation to influence.  

 

If we consider how Goddard and Nexon’s (2016) five categories of instruments apply to Japan 

(see Figure 3), there are a number of instruments, some more prominent than others, that 

Japanese actors can draw on when configuring and activating foreign policy repertoires.  
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Figure 3: Examples of Japanese Instruments 

 
 

Like most states, Japan enjoys a web of social relations that it engages with and relies on when 

performing as a state. It also has a set of instruments that are part of a broader foreign policy 

toolkit, be it a diplomatic instrument such as G7 membership or a military instrument such as 

the Japanese Self-Defense Forces. Foreign policy actors, such as diplomats, constantly face 

possibilities and limits in their political performances based on the provisions in their foreign 

policy toolkit, in both material and non-material terms. How they practice their statecraft is a 

matter of what they have to work with (material and non-material resources) and how they 

perform. State actions are thus socially and historically contingent, meaning that only empirical 

studies can identify why certain actions become possible in a political community and beyond. 

The Japanese state’s priority for foreign policy instruments, whether internationally or 

domestically oriented, is ultimately a question of the distribution of scarce resources that could 

have been applied differently, such as on other demanding causes. Japan’s foreign policy 

repertoires should be contextualized as being executed from a subordinate position to the United 

States-led hierarchy, as a neighbor of a rising China and within domestic economic, 

demographic and military constraints. Economic and military instruments arguably dominate 

Japan’s foreign policymaking (Huntington 1993; Samuels 1994). Instrumental prominence and 
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policy area informed how I designed the research for this thesis. I discuss this in more detail in 

section 3.1 on policy areas.  

2.5 CENTRAL CONCEPTS AND THEIR RELATION 
I have discussed above some of the concepts that are central to this thesis’ investigation: 

repertoires, instruments, performance, practice, contest, promotion and legitimation. Where 

applicable, I have defined how these concepts should be understood in the context of this 

research. How they relate or connect to one other, however, is not always as straightforward, 

and each article addresses this to a different degree. I would therefore like to elaborate on a few 

points here that further explain the relationship between the concepts that were central to this 

project. First, two of the most central concepts—repertoire and identity—are understood to be 

mutually constitutive in that they enable each other. As discussed above, states work with an 

array of both tangible and non-tangible instruments in their toolkit, on which they can draw 

when formulating policy. The arrangement of these instruments is understood as a repertoire 

and repertoires are activated by individuals/states, and agency takes place in the activation of 

select instruments in networks (Goddard and Nexon 2016; Goddard et al. 2019). The activation 

of a repertoire can also be understood as a performance.  

 

Repertoire and identity can be understood as having a gear-like relationship, in that repertoires 

are adapted to fit the identity of a given actor (Lapid and Kratchowil 1996; Katzenstein 1996; 

Barnett 1999; Swidler 1986, 2001b), their activation takes on an identity-defining quality and 

the construction of identity then feeds back into repertoire development. In this sense, it is an 

ongoing circular process, with repertoires and identity best understood as existing side-by-side 

rather than in a hierarchical relationship. The movement of one incites the movement of the 

other. However, in order to analytically study this relationship, which is a significant claim 

made at a high level of abstraction, I found that a focus on a key component of both identity 

construction and foreign policy—legitimation—allowed greater analytical precision.  

 

During my research process, it became increasingly apparent that it was indeed the language of 

legitimation—and how this language relates to identity, repertoires and foreign policy—that 

was guiding the answering of the study’s research questions. Thus, legitimation was central to 

the research inquiry in that it served as a medium for analyzing the relationship between identity 

and foreign policy at a lower level of abstraction.  
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As Figure 4 illustrates, the broad relationship between identity and foreign policy can be 

unpacked by analyzing legitimation and repertoires. By taking the identity-foreign policy nexus 

down to a lower level of abstraction, analytical focus is placed on the instruments of foreign 

policy, their combinations and the language used to justify them. In order to study rapid policy 

change in Japan, I used a research lens to which repertoires and identity construction were 

central, and where the discursive and embodied legitimation of policy change, and the 

instruments this involves, provided empirical research material to work with. This slight shift 

in analytical focus from identity-foreign policy to legitimation-repertoire was key to 

understanding the overall relationship between Japan’s foreign policy repertoires and identity.  

 

 
Figure 4: Relationship between Identity, Legitimation, Repertoires and Foreign Policy 

 

 

 
 

Drawing on the literature on legitimation, it was established early on that the public legitimation 

of policy change, in particular that concerning foreign policy, is a feature of most political 

communities (Krebs 2015b). During the research process, however, I found the need to further 

categorize how this legitimation occurs. Consequently, I distinguish between public 

legitimation as “contests” or as “promotion”. While public contests concern political actors’ 

struggles to shape the boundaries of reasonable, natural and smart foreign policy in contests 

with other political actors, public promotion is the marketing performances and practices that 

government institutions or actors employ in a “one-way monologue” aimed at a domestic or 

international audience in their attempt to legitimate. I then further developed these to include a 

third aspect: “on-the-ground” practices, or the ways in which action is filtered down from 

decision makers (those who decide to activate a given repertoire) to those implementing policy 

(those who activate the repertoire). This extra move was important to the understanding of 
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Japan’s foreign policy change, since repertoires and identity construction are not only about 

what is said or written, but what is done.  

 

The untangling of the concepts discussed above was an important part of the research process. 

Admittedly, only some of these concepts directed my research inquiry at the outset of this 

project. The inclusion of additional concepts coincided with project maturation and a better 

grasp of what the empirical material brought to the fore. As a result, these concepts are not 

always used consistently throughout each of the articles as their development took place at 

various stages of this project.  

2.6 ANALYTICAL CHALLENGES 
In my study of the terms domain and scope and their application, and while developing the 

concept of foreign policy repertoires, I encountered two major analytical challenges. First, 

concerning scope, I found that the imprecise boundaries between instruments complicates their 

categorization as distinct from other categories. Instruments that are at first glance perceived to 

be purely economic (i.e. development assistance) can in fact have entrenched security elements 

and almost always involve diplomacy. Therefore, it is a challenge to suggest a clear-cut 

distinction between instruments, particularly when they concern foreign policy as it is a field 

that involves various elements, levels and influences (as discussed in section 2.1), and it is more 

often than not the case that instruments can fall into multiple categories. For instance, I do not 

deem “diplomatic instruments” to be deserving of their own category as all the other 

instruments draw on diplomatic instruments in international negotiations, bargaining and 

conflicts. This means that selecting, for instance, military instruments might involve a study of 

the diplomatic tools that nations opt for in their political engagements with other political 

communities. I found some guidance on this analytical challenge in Baldwin’s (1985, 2000) 

work on foreign policy, where he makes an important distinction between what the policy 

instruments are directed towards and what their inherent qualities are (Baldwin 1985: 3 in 

Hagström 2005).  

 

While the categorization of instruments is informative in the sense that it allows us to compare 

and contrast how certain areas of foreign policy compare to other domains (i.e. military 

instruments versus cultural instruments) it is not essential to the study of repertoires. In this 

research, the means for analyzing Japan’s foreign policy is through repertoires, and instruments 
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are part of the repertoires framework, although—as I experienced in my research—the precise 

differentiation between instruments is informative but not a prerequisite for empirical 

investigation.  

 

A second analytical challenge also concerns how we are to understand instruments, or more 

specifically the gradation that is implied. Gradation in foreign policy instruments can be 

challenging not only to identify, but also to study. For instance, in Article II I research the 

contentious case of Japan’s acquisition of long-range cruise missiles. While the purchase of 

such equipment primarily relates to a military instrument, it is nonetheless different than the 

actual deployment of the said missile. Thinking about this in terms of gradation, one could 

envision a scale where at one end of the spectrum the inception of the given instrument (the 

acquisition phase) is present in the repertoire, where mid-spectrum is perhaps the maintenance 

or honing of the instrument (the maintenance phase), while full spectrum implies actual 

deployment (the activation phase) of the missile. Similarly, converting a helicopter carrier into 

an aircraft carrier (acquiring an instrument, thus the acquisition phase) is not the same thing as 

using it in a military exercise (an alliance politics performance and thus the activation phase), 

although purchase is admittedly a prerequisite for use. This is only a hypothetical scale and 

there are a number of ways that instruments can be defined and arranged. However, it is notable 

that the extant literature on repertoires fails to address this rather fundamental point concerning 

how instruments in their various stages should be understood and studied.  

 

While these imprecise boundaries are a shortcoming of the current literature on repertoires, they 

have also provided an opportunity for more thought about what is central to the repertoire 

research agenda. In my research, I found that while the categorization of instruments allows for 

some organizational thinking, it is ultimately the combination of instruments and their 

deployment that are the core research focus for foreign policy repertoires. I have attempted to 

overcome the imprecision by demonstrating that the instruments that make up repertoires can 

have various attributes. In the end, however, it is what they do in the collective deployment that 

matters most. 

 

To summarize, repertoires embrace collectives’ actions and utterings so, in analyzing them, 

specific attention is directed to the articulations (speech, writings) and behavior of actors in 

their daily engagements on the international or domestic stage. While the repertoire concept 

stems from the sociological study of social movements, applied to an IR context it allows us to 
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study the reflexive uses of and tinkering with available instruments for the conduct of foreign 

policy. Actors are constrained by the available instruments (economic, military, diplomatic, 

cultural), but can also develop and recombine them for effect over time (Jackson 2003; Nexon 

2010; Goddard 2006, 2018). In this sense, repertoires align with research that seeks to account 

for both stability and change in a state’s foreign policy that cannot be reduced, for example, to 

material interests, to macro-structural conditions, or to particular norms, or practices.  

2.7 CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE LITERATURE ON REPERTOIRES 
In this thesis, I extend and build on the literature on repertoires in IR in three ways. First, the 

primarily focus of Goddard et al. (2020) is on the use and impact of repertoires but their origins 

are not addressed distinctly. Taking this omission into account, I propose an analysis of the 

origins of repertoires and how they develop through “public contests” on foreign policy, which 

are in effect the debates about what instruments to use, how to use them and who an actor 

is/becomes when engaging in a particular performance. These debates are intrinsically linked 

to Japanese identity in that it is identity that delimits what is considered acceptable, conceivable 

and desirable from the outset. The identity defining quality (Tilly 1979; Haugevik and Sending 

2020) that repertoires take on during activation in turn contributes to this co-constituitivity. 

 

The implication of this is that repertoires concern not just interstate affairs, but also the domestic 

political context, in that domestic coalitional politics influence repertoire composition and 

deployment. This point is empirically illustrated in Article II, through its in-depth study of the 

political contests that took place in the Japanese parliament about the unorthodox expansion of 

military instruments. In showing how the acquisition of these instruments became possible, the 

domestic-level analysis provides insight into the origins of repertoires.  

 

My second advancement of the repertoires literature concerns the relationship between 

repertoires and identities. In my discussion of how the repertoire literature enhances the 

“identity factor” in Japanese foreign policy, I bring question of the extent to which repertoires 

are the product or expression of national styles or modes of politics to the fore. In my analysis, 

I suggest that repertoires and identity are mutually constitutive in that they enable each other. 

Japan has multiple identities and thus has multiple repertoires, and these various repertoires 

take on an identity-forming quality. For instance, some repertoires of Japanese foreign policy 

stem from unique and specific elements of Japanese political culture, such as Japan’s identity 



 

   

 
 

60 

as a “pacifist” country. One example of this is Japan’s repertoire in the War on Terror, where 

the Japanese Self-Defense Forces were deployed to carry out humanitarian work in non-combat 

zones in Iraq, since Japan had denounced the use of military force apart from for self-defense 

purposes. Even this humanitarian deployment was considered historic for Japan and was 

heavily debated in the chambers of the Japanese Diet. Other repertoires are influenced by 

Japan’s bilateral relationships, such as Japan’s identity as a close US ally, which affects how it 

carries out its foreign policy. In 2015, collective self-defense was added as an instrument in 

Japan’s toolbox. This is considered a historic move in that it allows Japan to defend allies, 

notably the US, in limited circumstances. Still other repertoires concern Japan’s broader identity 

as a “liberal democracy.” One example of this is Japan’s global governance repertoire of 

contributing to multilateral forums that emphasize the norms and rules of the liberal 

international economic order, such as the Trans-Pacific Partnership-11. The question then 

becomes how to make sense of these multiple identities and their inherent tensions? I suggest 

that it is in the deployment of repertoires that we can find answers; that is, what the repertoires 

do. Repertoires are not simply created as outside influences that structurally constrict Japan and 

its foreign policy options. Rather, they are internally debated, promoted and practiced into being. 

As such, their creation and activation have meaning for how we understand national identity, 

since they take on an identity-defining quality in their activation.  

 

In my application of the repertoires framework to the Japan case, I discuss the shift in Japanese 

policy and how this is understood in the extant literature (i.e. evolution versus revolution). I 

explain that this shift is largely influenced by shifting threat perceptions related to the rise of 

China and a proliferator North Korea, and admittedly at first instance this could incite a realist 

or rationalist explanation that foreign policy shifts are simply a response to power trends. 

However, where the repertoire framework challenges such assumptions is in its focus on the 

timing, content and character of Japan’s policy response to a changing geopolitical environment. 

This response is influenced not only by Japan’s understanding of the shifting geopolitical 

context, but also by identity, which, I argue, should be accounted for in analyses of Japan’s 

foreign policy.  

 

While others have also made the argument that it is important to take identity into account, my 

research goes beyond these existing contributions on Japanese foreign policy and identity by 

investigating how the addition or adjustment of specific foreign policy instruments in Japanese 

foreign policy repertoires are legitimated. It seeks to advance the pre-existing critical 
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constructivist literature on Japan with insights into the micro-level change in Japanese 

instruments—the adjustment of existing instruments as well as the addition of new ones. I 

therefore seek to shed light on the inner workings of Japan’s foreign policy at a pivotal and 

contentious time of geopolitical shifts, demanding domestic circumstances and the pursuit of a 

more distinct Japanese foreign policy. 

 

The third way in which I advance the literature on repertoires in IR is by addressing when/at 

what stage in the policy process repertoires are important. Extant contributions to the literature 

primarily discuss how repertoires mobilize or demobilize support and the impact of repertoires 

on audiences but fall short of explaining how repertoires might shape practical questions such 

as policy implementation. To address this, I introduce “on-the-ground” practices or the ways in 

which repertoires filter action down from decision makers to those implementing policy. 

Repertoires that are pitched or aimed at international audiences may produce unintended 

outcomes or different responses when directed at or experienced by audiences at other levels 

(the national or subnational) and vice-versa. I demonstrate this in Article IV when looking at 

how Japan’s foreign policy repertoire in Myanmar is carried out on the ground and how the 

responses to it vary depending on whether one considers the local or the international level. 

While Japan’s repertoire in Myanmar remains uncontentious at the local level, Japan’s 

heightened engagement in Myanmar and explicit condoning of Myanmar’s handling of the 

Rohingya is viewed as problematic internationally. This implies a disconnect between the 

intentions and outcomes of Japan’s policy and demonstrates how repertoires should be studied 

at various levels—concerning not only their deployment, but also their reception.  
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3. MATERIAL AND METHODS 

In analyzing Japan’s foreign policy repertoires, the articles in this thesis take an 

interdisciplinary, “patchwork” approach inspired by studies in the fields of IR, sociology and 

anthropology.11 The overarching reason for this is that I have found the combination of methods 

from these fields to be the most fitting to study different aspects of Japan’s foreign policy 

repertoires. Specifically, discursive analysis, performance analysis, and practice analysis are 

employed to study the three aspects (public contest, public promotion, and on-the-ground 

practices) of how Japanese foreign policy repertoires are activated and legitimated. This called 

for different methods of empirical data collection, as a standard blanket approach for all aspects 

would not have been effective at getting to the level of empirical detail that I aimed for in my 

research.  

 

While I address the respective materials and methods in each of the four articles, once again, 

space and scope constraints in the article formats limited the opportunity for a thorough 

discussion of the overall research design and to cover the finer details and intricacies of this 

project’s long-term fieldwork. Therefore, in this section I introduce the interpretivist methods 

that informed my research in greater detail and discuss how I employed these methods when 

collecting and analyzing research material. I begin with a discussion of the policy areas in focus 

and how their selection should be understood in the context of this research project. I then 

describe in detail the specific methods used for material collection and material analysis, and 

how they relate to the three aspects of contest, promotion and practice. In closing, I reflect on 

my position as a researcher in the research and how this reflexivity has influenced the course 

of the overall project.  

 

As noted above and in detail below, the four articles that comprise this thesis are 

comprehensively empirically grounded in the study of textual material, interviews on and 

observations concerning the contests, promotions and practices of Japanese foreign policy 

repertoires. The fieldwork for this research was primarily carried out over 20 months between 

February 2018 and December 2019. In total, 92 interviews were carried out, primarily with 

Japanese stakeholders, from February 2018 onwards; 66 in Japan and 26 in Myanmar. The 

 
11 In the following pages, however, I refrain from drawing explicit lines between these fields, as I identify first and 
foremost with the methods of empirical investigation offered by certain social scientists and not necessarily the 
“category” of social sciences in which they are placed. 
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methods employed in my research offer ethnographic perspectives that I discuss in this section 

and return to in the conclusion.  

3.1 POLICY AREAS 
I set out to study Japanese foreign policy by investigating how Japan is legitimating and 

activating its foreign policy repertoires through contest, promotion and practice, and with 

particular reference to the co-constitutivity of repertoires and identity.  

 

The empirical material studied covers different areas of Japanese foreign policy, which at a 

broad level can be defined as concerning security policy and development policy. While 

Articles I and II are primarily focused on conventional security policy (a territorial dispute in 

the East China Sea and the acquisition of military instruments, respectively), Articles III and 

IV consider development policy (the domestic promotion of Japan’s development assistance 

policy and how Japan as a development assistance donor constructs its identity in a foreign 

location). Over the years, security and development issues have increasingly come to operate 

more as a nexus of issues than as separate policy areas. For instance, Japan’s contemporary 

development assistance policy is closely linked to its security policy in that it targets issues that 

concern Japan’s security both in traditional (i.e. coastguard capacity-building in Southeast Asia 

to protect the vital maritime space surrounding Japan) and non-traditional (i.e. climate change 

mitigation projects) terms. 

 

The rationale behind choosing such policy areas was a matter of the prominence of Japan’s 

contemporary foreign policy instruments during the time period studied and access to research 

material. I sought to understand how change was taking place by investigating newly acquired 

instruments (i.e. long-range cruise missiles) and the adjustment of both newer (i.e. the Izumo 

helicopter carrier) and longstanding instruments (i.e. ODA). While such an approach is not 

couched in terms of traditional, premeditated case selection methods (i.e. Levy 2008; Gerring 

2006), it was a good fit for addressing the research problem at hand and allowed for flexibility 

in the field, where access to research material, particularly ethnographic material, on Japanese 

foreign policy issues is often difficult.  

 

Through my empirical analysis, I demonstrate that the legitimation of Japan’s security and 

development policy is not just rooted in predictable arguments about protecting sovereignty or 
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helping the developing world to overcome poverty. For instance, in the study of Japan’s 

territorial dispute over the Senkaku Islands in the East China Sea, which is primarily a security 

policy issue, findings suggested that the dispute was not just deemed a sovereignty issue about 

territory: It was also about how Japan self-identifies as a state. The Japanese government’s 

promotional brochures about how Japan as a “maritime nation” is a protector of the rule of law 

and a protector the fauna in the area surrounding the disputed islands demonstrate that the 

information aimed at legitimating and shaping public perceptions of Japan’s role in the dispute 

was not only related to conventional security arguments about territory or China as threat.  

 

In analyzing Japan’s development policy, legitimation attempts were often rooted in arguments 

related to security policy issues. Although Japan has a longstanding history of being a 

development donor throughout the postwar era, more recently the contours of how Japan “does 

aid” are understood to be undergoing significant change in light of geopolitical and economic 

constraints (Asplund and Söderberg 2016; Kato et al. 2016; MOFA 2017). This is evident in 

important policy documents, such as Japan’s inaugural National Security Strategy (Cabinet 

Office of Japan 2013), its Development Cooperation Charter (2015) and MOFA’s Annual 

White Paper on Development, all of which explicitly link development policy and security 

policy areas in writing, but also when investigating the actual practices of development 

assistance in foreign locations. For instance, Japan’s Coastguard has increased its engagement 

with Southeast Asian coastguards by providing training, technical assistance and equipment in 

development assistance programs (Yennie Lindgren 2019). This is considered a notable policy 

move due to the sensitivity around security-related development activities that could be 

interpreted as having a military dimension, which is legally prohibited under the Japanese 

Constitution. Moreover, in Japan’s promotion of its development assistance, as studied in 

Article III, arguments related to security issues such as terrorism, illegal fishing and piracy are 

presented as reasons why Japan needs to provide development assistance. My empirical 

material therefore suggests that security and development issues increasingly operate as a nexus 

rather than as separate policy areas.  

 

It should be caveated here that in my findings, I make no claims of external validity for other 

foreign policy actors. The deeper we delve into a state’s political, economic, historical and 

cultural context—both domestically and internationally—the less it resembles other contexts. 

In order to learn from contemporary Japanese efforts at home and abroad, we need to place the 

country in the right context: as one of the largest and most technologically advanced economies 
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in the world, but undergoing a severe demographic shift that affects everything from labor 

supply to the public finances, situated in a neighborhood of thriving economies that is possibly 

the most dynamic economic region in the 21st century, but a region with mounting historical 

grievances, contested territories, and massive and growing military capacities. In this context, 

Japan has had to manage unprecedented uncertainty, which has clearly had an effect on its 

foreign policy. With this international and domestic context in mind, foreign and domestic 

policy upgrades are perhaps not unexpected, but their relatively drastic pace and the way in 

which they have been carried out are. This thesis delimits its study of contemporary Japanese 

foreign policy repertoires to the period 2012–2020. The return of the Abe government in 2012 

spurred a number of new public contests, public promotions and on-the-ground practices. 

3.2 INTERPRETIVIST METHODS 
The introduction of foreign policy repertoires carves out a new research agenda for IR scholars. 

This requires new and innovative thinking about how to gather the empirical materials needed 

to study repertoires. The research I carried out is grounded in interpretivist methods that favor 

an inductive approach to understanding social reality where the researcher moves from specific 

observations to broader theories to understanding social reality, which is understood as being 

accessed through social constructions such as language, shared meanings, practices and 

consciousness (Bernard 2006; Shepard 2013; Schaffer 2016; Spradley 1979).  

 

The work of social scientists who have used eclectic qualitative methods in their studies has 

been particularly informative for this research (e.g., Pouliot 2016; Neumann 2012; Frühstück 

2012; Geertz 1998). It should be noted that there is no pre-existing recipe to draw on for the 

study of foreign policy repertoires. While Tilly (2006) and Jansen (2017) provide some 

methodological guidance in their work on social movements and repertoires of contention, how 

to study repertoires of foreign policy has not been addressed in extant contributions. Thus, I 

have sought in my research not only to contribute empirically and theoretically to the study of 

Japanese foreign policy but also to identify a promising methodological turn in IR that 

incorporates developments and insights from sister disciplines in the social sciences. Such an 

approach is akin to “patchwork methods”, which I return to in the conclusion. 

 

This project’s empirical investigation comprises three main methods: discursive analysis, 

performance analysis and practice analysis (for an overview see Figure 5). The empirical 
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material I studied was gathered from primary textual sources; in semi-structured, relational 

interviews; and through participant observation.  

 

Figure 5: Overview of Methods for Analyzing Japanese Foreign Policy Repertoires 
 

 
 

Figure 5 shows that the means of gathering my research material (i.e. relational interviews, 

observation, textual material) is distinguished from the way of conducting analysis (discursive 

analysis, performance analysis, practice analysis).  

 

The empirical interest here considers both formal and informal aspects and centers on the meso 

level (see Figure 6). Meso-level analysis refers to the combination of the micro and the macro 

as well as certain groups, such as diplomats and aid workers (Blackstone 2012: 13). The micro 

level entails analyzing the smallest level of interaction and thus often focuses on individuals, 

one-to-one interactions and the Self. The social context of the individual and its influence on 

him/her is often a focus at this level of analysis. Macro-level analysis looks at structures and 

institutions. In the IR context this refers to the state or global level. While these levels are 

familiar terminology in sociological inquiry, they are not as au courant in IR.  

 

Figure 6: Levels of Analysis 
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In the 20-month period of fieldwork conducted for this project, I primarily investigated meso-

level dynamics by: focusing on both groups and individuals; looking “high and low”; paying 

attention to longstanding, anchored practices as well as fleeting innovations; and investigating 

sites that are often overlooked by IR scholars (i.e. government-sponsored festivals for 

international cooperation). I sought to access largely under-analyzed areas of enquiry in the 

field where everyday aspects of foreign policy are in focus, but also to ground these in the 

broader understandings of what is “happening” at the societal level in today’s Japan. As a result 

of this objective, my research considers not only the contentious debates (public contests) 

emanating from the chambers of the Japanese Diet on the expansion of military instruments in 

Japan’s foreign policy repertoire, but also the performances of a government-hired manga-

character tasked with communicating the national and global importance of Japanese 

development assistance to the Japanese public (public promotions), as well as the discursive, 

embodied practices of Japanese identity entrepreneurs who legitimate Japan’s contemporary 

engagement in Myanmar (on-the-ground practices).  

 

In my research inquiry, I home in on “warm” issues, meaning the processes that took place “in 

real-time” while I was conducting fieldwork in Tokyo, and interviews and observations about 

contemporary phenomena. Participant observation, by definition, requires the study of ongoing 

processes. Therefore, my study of the public promotion of instruments of repertoires focused 

on a specific MOFA promotion campaign introduced six months in to my fieldwork, in 

September 2018. This timing made it possible to observe the promotion campaign “in action” 

and to actively discuss the campaign with prominent stakeholders as it was playing out in public 

for the first time. 

3.3 TEXTUAL MATERIAL AND DISCURSIVE ANALYSIS 
Discursive analysis is used to investigate all three aspects of Japan’s foreign policy repertoires. 

Here, discursive analysis is defined as a broader term that includes signs, narratives and what 

Patrick Jackson calls “rhetorical commonplaces”, all of which adhere to the “language of 

legitimation” (2006: 28-29; discussed in section 2.3). 

 

Since the articles stem from independent but related research questions in their inquiry into 

Japanese foreign policy, they do not employ a blanket methodological approach to analyzing 
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Japan as a foreign policy actor. One common theme, however, is that they all involve the 

analysis of textual material and study the language of legitimation.  

 

As I explain in more detail below, the language of legitimation is studied through empirical 

inquiry into discourse signs, narratives and rhetorical commonplaces. Article I, for instance, 

emphasizes the discursive aspects by investigating discourse signs. This means that specific 

words (i.e. “democratic”) are studied and juxtaposed. In Article II, I shift my focus to narratives, 

described as “coherent stories” that offer meaning about the world and the Self (Krebs 2015 b). 

Article III builds on Article II’s focus on narratives to include rhetorical commonplaces, 

understood as argumentative appeals that link argumentation to the common sense of the 

audience (Jackson 2006: 28-29). Finally, Article IV focuses discourse signs in written or spoken 

text, as well as in their relation to a bodily material practice outside of the text (Bueger 2014: 

402).  

 

The methods used to access textual material and to analyze it were tailored to the research 

questions and aim of each article. This is an important point as the vacillation between 

terminology in the four articles that comprise this thesis could be confusing for the reader. 

While I provide brief overviews of the methods and data used in each of the articles, these 

summaries are limited due to publication and space constraints. This section therefore 

elaborates further on how textual material was collected and analyzed in each article. 

 

In Article I, inquiry largely focuses on discourse signs and involves an analysis of the official 

Japanese security discourse regarding the Senkaku Islands dispute to study how this lends itself 

to Japanese identity construction. Textual material was primarily gathered online from the most 

prominent official Japanese government documents: MOFA’s annual Diplomatic Bluebook 

(Gaikōseishō), MOFA press conferences, the Ministry of Defense annual Defense of Japan 

white paper and statements from the Kantei (Office of the Prime Minister). The Diplomatic 

Bluebook, which reviews Japan’s foreign policy perspectives and activities, is considered a 

resource for analyzing “the rhetoric that Japan activates or omits in its foreign policy 

standpoints” (Oren and Brummer 2020b: 745). Defense of Japan (Bōei hakushō) is a white 

paper that covers developments in Japan’s security and defense policy, and provides analysis 

of the security environment surrounding Japan, including the defense policies of the US, China, 

North Korea, Russia, the Middle East and North Africa, and other regions. How both of these 

official documents treat sensitive issues, such as contentious bilateral relationships or regional 
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flashpoints, is often monitored by foreign governments and scrutinized in the international 

media (Oren and Brummer 2020b).  

 

In my analysis of Japan’s relational identity construction vis-à-vis China, I employed the 

framework provided by Lene Hansen (2006: 42), who argues that analysis of identity 

construction should be identified through “signs” that carry discourse, because “meaning and 

identity are constructed through a series of signs that are linked to each other to constitute 

relations of sameness as well as through a differentiation to another series of juxtaposed signs.” 

Following Hansen’s (2006: 81) four-step research design for analyzing textual material, I 

considered: (1) how many selves are to be studied; (2) a definition of the time period; (3) 

delimitation of the number of issues to be studied; and (4) the selection of ‘agents of discourse’. 

Accordingly, the research design for Article I was formulated as: (1) Japan; (2) the period 2010–

2014; (3) the Senkaku Islands territorial dispute; and (4) the government, and the central 

politicians, officials and academics that support the official discourse. I then conducted a 

discourse analysis of the text by reading through the material, identifying and manually coding 

for different signs. Particular attention was paid to how the identified signs were linked 

relationally to other signs and their juxtapositions, as it is through the processes of linking and 

differentiation that the constitution of Self/Other comes into play.  

 

Article II considers national security narratives in the study of public contests in the Japanese 

Diet. Its starting point is that narratives and arguments need to be studied in their concrete 

manifestations in the writings and interventions of Japanese political actors. I therefore used 

textual material produced in two of the most important fields for public contests: the political 

field (the Japanese parliament) and the media field (Japan’s two most widely circulated 

newspapers). Specifically, I studied the online transcripts of the Japanese language sessions of 

the Security and the Budget Committee of the House of Representatives, where the acquisition 

and reform of the studied military instruments were discussed. In the media field, I accessed 

relevant editorials and news reports in the Yomiuri Shimbun and Asahi Shimbun newspapers 

through searches in electronic databases such as Kikuzo II. To identify relevant texts, I searched 

using specific key words (i.e. ‘long-range cruise missiles’ (chōkyori junkō missairu) and ‘F-

35B’ (F35B/F sanjūgo B)).  

 

I then conducted an analysis of the textual material gathered, focusing on narratives and 

arguments in the texts. Burke’s (1969) narrative analysis framework was helpful in identifying 
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what qualified as a narrative. He defines narratives as constituted by an act (what is happening?), 

a scene (where is the action taking place?), actors (who is acting?), agency (the means or 

methods agents employ) and purpose (what are the agents’ motives or reasons for action?) 

(Burke 1969). If the textual material could be structured within the act, actors, scene, action or 

purpose framework, it was categorized as a narrative. According to this framework, pro and 

con arguments concerning military instruments were categorized as arguments rather than 

narratives. Analysis focused on how different narratives and arguments were used to argue for 

or against military instrument expansions and adjustments, and how they fit into the dominant 

narrative about a vulnerable Japan living in a threatening neighborhood, which required Tokyo 

to upgrade its security policy not only to deter potential threats, but also to commit to a stronger 

US-Japan alliance. 

 

In their study of narrative power, Hagström and Gustafsson (2019) argue that, although the 

broader discipline of IR has latched on to the narrative concept, its utility is still trapped in 

superficial analysis and, most concerningly, there is little conceptualization of how narrative 

power operates in the international arena beyond the national foreign policymaking sphere. 

With the focus still on language as a vehicle for creating ideas about the world that states act 

and react to, they argue for a more rigorous research agenda on narrative power that elucidates 

how we can elevate our use of the concept while also being mindful of the implicit role of 

researchers as a narrators themselves (see section 3.5, The Researcher in the Research). More 

specifically, Hagström and Gustafsson (2019) set out to enhance the scholarly framework for 

analyzing narratives by elaborating on how we should understand narrative power in binary 

distinctions, including the binary of narrative power as explanandum (how narratives exercise 

power) versus explanans (what they do) (Hagström and Gustafsson 2019: 389). While Article 

II focuses primarily on Japan’s national foreign policymaking sphere, as discussed below, 

Article IV answers the authors’ call to go beyond the domestic scene to investigate how Japan’s 

foreign policy plays out in Myanmar. 

  

Article III’s inquiry centers on how Japan officially legitimates its development assistance 

policy. Research material was therefore primarily gathered from official Japanese government 

sources, in the form of texts, videos and performances. Unlike Article I and II, it combines both 

ethnographic and discursive analysis methods to account for the spoken, written and 

performative aspects of Japan’s legitimation of its development assistance. Textual material 

was primarily obtained in-person on the site of Global Festa (in 2018 and 2019), Japan’s largest 
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annual event promoting public understanding of international cooperation, and at MOFA in 

Kasumigaseki, the government district of Tokyo. Specifically, I collected copies of MOFA’s 

“ODA-man” manga brochure, pamphlets presenting Japan’s development activities around the 

globe and printouts of the Foreign Ministry’s ODA magazine I also accessed documents that 

cover ODA promotion activities, such as press releases and relevant white papers, online from 

the MOFA website and social media accounts. Finally, I transcribed and analyzed a series of 

five, two-minute Japanese-language ODA-man videos on the MOFA YouTube Channel.  

 

Like Article II, my starting point was that foreign policy narratives and performances need to 

be studied in their concrete manifestations. I thus applied Burke’s (1969) framework discussed 

above to analyze the textual material and identify narratives and rhetorical commonplaces. 

Discursive strategies of commonplaces are to be understood as cultural resources that the agents 

can draw on in order to “render the policy in question possible, acceptable, and even inescapable” 

(Jackson 2003: 238). Public contestants who are able to draw on dominant narratives and shape 

the specific content of commonplaces within the narratives are more likely to succeed in public 

contests because the social relations and knowledge produced by them will then be seen as 

commonsensical. My task was thus to identify commonplaces that are understood to exist 

within larger narratives. The shaping of narratives can be done by filling the commonplaces 

with meaning, but also by adjusting narratives in other ways. Filling the commonplaces with 

meaning means legitimizing specific social transactions and boundaries. My analysis of the 

content of ODA-man’s performances in the videos and manga demonstrated how some 

arguments, linked to commonplaces, became successful in the legitimation of boundaries.  

 

In Article IV, I continued my inquiry into Japanese foreign policy and identity construction by 

investigating how Japan legitimates its contemporary engagement in Myanmar. I again 

conducted discourse analysis, primarily from the transcriptions of a set of interviews that I 

conducted with elite Japanese stakeholders representing the government, development aid 

administration, the business community and academia. The semi-structured relational 

interviews were primarily conducted in business settings (i.e. offices, embassies, ministries) 

and involved a series of open-ended questions (see below). The interview transcriptions were 

coded for discourse signs related to Japan’s engagement in Myanmar and perceptions of 

developments in the bilateral relationship. In analyzing how on-the-ground networks perpetuate 

a bilateral relationship of mutual affinity and nostalgia, I also considered the important role of 

embodied practices. While discursive analysis considers written or spoken text, practice 
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analysis accounts for them in their relation to bodily material practice outside of the text (Bueger 

2014: 389). Here I conducted observations in Myanmar and Tokyo, which are discussed in more 

detail below.  

 

Together with other types of human practices, discursive constructions are a primary feature of 

human collectives’ communications and help us understand why a given repertoire is activated 

over another. Analyzing the official statements and utterings of Japanese government actors 

involved in legitimation efforts can heighten our knowledge about why certain foreign policy 

courses are pursued over others, providing essential empirical material for the repertoire 

researcher. In my empirical investigations of public contests and public promotions, I identify 

the use of narratives and commonplaces in order to grasp the narrative content and how some 

arguments, linked to commonplaces, become successful in the legitimation of boundaries. 

Filling the commonplaces with meaning means legitimating specific social transactions and 

boundaries. The point of the analysis is thus to understand how actors attempt to shape and alter 

the public realm. 

 

The development of the research agenda on narrative power has coincided with and been 

meaningful for my own research as I have studied the narratives of legitimation of Japan’s 

foreign policy repertoire and shed light on how and why certain policy courses have become a 

reality for Japan. Although the articles collected in this thesis each considers different aspects 

of Japanese foreign policy, they all take account of the processes of legitimating Japan’s foreign 

policy decisions by investigating how Japanese politicians, officials, media, and so on, engage 

in public contests about modifying, innovating or maintaining the state repertoires, as well as 

public promotions and on-the-ground practices of these decisions. Hagström and Gustafsson’s 

(2019:400) commitment to analyzing how narratives exercise power “by making some courses 

of action seem logical, commonsensical and perhaps even inevitable” (in other words, the 

explanans or what they do) aligns well with my approach in that I not only consider how certain 

policies become “conceivable”, but also demonstrate how Japan’s repertoires are intertwined 

with identity construction. Moreover, I study this both domestically (within Japan) and in the 

international arena (in Myanmar). As such, my research endeavor in part responds to the authors’ 

call for greater attention to narrative power in the international space but also goes beyond it in 

its consideration not just of what is discursively communicated, but of what is done in practice 

when repertoires are activated.  
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3.4 INTERVIEWS AND OBSERVATIONS 
This research has benefited from conversations and interactions with a diverse range of 

individuals and groups who are in one way or another involved in Japanese foreign policy. In 

my research, I conducted approximately 92 in-person, semi-structured, relational interviews 

and 20 unstructured observation interviews.12 Informants covered a broad range in terms of 

experience, subject knowledge and age. They ranged from veteran development aid 

administrators to short-term overseas volunteers, coastguard commanders to new recruits, the 

Japanese Foreign Minister and ministry interns, seasoned academics and newly minted PhDs, 

diplomats who have spent decades of their careers abroad and new recruits on their first tour, 

the prime minister’s speechwriters and Diet secretaries, retired Self-Defense Force admirals 

and first officers. The research interviews were conducted with varying purposes. Some 

interviews served as a means to gather general background information while others involved 

more pointed discussions and questions about a specific policy or relationship. Yet other 

interviews were a means to get an introduction to another interviewee. As a result, the 

interviews are used differently in my analysis. Some of the interview material is integrated in 

detail into the empirical discussions of the respective article, while others feature less 

prominently but nonetheless augmented my understanding of a given policy context, instrument 

or repertoire.  

 

I employ relational interviews as a method because, through dynamic dialogue, they allow 

informants to offer causal logic and to narrate how they perceive change happening. As a 

method, relational interviewing entails exchange between the interviewer and interviewee that 

can be likened to a two-way dialogue rather than a one-way interrogation or a conventional 

back-and-forth question and answer format (Fujii 2018). I discuss relational interviews in more 

detail below.  

 

As a general method, interviewing allows for tacit knowledge to become more explicit when, 

in addition to recounting their own actions and perceptions, interviewees are asked to reflect on 

and analyze the practices of their counterparts (Pouliot 2007). In my interviews, I aimed to 

discover the organizational set-up of distinct actors, on the assumption that how things are 

practically organized will shape the type of repertoires a given state is likely to activate. From 

 
12  Observation interviews are in-person interviews that are unstructured, informal and usually unplanned. 
Examples are my conversations with government officials at representative events. 
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my informants, I sought stories that they could offer about themselves or others, as they are 

quite telling when it comes to causal logics. It is through stories that “people locate themselves 

as agents in the various social worlds they identify with, aspire to, imagine or inhabit” (Fujii 

2018: 3) and cover “a variety of historical processes as they unfold over time” (Pouliot 2007: 

333).  

 

Moreover, interviews are a central part of investigating on-the-ground practices, as they allow 

key stakeholders to be asked about: (a) the kinds of practices they observe; (b) how they 

understand the practices; (c) what other practices, if any, they contemplated but ultimately 

decided against—and why; and (d) why they think that interlocutors engage in the practices 

that they do. Through interviews with informants from different settings (i.e. both Japanese and 

non-Japanese diplomats and Japanese official), it is possible to access subjective viewpoints on 

Japanese practices. For instance, one of the more successful practice-tracing methods applied 

by Pouliot (2016) in his study on the international pecking order in a multilateral setting was to 

cross-examine different actors from various countries at NATO headquarters about each other. 

Put differently, interviewees can be turned into participant observers through interviewing by 

asking them to reflect on other groups’ practices. Entry points into practice studying 

environments can for instance involve “reconstructing a practice, technology or an artefact in 

detail, following artefacts or concepts, zooming in on sites of organizing and learning or 

reconstructing disputes or controversies” (Bueger 2017: 333). Moreover, given the rotating 

nature of the foreign service, some interviews with Japanese diplomats also allowed for 

reflection on Japanese foreign policy practices abroad.13 

 

Sites of Research Inquiry 

Although it is impossible to capture the myriad of everyday Japanese foreign policy happenings 

all over the globe, it could be argued that being situated in Tokyo with its many micro-sites and 

its large resource (informant pool) translates into a privileged position for the researcher of 

Japanese foreign policy. Such a fieldwork setting allows not only for direct observation of 

 
13 As Neumann (2012: 169-170) writes, diplomats abroad and diplomats at home often operate between two modes 
of knowledge production. Whereas at home diplomats “are caught up in a web of text-producing practices that 
ensure that, when not interfered with by politicians, they produce something new”, gathering and processing of 
information is an anchored practice of field diplomats. Switching between these modes of knowledge production 
is a “central drama for the individual diplomat.” 
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foreign policy, but also access to representatives who have been in the field and can reflect on 

how Japan’s repertoires are activated elsewhere. 

 

In my research, I took advantage of this privileged position by collecting empirical data through 

interviews at four broad sites: Japanese Government ministries and entities, such as MOFA and 

the Ministry of Economy Trade and Industry (METI); Development assistance agencies, such 

as the Japanese International Cooperation Agency (JICA) and The Nippon Foundation; 

Research and policy institutes, such as the National Institute of Defense Studies (NIDS) and 

JICA Research Institute; and academic institutions, such as the Graduate Institute of Policy 

Studies (GRIPS). These sites were chosen primarily because of their embeddedness in Japanese 

foreign policy processes. Within each of these sites there were a number of micro-sites. For 

instance, my data collection from MOFA involved interviewing not only officials at MOFA in 

Tokyo, but also diplomats and the Ambassador at the Japanese Embassy in Yangon and MOFA 

staff at representative events such as festivals and receptions. Similarly, I interviewed JICA 

representatives both in an office-setting at their headquarters and outside of an office context at 

representational events, such as government-sponsored international cooperation festivals. In 

Myanmar, I conducted interviews and made observations at research sites that were partially 

sponsored, managed or owned by the Japanese government, for instance at the Thilawa special 

economic zone, a government-sponsored investment seminar and at government-sponsored 

training centers.  

 

Getting Interviews 

My selection of interviewees was driven by my aim of getting in contact with those who would 

have deep insight into Japanese foreign policy repertoires and specifically the contests, 

promotions and practices of repertoire activation and legitimation. Data collection is naturally 

influenced by the choice of informants and their willingness to contribute. Understandably, 

therefore, gaining access is one of the main issues written about in the literature on undertaking 

fieldwork. In designing my approach to getting interviews, Sheila Smith’s account “In Search 

of the Japanese State”, where she describes her doctoral fieldwork on Japan’s national security 

policy, was particularly relevant and meaningful. Specifically, I followed Smith’s advice to 

affiliate with government-related think tanks where possible (2003: 159), since they are 

invaluable in collecting data and making connections meaningful. I was fortunate to have part 

of my fieldwork sponsored by a former Japanese government entity that is known for its links 
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to MOFA, and this affiliation often added a degree of credibility to the research I was 

undertaking.  

 

Similarly, the advice in Clausen (2004) to develop complementary informal/formal access 

channels to get access to interview subjects in Japan was also helpful for my project. Formal 

access involved moving top down in the organization while informal access was gained through 

introductions at the lower levels that parlayed into at times more top-down access. Given the 

strong hierarchies in Japanese foreign policymaking institutions, such an approach was 

particularly useful for this study as my outsider status as a non-Japanese female with limited 

professional experience of Japanese foreign policy naturally influenced my access to certain 

sources and information. However, I also transformed this outsider status into an asset by 

networking, developing diverse and dynamic interview settings and nuancing the language used 

(Scoggins 2014).  

 

My approach to gaining access to interviewees involved a number of different strategies. I used 

my affiliations (in Norway, Sweden and Japan) and relied on personal introductions (by 

teachers, former colleagues or friends), as well as the connections that I had made while 

studying and working in Japan between 2008 and 2011. I also did a good deal of cold-emailing 

and just showing up. Japan is a hierarchical society where personal introductions can make a 

huge difference in how willing or cooperative an informant is, so to the extent possible I tried 

to get introductions to interviewees—especially those who are considered to hold high-ranking 

positions. This, however, also implies a sense of indebtedness to the person doing the 

introduction, since they are effectively using their credibility to help you. (I discuss more about 

the transactional nature of interviews below.)  

 

As I found throughout my extended fieldwork, emergent findings throughout the data collection 

process can potentially inform further data collection. It is for this reason that being strategic 

about initial interviews and conversations can influence future access to research data. I spent 

the first couple of months of my fieldwork mapping out the local environment and creating a 

calendar of interview plans and targets. This period also involved building relationships with 

important interview subjects (or those who could introduce subjects). I participated in seminars 

which provided exposure to the work of my interviewees. This was an opportunity to get ideas 

about how their work is done and how, as a researcher, I would be best positioned to study it. I 

spent time assessing the interview method and deciding what was most interesting for my 
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empirical material. My approach was to start broad, work on snowballing, hone my interview 

method, repeat some interviews but not conduct interviews with important informants in the 

early fieldwork period. Snowball sampling (Rathbun 2008) was used as a technique to expand 

my interviewee pool. This entailed asking informants for suggestions on who else I should 

speak to. I estimate that my initial number of interviews more than doubled through use of the 

snowballing method. 

 

Interview Setting 

The majority of the interviews were conducted in an office setting or separate meeting room 

and lasted between 60 and 120 minutes (on average about 90 minutes). Some interviews were 

conducted over a meal, especially lunch settings, which is common in Japan. Approximately 

20 of the interviews were not typical sedentary interview style but instead involved real life 

performativity (Leech 2002: 667). For instance, in the case of my research on Japanese 

development activities in Myanmar, I traveled to the Thilawa Special Economic Zone, where I 

spent over eight hours communicating with informants in Japanese and English while touring 

the station facilities and surroundings. I was able to physically visit ports, consult maps, sit in 

the one-stop service center, and observe development activities and vessels in transit, while all 

while conducting extended interviews. 

 

A common interview challenge relates to doing research in the language(s) of the field. In the 

case of Japan and Japanese, it is not just about language per se, but also delivery, nuance, body 

language, level of politeness, pitch of voice, and so on. In preparing for my interviews in 

Japanese, I consulted with and conducted role-plays with my Japanese colleagues and friends. 

Despite having developed a specialized vocabulary related to my research topic, certain words 

sometimes had surprising connotations that I had to keep in mind during the interview. 

Similarly, appearance and behavior are important in the Japanese interviewing setting, so 

wearing formal attire, bowing and politely exchanging business cards were standard practice. 

When sick—even mildly so—the wearing of face masks is expected to avoid contaminating the 

interviewee. I had to do this for a few interviews while suffering from allergies and then a cold. 

Although quite uncomfortable, it was often a good conversation starter and I think was 

recognized as a thoughtful effort to adapt to the Japanese setting. This could be part of what 

Spradley (1979) refers to as “developing rapport”, which implies a harmonious interview 

setting.  
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In addition, there is gradation in the level of formality of the interview that can also affect the 

interview setting and how the interview is conducted. In the context of this research, the level 

of interview formality often related to the relationship between interviewer and interviewee, 

but also the hierarchical nature of Japanese society where older people and people in elite 

positions may conduct themselves more formally in interview settings than others. For instance, 

the level of interview formality can vary greatly in Japan depending on whether you are 

speaking for the first time to a high-ranking government official who is a formal representative 

for a given foreign policy issue area or having a conversation with a former classmate or friend 

who works at a relevant foreign policy institution, such as a ministry or think tank. This 

gradation in interviews has implications for the level of formality of the Japanese language used 

when posing questions and engaging in a discussion, and for how people carry themselves 

throughout the interview, as well as for the physical setting. For instance, most of my interviews 

with high-ranking government officials were conducted in personal offices or meeting rooms 

with formal layouts and people serving tea, while interviews with researchers or acquaintances 

were often conducted in less formal settings, such as over a cup of coffee in a café or at a public 

space on a university campus. 

 

Conducting the Interview 

Kvale (1983: 174) describes the qualitative research interview as “an interview whose purpose 

is to gather descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee with respect to interpretation of the 

meaning of the described phenomenon.” In investigating public promotions and on-the-ground 

practices, I was particularly interested in the lifeworld of my interviewees and what they could 

tell me about Japanese foreign policy. I employed a relational approach in my semi-structured, 

qualitative interviews where I engaged in a dialogue with my interviewees (Fujii 2018). Based 

on interpretivist methodology, such an approach progresses the idea that “the world is what 

people make of it” and that the process of meaning-making is a study in itself (2018: 2). 

Meaning-making however does not imply reducibility to “a single, objective and unvarying 

truth” but rather various understandings and accounts of the same event provided by informants 

who understand and make sense of the event in differing ways.  

 

To the extent possible, I conducted my interviews as conversations rather than just a back-and-

forth question and answer format. An important attribute of relational interviewing is the 
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emphasis on data being produced in a dynamic process where the researcher and interviewee 

engage in a dialogue (Fujii 2018: 3); the data does not exist on its own but is created in the 

process of interaction. Such encounters can take place in many forms and still fall under the 

relational interview umbrella. For instance, they can be “long or short interactions, one-time or 

repeated interviews, friendly or tense, casual or formal” or combinations of all of the above 

(Fujii 2018: 3). What is crucial is that there is a dynamic, data-yielding dialogue that takes place. 

The interview is literally an inter-view in that there is a process of interaction and exchange 

between the interviewee and interviewer (Kvale and Brinkmann 2014).  

 

Relational researchers recognize interviewees as agents themselves who can also steer the 

direction of the interview (Fujii 2018: 53). A successful relational interview is one where the 

researcher has acquired new knowledge, although this knowledge may not be immediately 

apparent but could through subsequent analysis, for instance, provide linkages between issue 

areas that the researcher was not aware of. This is why no interviewee answers are deemed 

irrelevant until post-interview analysis has been conducted. This point proved important and 

guiding for my research process. There were multiple instances where responses to interview 

questions that initially seemed irrelevant became more relevant as I gathered more data and 

conducted analysis. I also found that information that was not immediately relevant in one 

research context (i.e. interview) ended up being important for navigating another research 

setting (i.e. observations).  

 

Moreover, the relational interviewer activates all five senses in that they are not only engaging 

with their informant and actively processing the words that they are being offered. They are 

also acutely aware of their surroundings (i.e. the physical space, the smell, the noises), their 

relationship to the interviewee (i.e. someone you know, a stranger, an introduction), how they 

can influence the interview (i.e. the way a question is asked, body language) and the way the 

interviewee reacts to certain questions or conveys responses (i.e. silences, animated responses, 

gestures, facial expressions). These atmospheric and contextual details are deemed important 

because they can help the researcher remember the interview for an extended period (Fujii 2018: 

58). I found that taking interview notes that included these details was helpful for remembering 

the interview at later stages in the research process. As discussed below, allowing the 

interviewee to also participate in the interview and having activated research antennae for the 

atmospheric and contextual detail are also important when it comes to the ethical considerations 

of conducting interviews.  
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The majority of semi-structured interviews were conducted in English, while the majority of 

the observation interviews were conducted in Japanese. Due to the sensitivity of the research 

topic, the interviews were not recorded. This meant that I took detailed handwritten notes during 

the interviews and transcribed them later. To ease the burden of notetaking, which can 

sometimes put interviewees on edge, I developed a regular list of shorthand expressions and 

codes to refer to certain interview questions. This also made my notes somewhat undecipherable 

to others, including those I was interviewing. Another tactic that eased the notetaking during 

interviews was to focus on the order of interview questions. I would sometimes ask less 

important or less interesting questions as follow-ups to crucial questions to buy time to take 

more detailed notes about the answer to the previous, crucial question. I found maintaining a 

flow when interviewing and not allowing long, awkward pauses while I frantically took notes 

(which can be stressful for the interviewee) to be good practice. As I became a more experienced 

interviewer, however, I also found that in some contexts awkward silences were a good tactic 

for getting interviewees to say more.  

 

I often found that the interviews I conducted were transactional in the sense that my informants 

also expected something in return. (This was sometimes referred to as ‘an exchange of opinions’ 

or a ‘quid pro quo’.) For instance, when conducting interviews on Japanese development aid, I 

was often asked to provide information about trends in Nordic development aid. On other 

occasions, I was asked to make introductions within my research networks. In terms of ethical 

implications (discussed in more detail in section 3.6), this relates to reciprocity in interviews 

and the question of what each side gets out of the situation. The transactional nature of some of 

the interviews was surprising at first but, over the course of my fieldwork, it became so common 

that it was somewhat expected. Follow-up emails were an important way to maintain contact 

with interviewees after the first interview, and in some instances led to an extended interview 

by email or additional interviews in-person. 

 

Challenges During the Interview 

Interviews rarely come without challenges. A common challenge in my research related to 

adjusting interviewee’s preconceptions about the interview setting and format. I often went into 

interviews expecting to be the one asking the questions and guiding the dialogue, only to find 

that my interviewee had other plans. This was especially common in government ministries 
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where interviewees often prepared set briefings on a certain topic and were ready to deliver a 

rehearsed presentation on my arrival. Having had prior experience of conducting interviews in 

ministry settings in Japan, I was aware that this was a common occurrence and had developed 

a number of techniques over the years to guide the interview in a direction that would be 

meaningful for research purposes. In some instances, this involved verbally communicating that 

I had already reviewed the PPT being briefed or (politely) interrupting to ask relevant, 

sometimes distracting, questions to make it less of a briefing and more of a conversation. Body 

language can also be quite effective at communicating level of interest (i.e. wandering eyes).  

 

One common challenge in this type of research, which inquiries into mundane daily practices, 

is that informants might become self-conscious and provide an altered account of the nature of 

their experience or practice (Staples 1999). Grand tour questions, as written about by Spradley 

(1979), offer the informant an opportunity to reflect on something they know well. Asking 

questions such as “Could you describe a typical day in your office?” can be useful in engaging 

informants to give a verbal tour of their everyday activities. This technique is used in open-

ended, semi-structured interviews which, it should be pointed out, do not necessarily need to 

take place in the typical sedentary interview setting but can engage the informant by going 

beyond the virtual grand tour style and into real life performativity (Leech 2002: 667).  

 

Another challenge that Dunn (2007) writes about is the “pufferfish” phenomenon of interview 

respondents to be put on their guard when they encounter inquiries. Analogous to a pufferfish 

response when its waters are invaded, interviewees puff-up in defense, tailoring their responses 

to researcher questions to portray an overly positive or partial account. Similarly, Rathbun 

(2008: 12) discusses strategies for dealing with “strategic reconstruction” where interviewees 

curtail responses and “commit sins of omission rather than commission”. Although such 

conundrums are far from the norm and “the risk of being lied to is surely outweighed by the 

potential of new and exclusive data”, the researcher should be prepared to deal with strategic 

reconstructionists. Journalistic techniques can be employed, such as seeking out multiple 

sources or establishing the role as an informed observer. Confronting the interviewee with 

conflicting data or asking them to explain why an adversary does not accept their position can 

also be helpful approaches to confronting both the pufferfish phenomenon and the strategic 

reconstruction dilemma (Rathbun 2008: 12). 
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On a more general level, getting into the fieldwork groove often takes time and can be 

emotionally taxing, with episodes of jetlag or illness, language barriers, cultural 

misunderstanding, unforeseen natural disasters (especially in the case of Japan), pandemics and 

just general research lulls. It can also be an enormously rewarding experience that allows 

reflection on how to undertake research in a challenging fieldwork setting. Although 

encountering challenges in the fieldwork environment and having to craft creative solutions to 

address them is a common theme among researchers at all levels (Hsueh et al. 2014), this can 

be heightened in settings where there are clear societal hierarchies based on gender and age. 

The main setting for this research—Japan—is a notoriously difficult place to do research on 

politics (especially as a younger, foreign female) and my 20 months of fieldwork provided 

ample time to reflect on this challenge.  

 

Observations 

In my investigation into the contests, promotions and practices of Japanese foreign policy 

repertoires, I gathered data not only from written and spoken accounts but also from embodied 

or performed aspects. To study performance and on-the-ground practices, I employed methods 

from praxiography, particularly observation, since this allowed me to get close to foreign policy 

agents to watch them respond “to what life does to them” (Goffman 1989: 125) in their work 

or social situation. Unlike discourse analysts, who consider the texts in documents, the 

praxiographer considers texts in their relation to bodily material practice outside of the text 

(Bueger 2014: 389). While these two methods are closely related, there is an important 

distinction: for the praxiographer, practice is considered to be ontologically prior to explicit 

knowledge—such as norms and rules—and articulated meaning, i.e. through speech (Bueger 

2014: 386). Although the analysis of policy papers, speeches and statements are also integral to 

this research, exploring social and embodied practices was also emphasized (Neumann 2002; 

see also Neumann and Pouliot 2011) since these are also inherent in the process of change.  

Neumann (forthcoming) suggests that there are two preconditions that have to be met in order 

for ethnographic fieldwork to be productive: access and cultural competency. It can be difficult 

to gain access to sites of Japanese foreign policy, and particularly to security policy involving 

contentious issues—not only because it is often an elite pursuit that is conducted in formal and 

closed-off settings, but also because there is a skepticism about allowing in an outsider whose 

purpose is precisely to gain information about and analyze what policymakers are doing. As 

such, ethnographic researchers of potentially sensitive and politicized issues often meet the 
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significant challenge of gaining access to the sites that are relevant for their research and have 

to seek access to their research material in creative ways. In the research for this thesis, while I 

did have the advantage of possessing cultural competency on Japan prior to conducting my 

fieldwork, I did not have the advantage of being an “insider” in Japanese foreign policy 

processes at the time of writing, and thus had to spend a significant amount of time and energy 

on accessing relevant research sites for my observations.  

 

Ethnographic fieldwork can provide ample opportunities to understand the process of how 

stable, routinized, rule-oriented performances are taking place in a social setting with many 

actors facing different rules and expectations, and whether the given performances strengthen 

stability or influence change (see Pouliot 2013; also Alexander 2006, 2011). To get at these 

performances, I carried out observations in various settings and focused on a broad range of 

foreign policy actors. Geertz’s “deep hanging out” methodology involving immersive and 

unstructured presence as part of fieldwork has been useful for this project (1998: 69). Such deep 

hanging out has involved attending and participating in festivals, symposiums, forums, public 

seminars, government-sponsored receptions, closed conferences, study groups and tours of 

facilities, as well as studying in the libraries of fieldwork sites and eating in the cafeterias of 

government buildings to make observations, collect data and network with potential interview 

subjects. I have gained access to these environments through my personal network, group 

networks (i.e. as part of a delegation) and through professional networks (i.e. through an 

institutional affiliation). Admittedly, I have benefited numerous times from staging as the 

confused foreigner or student to gain either access or information. Observations can be 

emotionally taxing as they often involve “subjecting yourself, your own body and your own 

personality, and your own social situation, to the set of contingencies that play upon a set of 

individuals” (Goffman 1989) but also greatly rewarding for understanding the context of what 

you are investigating. 

 

In designing my observations fieldwork, I drew inspiration from researchers that have explored 

unconventional and non-conspicuous locations. George Marcus (1998) has encouraged the 

study of culture through “exploring connections, parallels and contrasts among a variety of 

often seemingly incommensurate sites” (Neumann 2013, back cover). China scholar William 

Callahan did just that when he studied the power of state-sponsored gardens in global politics, 

arguing that they are “a site of cultural governance (and resistance) for both domestic and 

foreign policy performances” (2017: 6). In line the “aesthetic turn” in IR, he argued in favor of 
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going beyond the usual sources of evidence and provided convincing empirical evidence on 

how a seemingly non-conspicuous location, such as gardens, can be characterized as an 

everyday site of modern global power politics, although they are hardly a place one would think 

to look. The fieldwork sites for investigating foreign policy repertoires, both obvious and 

unconventional, are almost endless. In this study, I therefore selected the sites for observations 

based on the domains I was focusing on and the three specific aspects I was investigating, but 

also based on the kind of information I could actually access.  

 

In my observations, I aimed to look down rather than up in order to get a feeling for the local 

context, its mundane materiality included (Bueger 2014: 389; Enloe 2011), and to “study 

through” by also focusing on the informal processes that shape practices (Schia 2018). For 

instance, in investigating the challenges inherent in the changing development aid 

administration landscape in Japan, I participated in and made observations at closed sessions 

with local Certified Public Accountants—a largely unstudied group despite their deep 

involvement in facilitating aid projects tightly linked to Japanese foreign policy—who would 

meet to exchange information, share viewpoints and engage in open, frank dialogue about the 

challenges of their work. These meetings were not only a key site for exchange, but also served 

as an environment for “release” and support where participants could openly complain, 

commiserate with one another about their clients (often government agencies) and share stories. 

Such frank dialogue was not possible their respective workplaces due to formalities and cultural 

codes. In this “safe setting”, dialogue transcended typical meeting content to even warning 

about impending government scandals that would affect their work and sharing insider gossip 

about which aid projects were likely to be cut or funded. 

3.5 THE RESEARCHER IN THE RESEARCH 
Personal embeddedness in the research site has been discussed in a number of contributions to 

the fields of anthropology and sociology, but less so in the field of IR. As Severine Autessere 

(2014: 2–3) reflects in her account of her research on international peacekeeping communities, 

embeddedness in the community of peacemakers was complicated but also allowed for critique 

of daily modes of operation. Autessere’s fieldwork revealed the counterproductivity of 

established practices, habits and narratives that shaped initiatives and the challenges inherent 

in addressing them. Her position and access in the field was both a privilege and an obstacle to 

conducting fieldwork in that she was given access to many sites that would otherwise have been 
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impenetrable but also faced the dilemma of being personally entrenched in what she was 

studying, making it difficult to critique. Ideally, the ethnographic researcher becomes part of 

the environment they are studying. They live, breathe and think alongside the people or sites 

they study. This provides ample opportunity to participate in the routines and rituals to be 

researched, and by doing so to potentially penetrate the imponderabilia of daily life (à la 

Malinowski 1922). While such embeddedness in the research environment can be highly 

desirable for gaining first-hand insight, as discussed above, it is often difficult to access and 

requires an intervention into the practices that the researcher risks brushing off as routine and 

non-thought or explanation-yielding. 

 

While I did not find myself in as embedded a position as Autessere did in her fieldwork, I have 

spent a substantial amount of time reflecting on how I find myself in my research environment. 

As a previous employee of the US Embassy in Tokyo (2010) and the United Nations University 

HQ in Tokyo (2011) and a current employee of a research institute (2013-present), I had 

significant prior exposure to the Japanese foreign policy environment that I set out to study, and 

this naturally shaped the circumstances for my research. Although my main focus while 

working at the Embassy was US-Japan relations (which is not a primary focus of this research), 

this work experience involved a number of activities and a degree of know-how that would later 

prove meaningful for this research, when it came to access and to how to carry out the research 

itself. My experience of interfacing with Japanese ministries both as an embassy employee and 

as a researcher, and the contacts I made at the time proved invaluable for navigating the familiar 

field and reaching the degree of embeddedness that I did.  

 

Reflexivity emphasizes the need for analysts to acknowledge their own commitments and to 

reflect critically on them, since analysts become accountable for “their interpretations and the 

social and political consequences of these interpretations” (Gill 1995: 182). In trying to 

reconcile my embeddedness in certain environments and to practice reflexivity, I have found 

the work of Iver and Cecilie Neumann to be particularly informative and helpful. They advise 

the researcher not only to step back and assess changes in method by exploring how research 

in different phases—pre-field, in-the-field and post-field—was carried out, but also to consider 

how the research has affected the individual self and thus the research results produced 

(Neumann and Neumann 2018: 92). This involved asking myself a series of probing questions 

while carrying out the research for this project, such as: “What are my responsibilities?”; “What 
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happens to me as a person as I do this research?”; and “What happens to me as a researcher 

when I write this text?”, (Neumann and Neumann 2018: 91).  

 

Hagström and Gustafsson (2019: 398) discuss the implications of reflexivity for researchers of 

narrative power by distinguishing between researchers who are detached observers of narrative 

power and those who potentially wield power in narrating themselves, in essence a kind of 

narrative entrepreneur. In the case of this research on Japanese foreign policy, I find myself 

associating with both of these roles in that I exercise a degree of detachment from the 

policymaking process and aim to be objective in my analysis, but at the same time see how my 

research results could “construct, repeat and disseminate” certain narratives (Hagström and 

Gustafsson 2019: 398). For instance, in providing my narrative, I am more inclined to employ 

certain terms that speak to my immediate academic community rather than potentially more 

objective terms targeted to a general public, indicating a kind of bias. While I find the idea of 

the complete eradication of all research bias naively idealistic, I have aimed to reflect on 

potential biases, related for instance to my personal embeddedness or inclination to 

communicate in a way that could potentially reify certain narratives, and tried to limit these to 

the degree possible in all stages of this research.  

3.6 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Related to the concept of reflexivity is the important issue of ethics in research. Ethical 

considerations in international relations research of this kind can involve a number of issues, 

from the collection and selection of research data, to the perspectives that the analytical and 

methodological approaches rely on and how the research is planned logistically. At first glance, 

ethical considerations may seem primarily about how the research is conducted analytically but 

in fact ethics also concern the practical aspects of doing research, especially in a multi-year 

research project that involves international travel (Norwegian National Committees for 

Research Ethics 2019).  

 

Concerning more practical issues related to the project, I considered the environmental impact 

of my fieldwork and travel to conferences or workshops. In order to minimize my carbon 

footprint, I restricted my travels to activities that were essential for data collection and analysis. 

When and where possible, I traveled by train instead of plane, and I aimed to schedule smaller 

workshops and interviews so that they would coincide with broader regional conferences and 
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gatherings to minimize my travel. I also limited travel by using online platforms where possible. 

While using online platforms has become more of a norm in the COVID-19 era, most of this 

research was carried out prior to the onset of the pandemic and so using online such platforms 

for conferences was less common.  

 

In designing and carrying out this research, I tried to be mindful of ethical considerations early 

on so that they were addressed prior to becoming a potential dilemma or impasse in the research 

process. On the issue of the collection and selection of research data, I considered research 

ethics when conducting qualitative interviews and how I could practice reflexivity in my 

research, as discussed above. Conducting field research in international relations can involve a 

number of sensitive and complex issues related not only to physical, but also to ideological 

conflict. It also requires navigation of potentially unfamiliar cultural landscapes and having the 

right “research antennae” to avoid sticky situations.  

 

In conducting my interviews, I took a number of ethical precautions including implementing 

measures to protect the identities of my interviewees and to consider how my research could 

possibly influence them in their personal or professional lives. As touched on above, 

establishing the relationship with my interviewees was important for ethical considerations 

regarding subject-interviewer relations, in terms of power and gender, and for conducting the 

actual interview. Japan is a hierarchical society and there are often implicit, predetermined 

power relations in interview settings based on age, gender, level and affiliation, which it was 

important to navigate and understand. For instance, in Japanese culture there is language used 

to express hierarchical, interpersonal relationships found in schools, businesses, associations 

and organizations. Keeping this sometimes subtle albeit culturally significant language in mind 

and the power structures it implicitly reinforces was important for navigating both the lead-up 

to and the actual interview. The reciprocal nature of some interviews and owing favors were 

also given ethical consideration.  

 

The exchange and flow of information between the interviewer and interviewee can also be an 

important ethical consideration as it is through this process that research material is generated. 

For this reason, I employed a relational approach to my interviews, as discussed above, that 

made the discussion more of a two-way dynamic conversation than a formal and transactional 

question and answer format. Such an approach allows informants to narrate their thinking and 

also to ask their own questions.  
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Another important responsibility related to ethical research involves the availability of research 

results (Norwegian National Committees for Research Ethics 2019). I have made a point of 

disseminating the results of this research as broadly and openly as possible. Results have been 

actively shared both via traditional academic channels (i.e. academic journals, international 

conferences and seminars) and via channels that are more accessible for the general public (i.e. 

online websites, media outlets). A related point is the social responsibility of researchers to 

distinguish between professional comments made in the capacity as an expert and personal 

opinions, an important distinction and example of how to ethically consider the power of expert 

authority.  
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4. CONCLUSION 

This thesis set out to shed light on how it was possible for Japanese foreign policy to change so 

rapidly in the 2010s. This rapid change, which should be contextualized in relation to the slow 

and incremental changes in the post-Cold War era prior to the 2010s, involved a broad spectrum 

of changes with adjustments to existing and the addition of new instruments in Japan’s foreign 

policy toolkit between 2012 and 2020. The list of these adjustments and additions during this 

period is extensive and includes the introduction of collective self-defense with the United 

States and other allies, the establishment of the National Security Council and a National 

Security Strategy, the addition of new military instruments such as long-range cruise missiles 

and (small) aircraft carriers, as well as the inclusion of new diplomatic practices and 

development assistance instruments, notably the revised Development Cooperation Charter and 

the launch of public legitimation characters such as ODA-man.  

 

In the articles that comprise this thesis, I narrowed down my inquiry to focus on four different 

studies of Japanese policy discourses, identities and repertoires. Although each study focuses 

on an independent research question, taken together they contribute to answering the overall 

research question of how Japan’s rapid foreign policy change between 2012 and 2020 was 

possible, by investigating how the addition or adjustment of specific instruments has been 

legitimated, promoted and enacted. While the articles differ slightly in terms of methodology, 

they share commonalities and in unison lend credence to the overall findings of this thesis. In 

section 1 of this introductory chapter, I discuss how the individual articles contribute to the pre-

existing scholarship on Japanese foreign policy. In this concluding section, I summarize and 

further develop a few points in relation to the contributions of this thesis and offer some 

reflections on the research process. Going beyond the respective articles’ concluding summaries 

of findings, this involves a discussion of overarching points and contemplates future research 

avenues.  

 

The research in this thesis seeks to advance the scholarship on Japan with theoretical and 

empirical insight into Japanese foreign policy repertoires, how their origins are rooted in the 

conception of state identity and how, in their activation, they take on an identity-defining 

quality. An integral component of this research is to shed light on the legitimation of certain 

policy courses over other alternatives and how these decisions contribute to and are influenced 

by Japan’s national identity. Whereas the most innovative and insightful contributions to the 
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literature have uniformly shed light on the “how possible” question, this research endeavored 

to go a step further by analyzing how specific policies or practices became legitimate and 

dominant, vis-à-vis the myriad of alternatives (Holland 2013). Specifically, the research traces 

the significant amount of resources, time and political effort that go into making and 

maintaining Japanese foreign policy through the study of public contests, public promotions 

and on-the-ground practices.  

 

The question of how we should understand and study foreign policy is a central one for scholars 

of international relations. What comprises foreign policy and how it plays out in both policy 

and practice are also at the core of this research inquiry. Here it is argued that foreign policy is 

made up of a range of different instruments and there is constant and complicated legitimation 

to make various elements of policy seem to fit together. Legitimation is thus key to the foreign 

policy process and serves as a glue of sorts for understanding the relationship between identity 

and foreign policy. 

 

Looking back at my research process and the results it produced, I would like to mention and 

reflect on a few concluding points in relation to the positioning and contributions of this thesis. 

First, Japanese foreign, security and military policies were not static and constant during the 

Cold War and the first few decades of the post-Cold War era. Adjustments were also made and 

new instruments included in the Japanese repertoire in this period. Compared to the 2010s, 

however, most of these changes were slow and incremental. For instance, after 9/11, Prime 

Minister Koizumi, who was perhaps the most ardent reformer of Japanese politics prior to the 

second Abe government, was able to dispatch the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Forces to 

the Arabian Sea (Midford 2003) and the Ground Self-Defense Forces to Iraq (Singh 2013). On 

the surface, these moves represent major change, but the actual capabilities of the dispatched 

troops were severely limited compared to other participating countries such as the Netherlands, 

Australia or Norway. In contrast, the second Abe era (2012–2020) was characterized by a wide-

ranging reform agenda in which most foreign policy areas underwent significant change. The 

outstanding feature of this period is the scale and scope of the change.  

 

On a similar note, the second point is that not all changes in Japan’s policy process are 

preconceived and the product of long-term desires. There are a number of hardliners in the LDP 

and in other Japanese political parties, and in the broader foreign policy elite in Japan, who have 

argued for decades for well-known reform dreams such as a revision of the constitution. Many 
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changes to the Japanese foreign policy toolkit are however a product of spontaneous or ad hoc 

adjustments to current affairs or pressing geopolitical issues. While these ad hoc adjustments 

may be harder for the researcher to access and grasp empirically, they are in fact possible and 

they do happen. I mention this because I believe it is important to acknowledge that the 

policymaking process is neither just planned, or the product of long-term, lofty policy goals, 

nor based only on spur-of-the-moment decision making. Rather, it is a combination of the two. 

One of the key inspirations behind the repertoire approach to international relations is Charles 

Tilly’s idea of repertoires as practices available to social movements or other collective 

constellations and how these evolve over time (Tilly 1979). In the case of the instruments 

studied here, there is a tendency to focus on instruments related to long-standing policy issues 

that had been brewing for decades before they were introduced (e.g. collective self-defense, 

development assistance). However, within these instruments there are also ad hoc policy moves 

(i.e. a quick-fix development assistance package when a natural disaster hits a developing 

country). Research covering both longer-term policy goals and more “off-the-cuff” 

policymaking is important in order to better grasp the different journeys that an instrument can 

take before it is introduced, adjusted or rejected. Japanese policymaking is, after all, not always 

static and different leadership styles can influence this process.  

 

A third and related point is that not all of the policy ideas and visions proposed by the Abe 

government were achieved. Although the scale and scope of change were unprecedented 

compared to the slow and incremental change in the decades prior, the political and discursive 

landscape still made change difficult. There are a number of policy visions that did not come to 

fruition, instruments that did not get introduced or adjusted, and tools in the repertoires that 

were never activated. During the second Abe administration, there are several examples of 

unrealized policy goals. Most notably, the revisionists were unsuccessful in their attempts to 

revise Article IX of the Japanese Constitution. This was and is a longstanding policy vision that 

first manifested itself in the immediate postwar period. Although the idea of revising the “peace 

clause” of the constitution has been conceived of for decades, it has still not become possible. 

Not all policy dreams come true, not even in a period where a lot of change takes place.  

 

Moreover, while the extremity of foreign policy change under Abe is notable, the upgrades can 

still be described as evolutionary rather than revolutionary in that they are incremental changes 

within a broader system that is still largely constrained by Japan’s peace identity and legal 

framework (for a detailed discussion see Kolmas 2018 and Le 2021). Abe’s unsuccessful 
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mission to revise the Japanese Constitution made it difficult for his administration to bring about 

drastic change to Japan’s security legislature. As I demonstrate in the articles in this thesis, 

repertoire innovation in Japan’s foreign policy is limited and only takes place within reasonable 

boundaries, meaning what a state deems as legitimate, sensible, possible and/or smart.  

 

While I have concentrated my research on a few of the successful adjustments and adaptations 

to the Japanese foreign policy repertoire, I believe that there is much to learn from the failed 

policy change moves as well. Understanding the failed attempts and the related political 

strategies, the discursive weaponry of opposition agents, and the mechanisms that deter policy 

from being realized would bring further insights to the study of Japanese foreign policy. Perhaps 

the focus could be directed to Japanese foreign policy and the more general understanding of 

stability and change in countries’ repertoires by highlighting options that are rarely or never 

discussed or publicly proposed, but are part of the known practices of other states or political 

communities.  

 

Empirically, this research contributes to our understanding of the conduct of Japanese foreign 

policy through its inquiry into how policy is legitimated and the intrinsic role that identity plays 

in both developing and carrying out foreign policy. As discussed in the opening pages of this 

introductory chapter, the boundaries of Japan’s foreign policy have been significantly expanded 

over the past decade, but our understanding of how this expansion has played out is still 

maturing. This research provides a better empirical understanding of this expansion in the 

prominent areas of Japanese security and development by revealing the intricacies of the 

legitimation of policy through the study of repertoires. We have learned that issues as diverse 

as the Senkaku Islands territorial dispute, the expansion of military instruments such as cruise 

missiles, the promotion of development assistance programs through a seemingly carefree 

cartoon character and Japan’s controversial policy in Myanmar are all part of a broader story 

about the protection of Japan in the 21st century. This research demonstrates that delving into 

the detail of foreign policy legitimation is key, as it brings to the fore knowledge about the 

policy conduct of one of the most prominent states in a region that is likely to continue to be a 

topic of central relevance to global peace and order in the coming years.  

 

In terms of a methodological contribution, this research has developed a framework that allows 

for the study of foreign policy via repertoires and legitimation. This framework is not specific 

to Japan and can be employed in the analysis of other entities. For instance, a similar repertoire 
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and identity-focused theoretical and methodological approach could be employed to consider 

the foreign policy instruments of other states. Throughout the course of this project, the 

scholarship on foreign policy repertoires has multiplied to include studies that both develop the 

repertoires framework methodologically and apply it empirically to regions beyond Japan, such 

as the Arctic and the Nordic states (Wilson Rowe 2020; Haugevik and Sending 2020). As such, 

this project is part of a larger research endeavor to highlight what repertoires can bring to the 

fore. Its specific contribution homes in on the mutually constitutive relationship that repertoires, 

legitimation and identity share.  

 

In reflecting more specifically on the research process this project entailed, I would like to 

emphasize the important role that “patchwork methods” has played. Early on in this project, I 

proposed a patchwork approach where I drew on insight from a variety of academic disciplines, 

including sociology, psychology and anthropology, to combine the most fitting methods for 

each article, while also keeping a bird’s-eye view of the overall project and its (sometimes 

shifting) aim. While such an integrative and multi/interdisciplinary study is perhaps not 

particularly novel for the field of foreign policy analysis, it is arguably more so for the field of 

Japanese foreign policy, which rarely involves the use of ethnographic methods. 

 

In my consideration and evaluation of the different ways to access the empirical reality of 

Japanese foreign policy, I considered various methods that would generate interesting and 

workable research material. Either due to delimitations on time, space, resources or access, a 

number of ideas that would have been interesting to pursue further were not realized. For 

instance, there was the idea of conducting a survey among Japan’s policy elite to understand 

how they view the importance or prominence of certain policy instruments over others, and 

what instruments have been left out and why. Such an endeavor proved to be too difficult as an 

outsider or without direct access to the elites who might potentially respond. While I was still 

able to ask some of these questions in my interviews, the data that a survey might yield would 

have been interesting to explore further.  

 

In the end, my research investigations in each article took different methodological avenues, 

and some focused on text more than others. After doing two almost purely text-based studies in 

Articles I and II, I wanted to access material that takes place more in real-time. A long-term 

fieldwork period in Japan, persistence and being in the right places at the right time eventually 

made this possible. This was immensely meaningful for the conduct of a more granular analysis 
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of how foreign policy is legitimated and how identity plays into this, as it allowed a greater 

understanding of how policies move from the hypothetical to the actual, and of the complex 

social processes that such moves entail. Not all social processes are accessible on paper.  

 

This research thus hopes to inspire more inquiries involving observation of and conversations 

with interlocutors in the field, which is to say, ethnography in IR. It has been suggested that 

ethnography is the superior method with which to capture the foreign policy process as a social 

form, but there are still too few ethnographic accounts of the sites and agents of foreign policy 

(Neumann forthcoming). As discussed above, this could in part be due to access, but 

overcoming this challenge by employing a patchwork method and finding alternative and 

perhaps unconventional ways to collect material can be one solution.  

 

The point that I would like to make here is that patchwork methods enrichened this research 

process and also helped me to develop a better sense of the different options at hand while 

designing research projects if one goes beyond the immediate field of study. While I think all 

of the means of accessing research material discussed above are worthwhile and can generate 

interesting material, in this case a combination of them led to more diverse and complementary 

empirical research material. I think that this is important to mention here since many research 

goals have been disrupted by the ongoing pandemic and interest in exploring alternative 

research methods has been heightened while fieldwork in the traditional sense has been 

postponed.  

 

In sum, it is my hope that this research can serve as a basis for future scholarship that further 

develops the literature on the co-constitution of repertoires and identity, and the legitimation of 

foreign policy instruments. As others have also pointed out, legitimation is an important but 

often neglected social process that is deserving of more academic attention in the field of IR 

(Goddard and Krebs 2018). While the significance of legitimation in our daily lives is 

undeniable and well-researched, its workings in the foreign policy realm remain underestimated 

and underexplored. It should be noted that research on the role of legitimation in foreign policy 

processes is important for expanding our knowledge about not only foreign policies that go 

“beyond the borders”, but also what happens within the borders, as domestic mobilization is a 

key part of legitimation. Moreover, research guided by a patchwork method and involving 

observation of and conversations with interlocutors in foreign policy environments could be 

particularly rewarding as it provides direct and raw empirical material to work with. Such data 
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has the potential to significantly enrich our scholarly knowledge about this intrinsic, yet too 

often overlooked, social fabric in the domestic and international contexts.  

 

In investigating how adjustments to existing—and the addition of new—instruments in the 

Japanese foreign policy repertoire were legitimated, promoted and enacted under the second 

Abe administration, I delimited my inquiry to focus on only a few instruments. As mentioned 

at the start of this summary, the list of adjustments and additions to Japan’s instruments in this 

period is much more extensive and provides ample opportunity for further research into other 

instruments. Another avenue of future research that could further elucidate our knowledge 

about the conduct of Japanese foreign policy could focus on the central and peripheral actors 

who activate repertoires and are tasked with the legitimation of policy. While this research has 

touched on this topic, in some articles in more detail than others, a more actor-centric approach 

that focuses on key individuals and how their agency influences policymaking and 

implementation would complement extant knowledge in the field, especially given the growing 

importance of personal appointments under recent Japanese administrations. 

 

Finally, the trite saying that we learn wisdom from failure much more than success could have 

some resonance when it comes to foreign policy legitimation. It seems that scholars of foreign 

policy often direct academic attention to the triumphs on the world stage rather than the botches. 

Future scholarship on why certain instruments were excluded or unsuccessful in their 

legitimation attempts could be particularly enlightening and contribute to our understanding of 

the policymaking process. The tendency in the extant literature is to consider successful 

legitimation attempts, but why certain attempts fail could be equally informative for our 

knowledge of the policy process. I believe that such research would be useful not only for 

scholars of Japan but also for IR scholars attempting to better grasp how certain ideas become 

dominant while others do not make the cut.  
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