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The BBC ran a story earlier this week about how Japan’s Prime Minister Abe has become
embroiled in yet another corruption scandal for supposedly helping a friend secure
government permission to build a veterinary clinic, which isn’t the first time that he’s
accused of apparently abusing his office. As cited by the UK outlet, the Prime Minister is now
polling at less than a 30% approval rating, which they predict might make it harder for him
to win a third term in next year’s parliamentary elections.

There’s still quite a lot of time to go before then, however, and anything can happen to
either improve or further diminish his standing in the eyes of the Japanese populace, but
what’s important to focus on in this contemporary context is Abe’s legacy of leadership and
the two major decisions that await him in the coming future. This will allow people to more
comprehensively assess his overall political significance and reach their own conclusions on
whether it’s a good or bad development that his popularity has recently tanked and his
upcoming reelection prospects might be in jeopardy.

We can divide Abe’s political achievements thus far into two distinct categories - those
which are likely attributable to his own personal leadership, and the ones that are probably
geopolitical constants which would have happened regardless of whoever was in office.
About the first group, we interestingly have both multipolar and unipolar legacies. On the
one hand, Abe has personally involved himself in the Russian-Japanese rapprochement and
is particularly passionate about the Kuril Islands issue, and he also spoke favorably about
China’s One Belt One Road global vision of New Silk Road connectivity and his country’s
potential to invest in it, but on the other, he’s pioneered a revival of Japanese nationalism
which frighteningly reminds the region of the island nation’s imperial fascist past and even
went as far as reinterpreting the constitution to allow for the deployment of military forces
abroad in order to ostensibly support Japan’s allies.

The mismatch between Abe’s multipolar and unipolar legacies thus far is confusing for many
observers to make sense out of, and it doesn’t help any that his country has also actively
gotten involved in the South China Sea dispute, is streamlining the so-called “Freedom
Corridor” with India as a counter to the New Silk Road, and is supporting India as a
continental counterweight to China, all of which could be attributable to geopolitical
constants that aren’t as closely dependent on Abe’s personal leadership as the other four
examples that were just mentioned.

[GR Editor’s Note: Complex and contradictory geopolitics: India has recently become a full
member of the SCO, which could lead to establishing closer relations with China and Russia]
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Looking forward, however, there are two pressing decisions that Abe will be forced to
personally make if he’s successful in recovering from his recent unpopularity and winning
reelection next year, and that’s whether to go forward with China’s multilateral free trade
proposal of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership, or RCEP, and to fulfill his
promise to revise the constitution by 2020 in order to formalize his administration’s
nationalist reinterpretation of its pacifist clauses.
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