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ABSTRACT  

 

In 2006, the President of the EU commission stated, “Japan is back” in a document 

discussing the potential of the relationship. However, years of inaction and wasted potential 

have followed. Within the EU, the UK always seemed to hold a special place in the heart of 

Japan, but Brexit challenged the nature of this. Despite this challenge, it seems a change has 

occurred within the relationship between Japan and the UK, which is now closer than before 

Brexit. The origins of this are not certain, but the impact of Brexit is. This thesis explores the 

development of the relationship between Japan and both the EU and the UK following the 

Brexit Referendum in 2016. Three key aspects of the impact following Brexit will be 

analysed: the political, economic, and social/cultural impact. This thesis aims to uncover 

some of the various indicators of change and their origin. The findings of this thesis seem to 

indicate that the referendum correlated with a shift amongst all members of the 

relationship to move towards deepening the relationship between Japan and the UK in 

almost all areas. Despite this, it is unclear if Brexit was the final trigger towards this 

movement or if it was the partnerships' natural and inevitable evolution.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION  

 

The European Union (EU) and Japan relationship has often been defined as a relationship 

with potential. This assertion is backed up by the shared values between the two entities, as 

is shown in their similar voting records at the UN (Cîrlig, 2012), such as the resolutions on 

the human rights situation in the Syrian Arab Republic or the Ukraine Resolution.  In both 

cases and various others, China voted against it, and India abstained. While South Korea also 

often shares similar voting patterns, it is still a relatively minor player in the region in an 

economic and political sense compared to China, India, and Japan. On top of this, Japan is 

also the only Asian country in the G7. 

The EU and Japan also have complementary industries and unique demands for 

geographical indicators, which have stalled Free trade agreements (FTAs) between the EU 

and countries such as New Zealand (Taylor, 2021, p. 25). Regardless, the EU has appeared to 

prioritise their relationship with Japan’s geographical rival China instead (Van Der Geest, 

2006; Breslin, 2010; Martijn, 2019), in a period where Japanese perception of China has 

worsened due to the latter’s assertive political actions in the region of East Asia. The EU’s 

most effective engagement with Japan has come from its member states, and none so more 

than the UK, which shares strong economic bonds, similar approaches to ordinary power 

(Inoguchi and Bacon, 2006), and cross-culture similarities (McCaughan, 2013; Goto, 2016; 

Yirka, 2019). This bond was complicated by the Brexit referendum of 2016 with the change 

in economic and political norms. The referendum saw one of the EU’s highest financial 

contributors vote on leaving the EU, subsequently leaving uncertainty on the access to the 

single market for British-based companies. Thus by association challenged Japanese 

businesses’ trust in Europe as Japanese companies are ranked as some of the highest in the 

world at uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1983; Hofstede Insights, 2022). Despite this, 

Japan has since signed FTAs with both countries, which has been symbolic of a change in 

Japan’s attitude towards global trade. 

This used to be a more isolationist approach and will be explored further in chapter 4. 

This creates uncertainty about the impact of Brexit on future relations between Japan and 

the EU. 
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1.1 Research outline and research question  

The goal of this thesis is to answer the question of the significant impacts of the Brexit 

referendum on the political, economic, and social relationship between the EU and Japan 

and what its ramifications are. The aspiration is that this will help move the conversation on 

Brexit and international relations forward by compiling a more comprehensive array of 

thoughts on its impacts. Therefore, an expanded discussion can be had considering the 

interlinked nature of the various impacted areas. 

 

This will be done by measuring indicators from the three areas (political, economic, and 

social) via breaking them up into prior vs post Brexit referendum and measuring the 

significance of them in comparison to the broader union, i.e. the percentage make-up of 

Britain in comparison with the rest of the union.  

 

1.2 Methodology 

As this thesis will be evaluating various factors and the change through different periods, 

the basis of this thesis will be quantitative measures while using quantitative research to 

expand on the finding and to substitute for unavailable data. A large portion of this data will 

come from the Eurostat database and various data from other Japanese governmental 

intuitions. This is a conscious effort to use the most relevant data that each party supplies 

and allow for data from both sides in the case to minimise bias that may be present in the 

data. 

The thesis will be based on two key theoretical views, Realism and Constructivism, with 

support from Hofstede's cultural dimensions framework. Realism will be primarily used as 

evidence for the actors’ most tangible relationship actions, such as political and economic 

development and the association with sovereignty defined under realism.  

Constructivism will be used to explain some of the less tangible impacts, with particular 

attention placed on social and cultural influence and its relationship to Soft Power and 

Hofstede's cultural dimensions 

 

1.3 Validity  

The complex nature and wealth of historical information on the subject does create some 

concern about the issue analysed. This included limited access to foreign and historical 
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information due to unavailability or language barriers. To minimise the impact of these, 

academic publications, news, and reputable data from various countries have been used to 

work towards a broader range of thoughts and perspectives. A similar approach has been 

used in the theoretical framework, which bases itself on western sources with discursions 

on their use in Japan and the suitability of doing so. There is the potential for translation 

errors, with most Japanese content preferring the Japanese language in dual-language 

reports. To vet this, there has been a reasonable amount of common sense used in 

comparing the likelihood of this data and comparing it with other sources and 

manually/using software translating it.  

 

1.4 Delimitations 

As mentioned above, the amount of content offered notable challenges on the data, 

especially in the case of providing a wealth of culturally sensitive experiences and 

perspectives. Another factor to acknowledge is the language barrier and its challenges. 

While most academic publications seem to be written in or translated into English, a wealth 

of discussions could be held within Japan and the EU in its various languages. In both cases, 

the amount of historical and cultural context is significant to the point of it being unrealistic 

to pull sources from every corner reasonably. Instead, priority has been given to the 

seemingly most prevalent and relevant discussions skewing towards academic and news 

content that has either been published or professionally translated into English.  

 

1.5 Definitions 

The Sakoku period is defined as a period in which Japan attempted to isolate itself from the 

rest of the world. 

The United Kingdom is comprised of four countries, England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern 

Ireland. They collectively are governed under the UK title and left the EU under the Brexit 

agreement on 31 January 2020. 

The European Union and its earlier predecessors refer to various collections of countries. 

When discussed in the thesis, it refers to the state of the EU (or its predecessors) regarding 

its organisation and membership at that time.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Brexit's recentness and unexpected nature have meant that the literature on this is 

relatively new and raw. This means that specific research is often unexplored or relatively 

narrow. 

 

This literature review examines the literature in 3 key areas. 2.1- The general response to 

Brexit. 2.2- Japanese relations with the EU and the UK before the Brexit referendum. 2.3- 

Japanese relations with the EU and the UK immediately and post-Brexit referendum. Both 

2.2 and 2.3 will seek literature similar to the thesis title in which it will look to find literature 

on the economic and political background and their impacts.  

 

2.1: The general response to Brexit from the EU and the UK  

The unexpected nature of Brexit has given way to various hypotheses on the potential 

impacts of Brexit. There have been three prevailing issues regarding the future of the 

European Union that this literature review will look to cover. The potential of a domino 

effect from Brexit (Yergiin, 2016), the change of political dynamics within the union (von 

Ondarza, 2021) and the evolution of the type of power the EU seeks to and can realistically 

be. These issues are also similar in the UK too; as the UK moves away from the EU, it must 

redefine its place in a global society (Daddow, 2018; Murray and Brianson, 2019). Whether 

that be as a primarily sole player or one that closely aligns itself to other anglosphere or 

commonwealth countries. The UK, at the same time, must redefine its identity with its 

previous characteristics shrinking away, such as it being a target of FDI and beliefs of a drop 

in its productivity (Bloom et al., 2019) 

 

One of the immediate concerns of Brexit was the potential of Brexit setting a trend of 

member states leaving and accelerating and empowering the disintegration of the Union by 

the British normalising and paving the way to do so. Some believe the trend has been a 

symptom of “expansion fatigue” felt after the union's accelerated eastern expansion and 

deepening (Yergiin, 2016).  On top of this, the EU has faced various other challenges, such as 

the Immigration crisis and the Eurozone debt crisis, which became the basis of Brexiteer 
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rhetoric and seemingly significantly influential in the eventual leave vote (Mauldin, 2016). 

Despite this, various academics have argued that the opposite has been the aftermath as 

“increased internal cohesion” of the EU (Guerra, 2020; Francis, 2018, p. 12), and the 

empowerment of other Eurosceptic parties seems less significant in comparison to previous 

crises with the parameters of if Brexit was ultimately a catastrophic failure for the UK or not 

is difficult to define and will be “highly contested (by) Euroenthusiasts and Eurosceptics 

respectively.” (Taggart and Szczerbiak, 2018). It has also been argued that another critical 

factor to Brexit was the reactionist and nationalist tendencies that seem reflective of 

nostalgia for the days of Britain being a global empire (Saunders, 2020) or “nostalgic 

narcissistic nationalism” (Koegler, Malreddy and Tronicke, 2020). Understanding that 

“Englishness becoming both essential and fundamental” (Henderson and Jones, 2021) is 

reflected in the perception of history and nostalgia amongst the public more so than other 

ex-colonial powers (Booth, 2020). Despite this, the reactionist beliefs amongst other EU 

members have seemingly not spread and have instead been replaced with a desire to be 

more cautious of further integration and critique of policy rather than calls for a replica of 

Brexit in their own country (Chopin and Lequesne, 2021; Duffy, 2021). Furthermore, there 

has been the view that Brexit could be a sort of “wake-up call” to the EU and its democratic 

deficit (Martill, 2021), with it being said in a resolution that “The withdrawal of the United 

Kingdom should compel the EU-27 and the Union institutions to better address the current 

challenges and to reflect on their future and on their efforts to make the European project 

more effective, more democratic, and closer to the citizens” (European Parliament, 2017). 

This has been a discussion point amongst academics, and now it seems an issue that will be 

dealt with increased urgency and interest. 

 

The academic world seems split on whether the benefits outweigh the drawbacks in regards 

to the UK’s membership in the EU, as it was often seen as a constituent who slowed down 

progress in the demands for its voice to be heard and is reflected in policy such as the 

Eurozone and immigration (Phinnemore, 2014, p. 25). This meant it also found itself as a 

member who could balance out the German and French desire for a deeper union. The 

French President, Emanual Macron, is described as someone who puts “Europe at the heart 

of his political identity” (The Economist, 2022) and the New Chancellor, Olaf Scholz, is 

seemingly similar in his desire for a united Europe and a wish to “strengthen the sovereignty 
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of the European Union sustainably and permanently” in response to Russian aggression 

(Scholz, 2022). This included a €100 Billion defence budget which pushes the defence 

budget beyond the NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) aim of 2% GDP (gross 

domestic product) annual spend (Barkin, 2022; Sternberg, 2022). However, after Brexit, 

there has also been an increase in counter-groupings of EU member states. Such groups 

have already appeared in the EU to fill in for the UK’s previous position as a “countervailing 

force” (Krotz and Schild, 2019). The New Hanseatic League includes Germany, the 

Netherlands, Belgium, Poland, Russia, Sweden, Latvia and Estonia (Est February 2018). The 

tightening of the Visegrád countries of Czechia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovakia (Visegrad 

Group, 2016). The “Frugal Four” of Sweden, Denmark, Austria and the Netherlands of whom 

wanted only a small budget increase (Hall and Peel, 2020). This is also seen in Swedish and 

Danish resistance to join the Eurozone (Hall, 2019),  

 

In the academic literature, the allure and power of the EU have often been described by 

various “powers”. In any case, these “powers” are likely weaker due to the union's smaller 

capabilities. To show this, let’s take one of the most frequently referenced powers as an 

example. Market power Europe’s key attribute is to “exercise this power specifically through 

the relative size of its market”, which allows for the dictation of regulation and norms (Damro, 

2012). Such as the regulation of google, in which the EU created new stricter rulings on 

Google’s usage on privacy, which led to a 4.1 billion euro fine. If the EU were a smaller market, 

it would struggle to enforce such rules (Clayton, 2022). While the Union after Brexit still 

maintains an impressive sized single market, a considerable number of authors have related 

this to a variety of different types of EU powers, including Civilian Power (Duchêne, 1972), 

Metro Sexual Power (Parag Khanna, 2004) Transformative Power (Leonard, 2005), Ethical 

Power (AGGESTAM, 2008), Market Power (Damro, 2012), Realistic Power (Zimmermann, 

2007), Idiot Power (Carta, 2014), Integrative Power (Koops, 2011), Green Power (Brande, 

2008; Van der Heijden, 2010), Liberal Power (Wagner, 2017) and Normative power (Manners, 

2002). Upon releasing these papers, the UK was still a member of the EU. With the UK leaving, 

the EU has now lost one of its most prominent members, which means a shift in its dynamics; 

losing one of its biggest members would likely weaken the attraction of the market and, thus, 

the pull it would have. According to Manners (2002, pp. 244–255), in all instances, normative 

power classifies “6 factors” (contagion, transference, overt diffusion, informational diffusion, 
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procedural diffusion and the cultural filter) in the distribution of EU norms. Within these six, 

there is a theme of visibility, i.e., other countries will need to see your norms and actions for 

them to be defused. With the UK leaving, the platform for this defusing is shrunk as the wealth 

of supernational organisations that the UK belongs to are no longer vessels for EU norms but 

rather British norms. However, the counterargument to this was covered earlier in which the 

EU faces a future of potentially improved cohesion in which countries can make accelerated 

progress via consensus, which softens the challenges mentioned above or even adds 

sufficient coherency to build a clearer European Identity in its power usage (Gstöhl, 2020).   

 

Outside of Europe, the UK still has a significant presence with its global connections from its 

colonial and superpower past. Its globally read press, and sizable economy led to Brexit 

receiving considerable attention globally (von Ondarza, 2021). Within Europe, there was a 

mixture of responses. These responses have seemingly aligned with the political positions of 

right-leaning parties from France (Marine Le Pen), Italy (Matteo Salvini), and the 

Netherlands (Geert Wilders), all of whom commented on replicating their own versions of 

Brexit (BBC News, 2016b). However, the leaders of France (Francois Hollande) and Germany 

(Angela Merkel) were saddened but reflective on how to prevent such events from 

happening again (Briançon, 2016; Hertner, 2016). A study/survey from Stokes (2016) 

showed that, overall, 70% of Europeans said that Brexit is bad for the EU but indicated that 

most of the perspectives on the impact of Brexit would be manufactured by long-term 

results rather than an instant desire to replicate. According to (Rivière, 2019), this was the 

case because there was little desire to replicate the Brexit vote. This seemed to be the same 

case in other countries that felt saddened by the referendum results (BBC News, 2016a). 

 

A common perception from outside the EU was that Brexit would lead to a weakened EU on 

the global stage as it would lose a member state offering a great deal to the EU. Examples of 

this are its economic weight, cultural and historical connections such as the commonwealth, 

and its political pull as a member of various supernational groups like the G7. Outside of 

Europe, India has expressed its concern about Brexit as it sees the UK as a natural ally and 

would prefer to have such a partner being an influential member of the European Project 

(Tripathi, 2015). This perspective is shared amongst the rest of the Anglosphere world, such 

as Australia (Swan, 2016) and America (Oliver, 2016). Even within Asia, Japan released an 
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uncharacteristic 15-page document on Brexit, which listed various problems that Brexit 

would cause. However, most research can only offer hypotheses as to the long-term 

implications of Brexit. With the world still hindered by COVID-19 and, more recently, by the 

consequence of the Russia-Ukraine war, it is challenging to distinguish between the 

ramifications of these crises and that of Brexit.  

 

 

2.2: Japanese relations with the EU and the UK before the Brexit referendum.  

For the EU, the economic rise of Asia in the late 20th century was not a surprise, as evident 

in the 1994 New Asia Strategy (EU Commission, 1994), in which the EU looked to 

reinvigorate its approach to Asia (Kubo, 2013; Park, 2019). Naturally, this interest started 

with a focus on Japan, as it was the foremost economic superpower in Asia. Furthermore, 

Japan had a significant trade surplus with the EU (or European Community at the time) and 

subsequently faced European tariffs to soften the onslaught of Japanese vehicle and 

electronic imports (Keck, Vanoverbeke and Waldenberger, 2013). Nowadays, the 

relationship has evolved, and Japan falls under the category of an “established partner” for 

the EU, with annual meetings between the two called the “EU-Japan Business Round Table 

Annual Meeting”. Morii (2015) noted that the annual summits are not for tangible gains but 

rather an attempt to reinforce the perception of the two being partners.  

 

This fits the narrative that the European Union and Japan relationship has been defined as 

one with potential but goes vastly underutilised (Bacon and Kato, 2013; Mayer, 2015). This 

assertion is backed up by the shared values between the two entities, such as nearly 

identical voting records in the UN (Cîrlig, 2012). Recent examples of this have been 

sanctions against Russia, responses to Covid-19 and human rights issues, from which China, 

Russia, and India often abstain or vote against. The two also have complementary industries 

with various specialised goods, such as in the machinery/tech sector, as well as unique 

demands for geographical indicators, which have stalled other EU Free trade agreements 

(FTAs) such as the New Zealand (NZ) and EU FTA. In other words, the FTAs that the EU has 

been working on always come with conditionalities for which various EU products have 

exclusive naming rights. Products such as Champagne (as it comes from the Champagne 

region in France) or Feta are usually used interchangeably for a style rather than being from 
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a specific place. This makes the negotiations difficult as domestic producers on both sides 

want to use the name. In the case of Japan, this is different, as Japan’s key food and drink 

exports are unique to Japan, such as Aomori Apples and Kobe Beef. Similar to the EU, these 

items are usually from specific regions, and due to the lack of colonial connection between 

the two, there is little overlap.  

 

In the last two decades, the EU has prioritised their relationship with Japan’s geographical 

rival China (Van Der Geest, 2006; Breslin, 2010; Martijn, 2019). This is likely due to the 

impressive industrial development and opportunities China has offered over recent 

decades, while Japan had a limited capacity due to its finite natural resources. China has 

also introduced thorough reforms to liberalise its economy and trade  (Ianchovichina and 

Martin, 2001), which was supported by the EU (Eglin, 1997) and gave China benefits under 

the WTO developing nations framework (Hu, 2019). 

 

However, Japan found a close relationship with the UK, possibly due to their similar 

approaches to ordinary power. For instance, their perceptions of the global world order 

(Inoguchi and Bacon, 2006) and cross-culture similarities, like being an island nation with 

nationalistic tendencies and their monarchy and imperialistic actions  (McCaughan, 2013; 

Goto, 2016; Yirka, 2019). Subsequently, the China-EU relationship has become the most 

crucial partnership in the region (Algieri, 2002). Unlike the Japan-EU relationship, the EU-

China relationship has developed significantly in recent decades. At the same time, conflicts 

have grown and multiplied, such as issues around each party's perception of world order, 

geopolitical interest (Maher, 2016), human rights (Taylor, 2020) and intellectual property 

theft (European Commission, 2018). These issues have mainly been met by a cautious 

response from the EU, which avoided using “provocative” language towards China that 

some have considered as being “weak” (Taylor, 2020; Bergsen, 2021; Mathiesen, 2021). The 

perception that the EU is weak on China may contradict the EU’s desire to strengthen its 

global image and place itself as a global superpower. This is primarily a big issue in Japan, 

which has various current conflicts with China, such as the South China sea dispute, Taiwan 

(Smith, 2021), and the significant dislike of the Chinese government by Japanese citizens 

(Stokes and Devlin, 2018; Government Of Japan, 2019). 
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2.3: Japanese relations with the EU and the UK immediately after and post-Brexit 

referendum 

The post-Brexit Japan-Europe dynamic is one of the uncertainties scholars try to hypothesise 

about the consequences of the UK’s departure from the EU. The majority of post-Brexit 

discussion on Japan’s relations with Europe has been focussed on the signing of trade deals. 

Academics have indicated that the final signing of the EU-Japan Economic Partnership 

Agreement (EPA) strengthens cooperation in liberalising global trade (Kaji, 2018). However, 

there has also been the suggestion that the EPA signing was in response to each side's 

concern about the other trade deals, i.e. the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP) for Japan and 

EU’s FTA with Korea, which was signed on the 6th of October 2010 (Yoshimatsu, 2020). 

Further to this, there is the belief that the signing was a response to potential issues from 

changes in the Rules of origins (ROOs) which would offer significant challenges for British-

based Japanese companies and joint ventures such as Toyota, whose home base is in the UK 

(Porto, 2020; Suzuki, 2021). 

Regarding the UK-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), there 

seems to be a more robust recognition of the militaristic implications for Japan (Heng, 2021) 

with a discussion of a Reciprocal Access Agreement (RAA) going ahead (Ministry of Defence, 

2021). To help dissect all these potential factors, the thesis will consider various political and 

economic actions and developments and assess their changes during and after the Brexit 

process. While it is impossible to associate the actions of a state with one event completely, 

it is possible to take note of the timing of changes in the political and economic situation 

and draw some indicators from that. This will also be paired with more direct associations, 

such as political statements and research reports on the economic impacts. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical framework  

 

If this research were to use western theory exclusively, then there would be an obvious bias 

that would likely neglect the nuance of the cultural differences between Japan and Europe. 

As some academics argue (Inoguchi, 2007; Rösch and Watanabe, 2018), Japanese 

international relations (IR) theory can be based on these western theories but with cultural 

nuance to explain the alternative perceptions. 

This is the case, especially for constructivism which has the basis of reality as a mere 

construct of one’s experiences. Hence, this thesis will look to intertwine Hofstede’s cultural 

dimension (explained below) with both major IR theories - constructivism and realism- to 

assist in interpreting the actions taken and future expectations. This is important as 

constructivism has been defined as being unable to predict outcomes (Devetak, George and 

Percy, 2017, p. 107).  

 

Hofstede's cultural dimensions allow for an improved interpretation of the significance of 

each country for critical events and allow for nuance in the above theories by explaining 

why the interpretation/ valuing of each actor may be different. Hofstede has done this by 

placing associated values for each country on a spectrum of various measurements. An 

example of this is Masculinity vs Femineity. This is described as a societal characteristic such 

as social norms like the place of gender roles in society, for example, “Few women in 

elected political positions and work prevails over family”(Hofstede, 2011, p. 12). These are 

considered characteristics of a society that scores high in masculinity. Japan is one of these 

countries to which Hofstede attributed a high ranking (95%) in masculinity, whereas, in 

comparison, New Zealand scored 58% (Hofstede Insights, 2022). 

Another example is Short-Term Orientation versus Long-Term Orientation. Some 

characteristics of this are “Trying to learn from other countries and large savings quote, 

funds available for investment”(Hofstede, 2011, p. 15). Japan also scored high in this, which 

seems logical as Japanese household and business sectors hold significant funds. The latter 

can explain why Japan is the number one creditor in the world (Koll, 2018) and why 

Japanese households hold large amounts of cash savings (Altman, 2019). Especially of note 

is Japan’s high level of uncertainty avoidance.  
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This covers a desire for clarity and structure while also believing what is different is 

dangerous (Hofstede, 2011, p. 10). In the case of international cooperation, there is a 

significant challenge as the construction of these dialogues is an already lengthy process. 

Adding an increased desire for clarity and structure could and has significantly slowed the 

process. On top of this, the resistance to things that might be different compounds the 

issues, especially in the case of Japan being an island nation which means that historically 

there have been fewer interactions with other cultures to the point that they have a more 

comprehensive threshold for “what is different”.  

 

3.1 Realism 

Hobbes defines the origins of realism as “every man against every man” due to there being 

no “common power,” i.e. one that can govern over all states (Hobbes and Macpherson, 

1968). This places the international system in a state of anarchy in which states act in their 

own interest (Wayman and Diehl, 1994). Realism offers an explanation for international 

relations as countries are vying for power and stability. It also explains the origins of the EU-

Japan relationship via the expansion and internationalisation of Japanese companies into 

the European market with the subsequential political dialogue development (Bourke, 1996). 

Realism also offers a reason for an increased desire from Japan to engage in trade deals and 

security packs, as the state sees a relative regional decline with the rise of China, meaning 

the state’s economic and military strength in the region is comparatively drastically 

decreasing (Lever-Tracy, 2017; Wallace, 2019). This was seen in WW2 when Japan was 

aggressively expanding its sphere of influence through Asia and dominating the surrounding 

countries despite its relatively small size. Even after WW2, when other countries struggled 

through the rebuilding process, Japan accelerated its rebuilding into the second-largest 

economy from 1968 to 2010. Since then, Japan has fallen behind its regional rival China and 

has nearly a quarter of its GDP. Even in a militaristic sense, Japan’s forces are dramatically 

outmatched in size and funding while being hampered by the post-WW2 constitution that 

renounces the right to begin a war. While this did include promised protection from 

America, the idea that a state must be dependent on a promise may be an uncomfortable 

idea under realism. This would give reason to look for alternative vessels of power.  

Using Hofstede’s dimensions, we could see why this power search might not follow an 

exactly predictable approach via western standards. For example, expanding a state’s 
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strategies to power might be necessary but also deeply daunting if they are resistant to 

stepping into uncertainty. More so if the transitioning of approaches taken by partners is 

rapidly changing to the point that there is insufficient time to adapt at a comfortable rate. 

Combining these could lead to an internal struggle to change one’s culture and values or to 

remain steadfast. This has been seen in some of Japan’s politics, such as the consistent rule 

of the Liberal Democratic Party and government roles that are often filled by children of 

public elites, which has been criticised for weakening Japan’s democracy and its 

development (Scartozzi, 2017; Fujioka, 2021). 

 

3.2 Constructivism 

Constructivism is the construction of one’s reality by their surroundings in a subjective and 

intersubjective manner (Hershberg, 2014). In other words, constructivism is the idea that 

reality and its views are a social construct. Thus, the interpretation of an event will be 

ultimately defined by one’s perception of reality, which depends on one’s perceived reality. 

In international relations, the social world is a genuine part of the natural world, and the 

international actors are likely impacted by it (Guzzuni, 2000, p. 29). In the case of varying 

cultures, this interpretation may define the significance of an event, e.g., Brexit. This could 

be such as the economic and cultural significance between different parties will be different 

as the interpretation of the event's meaning and its ramifications are undefined until 

reached, which means the event cannot be concretely defined until it has occurred. In other 

words, the perception of the event is subjective to the individual based on their 

experiences. Brexit could have varied significance for each country based on its values and 

norms. For example, commonwealth countries might see a positive in that they might have 

an opportunity to deepen their relationship with the UK as it looks towards new partners, or 

they might dread the idea that a close ally no longer has a seat at one of the biggest unions 

in the world. Even within the commonwealth, there is the idea that Britain will prefer 

wealthier white majority countries (Namusoke, 2016) or that the appetite for establishing 

these connections might be limited (Saunders, 2020). In the case of Japan, various 

relationships with the UK will be explored. With the Constructivism framework, it is also 

important to relate it to Hofstede, just like for Realism. There is an apparent association 

between how one experiences the world under constructivism and values it under 

Hofstede’s framework. An example is seeing the UK has a historical power of stability that 
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has had a longer history than most countries with Japan, which naturally aligns with the 

associated desire to be risk averse. Various other examples will be shown and expanded on 

in this Thesis. First, another important note must be considered with these frameworks: the 

history and development of these various Constructivist perspectives. These are not instant 

and unmalleable perspectives that individuals and states create. There is a constant push 

and pull on how the culture and social world within states are developing, with forces 

dictating the course they take. This was explored under Nye’s soft power. While Joseph 

Nye’s first note was the impact of American media on Soviet Russia (Nye, 1990), the idea of 

soft power is not limited to this. The power to change social norms has been an apparent 

identity in Japan. Despite being an isolated country, there are clear evolutions that aligned 

with significant periods of western interaction, such as the Meiji Restoration and Bubble 

Period, in which there was mass replication of Western styles, which will be explored in the 

following chapter. Despite these examples of rapid change, there has been slow change 

during the other periods, such as the period of isolation and the decade after the Bubble 

Period. 

 

3.3 Summary  

It is helpful to note that when using both Constructivism and Realism, it is also essential to 

consider their compatibility.  While there may seem to be some contradiction in the truth, 

they look to define “Realism is the study of what limits human social practices, whereas 

constructivism is the study of what realises them.” (Jackson et al., 2004). They are tools for 

analysing the behaviour of the states, and by using them as such, it is possible to combine 

such approaches to look for origins based on the type of results we are analysing. This will 

be seen in chapter 6, which will make a more vital point for constructivism over the political 

and economic actions of a state and how it may align with the actions found in realism.  

These two theories will be used in combination with Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to assist 

in these gaps with each theory.  

 

Chapter 4: Japan’s relationship with the EU & the UK Prior to the 

Brexit Referendum 
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4.1: Historical relationship between Japan and the West: From first interactions to the end 

of national isolation in 1853 

The history of Japan’s international relations is one of an uncommon ability to isolate itself 

from the rest of global society. While other countries shared land borders with their 

neighbours, which led to fluid transformation/ownership of territory, cultural influences, 

and easy trade, Japan, on the other hand, remained intentionally isolated partly due to it 

being a separate land mass but also due to protectionist policies produced by its leadership. 

Before its first interactions with the west, it had conflicts with China and repelled two 

Mongolian invasions. The Japanese refusal to acknowledge the Chinese emperor forbade 

them from trading with China. Despite this, the Japanese did trade via the islands south of 

Japan, known as the Ryuku Kingdom, a Chinese tribute state. Unbeknownst to China, Japan 

had conquered these islands and used them as a vessel for outside trade while still allowing 

the Ryuku Kingdom to maintain its image to outside countries.  

 

 The first contact with Western civilisation was in the late 16th century when the Portuguese 

missionaries made aggressive attempts to spread Christianity which was largely 

unwelcomed by the Japanese. Not long after the Portuguese, a Dutch ship arrived on April 

19th, 1600. While initially assisted by the locals, the ship was soon ransacked. At the time, 

Japan was in a civil war known as Sengoku Jidai (1467–1615). One of the clan heads was 

Tokugawa Ieyasu, who took an interest in the Dutch and their cargo, which he confiscated 

from the local people. He compensated the living Sailors, who were mainly Dutch, unlike an 

Englishman named William Adams. Tokugawa Ieyasu is believed to have used the Dutch 

ship's cannons to win the war, placing him as the Shogun. This role was considered the 

military leader of Japan, but in reality, this gave him absolute power and left the young 

Emperor as merely a puppet and figurehead. The war effectively ended in 1603, with 

Tokugawa unifying Japan. Tokugawa grew an apparent connection with Adams, believed to 

have helped build the first foreign-style boat in Japan and the relationship between the 

Japanese and Dutch. Adams became an advisor for the Tokugawa, was bestowed a Japanese 

name (Miura Anjin), and became the first European to gain the rank of Samurai.  
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The following period was the Edo or Sakoku (national isolation) period. The period was 

defined by its relative political stability in which the emperor was merely a figurehead, and 

the Shogun had absolute power. This time led to some economic development and 

significant cultural/ artistic creation but made Japan comparatively underdeveloped 

compared to the increasingly globalised rest of the world. During this period, Tokugawa 

grew frustrated with foreign influence with reportedly particular disdain for Portuguese 

proselytes as he “started his campaign against Christianity due to the over-enthusiastic 

proselytising of Portuguese Jesuits (Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, 2017). Despite the 

Portuguese being the first Europeans in Japan, the religious pressure they pushed onto 

Japan was enough for Tokugawa to ban Catholicism in 1614 and gradually shift towards 

increasing isolationist policies. “The Dutch, whose first objective was trade and not the 

propagation of the Christian faith” (Ministerie van Buitenlandse Zaken, 2017), were allowed 

to stay on a man-made island known as Deshima. On this island, the Dutch had effectively 

exclusive trading rights with Japan. It is believed that the Englishman Adams had helped in 

allowing this as he had a positive relationship with the Dutch from his travels and shared 

Protestant religious beliefs. In the later stages of this period, there was a lifting of the 

restrictions placed on foreign literature (with the exception of religious books) with slight 

liberalisation of western from 1720 and further lessening after 1839. This led to a period of 

foreign studies (rangaku) known as Dutch studies and led to the Japanese elite enjoying a 

wealth of western knowledge via the hands and perspective of the Dutch.  Adams is still a 

familiar name in the Japanese education system and has a statue in Shizuoka to celebrate 

his impact on Japan.   

 

4.1.1 The end of isolation – the end of WW2 (1853 - 1945) 

This sustained period of isolation was broken 265 years later in 1853 when the American 

Navy, headed by Matthew C. Perry, arrived in Tokyo Bay. Perry demanded that Japan open 

up to trade and used gunboat diplomacy to achieve this. In other words, he intimidated the 

Japanese by bringing in a large naval force and refusing to leave before his demands were 

met. During this, he demonstrated the strength of the American Navy by firing warning 

shots. As referenced before, the period of isolation had led to a comparatively undeveloped 

military in which the Americans had steamboats with cannons versus the Japanese, who had 

relatively primitive naval firepower (Hellyer, 2002, p. 255). During the isolation period, the 
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Tokugawa clan fought off any attempts of foreigners to expand trade with Japan as they 

wanted to avoid foreign influence. However, Matthew Perry came at a time when the 

Shogun of the time (Tokugawa Leyoshi) was on his deathbed, leading representatives to 

accept the demands. A treaty was signed agreeing to the practical opening in 1854 called 

the Treaty of Kanagawa. This treaty allowed for various rights, including ports for American 

ships and the ability to “appoint consuls to live” in these areas (Office of the Historian, 

Foreign Service Institute, no date). Following the death of the Tokugawa, Leyoshi was a 

wealth of treaties that allowed foreigners to enter Japan. This, plus a weak successor, led to 

instability in Japan, eventually leading to the Boshin War, which was fought between the 

Shoguns forces supported by the French and forces who wished to reinstate the emperor as 

the head of state. The emperor's force initially assassinated and killed foreigners but 

eventually worked with the British to develop their military capabilities and tactics, which 

led to an eventual victory, the abolishment of the Shogun, and the beginning of the Meiji 

period (1868-1912).  

 

The Meiji period contained the signing of Japan’s first military alliance with Britain (Anglo-

Japanese Alliance 1902), which was unique in the sense that it ended the British policy of 

splendid isolation and became Japan’s first formal alliance. Article 3 stated, “Promise of 

support if either signatory becomes involved in war with more than one Power.” 

(Cavendish, 2002; Japan Center for Asian Historical Records, no date). The following century 

saw a heavy influx of Western influence into the once-secluded Japan, which led to 

aggressive industrialisation and militarization of the country as it became an imperial power. 

The period included the invasion of surrounding countries and the entry and exit of Japan 

into the League of Nations following Japan’s aggressive expansion in Asia in the 1930s.  (The 

National Archives, no date). Japan responded to criticisms of its expansion by mentioning 

the historical empirical actions of the other members and denounced them as hypocritical 

(Brown, 1933; Kohno, 2001; Burkman, 2008, p. 184)  

 

The period ended with the dropping of the two nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

in 1945 and a devastated war-torn Japan. The period after this saw another rapid shift in 

Japanese culture, where the war-torn country turned into a global leader and was tipped to 

be the next global superpower.  
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4.1.2: The end of WW2 to the forming of the EU (1945-1993) 

The Japanese economic miracle, which peaked from 1986 to 1991, can be explained from a 

realist perspective as a result of its desire for supremacy, which has evolved from wartime 

military aggression into an economic development explosion (Heginbotham and Samuels, 

1998). This development predicted that Japan could overtake America as the leading 

economic power (Fingleton, 1995). Members of the Japanese elite argued that in an 

increasingly liberalised global society, economic strength's value superseded the importance 

of military dominance. (Heginbotham and Samuels, 1998). This was also likely due to Article 

9 of Japan’s post-Second World War constitution, which stated that “the Japanese people 

forever renounce war as a sovereign right of the nation and the threat or use of force as 

means of settling international disputes.” and the U.S.-Japan Security Treaty which placed 

American military bases in Japan which would deter invasions. Europe and Japan shared a 

common experience of rebuilding during the cold war. Both received significant economic 

support from the US, with Europe funding $13.3 billion USD from April 1948 - December 

1951 under the Marshall Plan and Japan receiving $2.2 billion over six years between 1946 

and 1952 (Naval History and Heritage Command, 2020; National Archives, 2021). While the 

funding aimed to rebuild worn-torn societies and prevent the spread of communism in both 

areas, a noticeable difference between the recovery of the two was the hands-on approach 

America had to rebuilding and modelling Japanese society. For Europe, a reasonable 

amount of liberalism was applied to the use of the funds, with countries having autonomy in 

the usage. Furthermore, the US had effectively sole control over Japan compared to West 

Germany, which was split between the UK, France, and the US. There was an introduction of 

many firsts for Japan, such as the forming of the National Diet (Japanese representative 

assembly) and changing multiple aspects of the constitution, such as removing the absolute 

power of the emperor and renouncing the sovereign right to war (Prime Minister of Japan 

and His Cabinet, 1947). This was combined with the Yoshida Doctrine (named after the 

Prime Minister at the time, Shigeru Yoshida). This doctrine moved Japanese interest into 

focussing on its economic development with effectively complete dependence of security 

on the US.  This, combined with favourable trade deals, reconstruction of the government 

into a liberal democracy, and other various social, political, and economic reforms, led to 
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the country's rapid economic development. In 1973 Japan's per capita GDP was 95% of 

Britain’s and 120% by 1991 (Tetsuji, 2015).  

 

4.2 The Trade Relationship 

At the beginning of the relationship between the EU’s predecessor, the European Economic 

Community (EEC), and Japan, there was a concern that Japan’s exports were in danger due to 

the foundation of the European common market(Porto, 2020). Before World War 2, Japan 

was accused of dumping goods, export subsidies, and other hostile trading actions to gain 

market share. The memory of this left the post-World War 2 relationship relatively calm, with 

both parties preferring the engage with the US. This materialised in the European Coal and 

Steel Community members blocking attempts by Japan to join the General Agreement on 

Tariffs and Trade (GATT). This ended in 1955, with Japan being able to join following heavy 

pressure from the US and years of substantial negotiating (Nester, 1993, pp. 202–205). Other 

than this, there was little effort to engage or improve the relationship due to both parties' 

focus on domestic issues. While Japan’s trade was still a significant issue, the conversation did 

not progress much. Both sides seemed largely uninterested in their lack of action and 

seemingly preferred to focus on trade with regional partners or the United States. This will be 

discussed later in the chapter. The next notable engagement between the two was Prime 

Minister Fukuda's visit to Brussels in 1978, where he made a speech that offered three points 

to build on the relationship. First, their shared interest in peace and prosperity. Second, 

bilateral trade between the two. Third, improving mutual understanding between Japan and 

Europe. This speech received a reply from reporters who focused solely on the economic 

aspects of the relationship with European trade representative Roy Denman, saying, “The 

Japanese are workaholics who live in rabbit hutches”. This received a negative response from 

Japan and maintained the negative tone of the relationship (Owada, 2001, pp. 15–17). While 

Japanese exports did accelerate into Europe, there were no notable solutions or replies (see 

figure 1).  

 

When the EEC was transformed into the EU by the Maastricht treaty of 1992, the relationship 

between it and Japan was still defined by a concern that Japan’s exports were of danger to 

the European market. In 1994, the EU released a report titled “New Asia Strategy” (EU 

Commission, 1994). In this report, the EU identified four overall objectives. The first of these 
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objectives was written boldly, “To strengthen the Union’s economic presence in Asia”. This 

was a primary concern for Europe as Japan had a significant trade surplus with the EU (or 

European Community the year prior) (see figure 1) and subsequently faced tariffs from 

Europe to soften the onslaught of Japanese vehicle and electronic imports (Keck, 

Vanoverbeke and Waldenberger, 2013). This can be seen in figure 3, where there are large 

variations between the categories each country exports.  

 The plan came at a time when Japan’s GDP was double that of any EU member state and was 

just coming off the peak in 1995, in which Japan’s GDP exceeded the combined GDP of the 

EU’s original big 3 (Germany, France, and Italy).  

 

The issue for European exporters trying to enter the Japanese market was not trading tariffs 

or quotas but rather a complex set of inter-company relationships, which made a foreign firm 

entering the Japanese market difficult as targeting an area would require the building of 

various relationships within different sectors. This was known as Keiretsu and was nearly 

impossible for a foreign firm to enter as they would likely have to replace an already 

established competitor or require a group of companies to move their attention to working 

with an unfamiliar foreign firm (Bader, 1994, pp. 365–367). This exacerbated the wealth of 

other issues that are present when entering a new market, such as cultural differences, supply 

chains, etc., which led to many foreign firms using their technological and marketing 

advantages via licencing rather than FDI (Narula, van Hoesel and van Nieuwkerk, 1999, p. 241).  

 

In gaining market share, it is essential to have a competitive advantage. European exports 

were varied, meaning they weren’t unilaterally targeting one market like Japanese products 

entering Europe. Furthermore, Japan already seemed to have alternatives for these products, 

or there was little consumer appetite for purchasing them. On the other hand, Japan’s exports 

were primarily made up of machinery and equipment and dominated the global market share 

of these products (Porto, 2020, pp. 38–40). This is shown in figure 1, in which there is a 

significant imbalance between the value of total exports and the variety sent. While the EU 

exports were largely spread out into various products, the Japanese exports included large 

amounts of Capital goods and Transport Equipment. An example can be seen in table 3 with 

the dramatic difference in imports and exports of Passenger motorcars that didn’t see a 

notable flattening until 2016, when European exports to Japan increased.  
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Japanese companies would be accused of dumping products in which they exported large 

amounts of products at artificially cheap rates to gain market share. Furthermore, Japanese 

producers were exporting large quantities of high-value goods, such as automobiles and 

consumer electronics, versus the EU exporting lower-value products, such as Food and 

Beverages (Nester, 1993, p. 210).  This increased tensions between the EU and Japan, which 

led to a desire for more protectionist policies such as rules of origin (ROO) from the EU, which 

increased tariffs/created quotas for Japanese manufactured goods. Japanese companies 

could circumvent this by using FDI to create “screwdriver plants”, in which low-effort 

assembly plants were made within EU states to avoid tariffs and quotas (Porto, 2020). Prime 

Minister Fukuda's ambitions in 1978 still did not seem to receive any meaningful traction as 

the problems still lingered with a lack of movement from both sides. 

 

Comparing the EU and UK experience, for the UK, the trade levels remained consistent (figure 

2) in comparison to the EU, which spiked upwards with a slow but significant shrinkage in the 

trade balance difference. Tables 1 and 2 show that all countries had noticeable growth during 

the noted period regarding exports to Japan. Imports from Japan, France, and Germany saw 

a shrinking resulting in the trade deficit's notable shrinkage. In comparison to this, the UK saw 

a bump in trade. The bump was less than the increase in exports to Japan, so the trade deficit 

did shrink but not as much as the EU. This can be seen in comparing figures 1 and 2. Table 3 

offers a helpful area-specific example of the shrinking of this deficit, with only a slight increase 

in passenger motorcar exports from Japan but a significant increase in EU exports which 

dramatically shrank the trade deficit in this area. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Trade between the European Union and Japan 
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(Eurostat, no date a) 

Figure 2: Trade between the United Kingdom and Japan 1988-2016 

 
(Eurostat, no date a) 
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Figure 3: Area specific trade volume between the European Union and Japan 

1991-2016 

 
(Eurostat, no date b) 

Table 1: Imports from Japan 1991-2016 (Euro Millions) 

 1991 2002 2008 2016 Change 

(1991-2016) 

UK 9,684 13,303 10,669 11,208 +14.59% 

France 5,830 6,691 5,741 5,116 -24.05% 

Germany 16,542 15,936 17,430 15,509 -15.59% 

(Eurostat, no date a) 
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 1991 2002 2008 2016 Change 

(1991-2016) 

UK 3,262 5,761 4,654 5,747 +55.17% 

France 3,640 5,614 5,597 6,285 +53.30% 

Germany 8,053 12,575 12,707 18,519 +78.77% 

(Eurostat, no date a) 

 

Table 3: Passenger motorcars trade between the EU and Japan (Euro Millions) 

 1991 2002 2008 2016 Change 

(1991-2016) 

Japanese 

Export to the 

Eu  

8,908 9,853 10,802 9,153 +2.71% 

EU Exports 

to Japan 

3,092 4,797 3,252 7,339 +81.43% 

Trade 

balance 

5,816 5,056 7,550 1,814 -104.90% 

(Eurostat, no date b) 

 

4.3 FDI 

The hesitancy of engaging with Japan was found throughout Europe and extended to the 

mentality of engaging with Japanese FDI with two exceptions. Firstly, the UK received 33.83 

billion USD in FDI from Japan from 1951-1994, and the Netherlands, in the same period, 

received 19.47 billion USD. In comparison, the next closest EC member, Germany, only 

received 8.06 billion USD of Japan’s FDI  (Bourke, 1996, p. 113). While other member states, 

such as France, looked to establish NTB (non-tariff barriers) to products, such as increasing 

the requirement for locally sourced goods in manufactured products, the British were 

resistant to making such changes (Bourke, 1996, pp. 66–67).  This resistance seems logical as 

Japan had previously flooded vulnerable developing markets, such as automobiles and 

electronics (Mason, 1992). The openness of the countries appeared to be one of the key 

factors for attracting Japanese FDI, with Japan and the Netherlands receiving large amounts 
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(figure 4). Other factors could explain this, though, such as the previously mentioned 

historical solid bonds the countries had shared in the Sakoku period, and security packs or 

even the English availability, which would offer fewer barriers to entry with Japanese firms 

already partnering with US firms. 

 

Figure 4: Japan's outwards FDI by Country/Region (Balance of Payments basis, 

net, and flow) USD 1997-2016 

 
(Japan External Trade Organisation, no date a) 

Figure 5: Japan's Inward FDI by Country/Region (Balance of Payments basis, 

net, and flow) USD 1997-2016 

 
 (Japan External Trade Organisation, no date b) 
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On the other hand, inwards FDI (figure 5) is drastically different, with France and Switzerland 

having a sizeable make-up of the inwards FDI when the external FDI was notably low. For 

Switzerland, it could be the Swiss banks entering the market following the explosion of wealth 

during the bubble period and Swiss companies associated with importing and using precious 

metals, as Japan had few natural resources but a significant manufacturing capacity. For 

France, it could be due to the status symbols designer brands from France carried within 

Japan. This was shown by Takahashi (2007), who found there to be 1.6 Louis Vuitton products 

per capita. This explosion of foreign designer goods was most prevalent during the bubble 

period in Japan (Slade, 2020). This has also been the case for Swiss watches, which have 

successfully penetrated the highly competitive Japanese market (Gomelsky, 2017). 

Historically this matches the trend of importing high-quality goods seen during the Sakoku 

period, in which elites had access to foreign goods from the Dutch or China via exclusive 

access points (Deshima and the Ryukyu Kingdom). The make-up of these products is likely a 

mixture of imports and FDI as many high-end brands, such as Gucci and Louis Vuitton, 

exclusively manufacture in Western Countries but still sell the products in physical stores 

owned by the brand.  

 

The outward FDI from Japan was mainly directed at two EU members, the UK and the 

Netherlands. As referenced in 4.1, these two countries had the most significant role in the 

relationship with Japan and Europe, with the examination of Dutch studies and British 

assistance reinstating the emperor as head of state, followed by the military alliance. This is 

likely due to the two countries’ policies being friendly to FDI. For example, until 1993, Japan 

was restricted to a 3% market share in France versus 11% in the UK, and in the case of the 

Netherlands and Germany, there were no formal market share quotas (Abe, 1999). Japanese 

companies suggested that the competitiveness of German cars meant that a quota was 

unnecessary  (Abe, 1999, pp. 56–57). As seen in figure 6, The rate of FDI remained relatively 

consistent from 1997 to 2016, with a notable UK jump at the end possibly associated with the 

$28 billion plan from Hitachi Ltd to build a nuclear power plant in the UK, which was cancelled 

(Reuters, 2020). The content of Japan’s FDI generally remained like its origins, with large 

companies from early on targeting sectors still prevalent, such as the automobile 

manufacturers Toyota, Suzuki, and Komatsu, or consumer electronics, such as Sony and 

Panasonic.  
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Figure 6: Japanese total outwards FDI stock USD Million 1996-2016 outwards 

FDI stock USD Million 1996-2016 

 
 (Japan External Trade Organisation, no date c) 

 

A note about the Dutch relationship in figure 6 is that the noticeable amount of Dutch FDI 

stock is not necessarily reflective of a close bond between Japan and the Netherlands, but 

rather the Dutch’s ability to attract large amounts of FDI globally through relaxed tax laws 

and tax treaties. This is not guaranteed to be the whole truth; however, as a country with a 

similar tax profile, Luxemburg attracted little FDI from Japanese companies, with the Dutch 

receiving close to 450% more FDI from Japan by the end of 2021 (Japan External Trade 

Organisation, no date c). Furthermore, Japanese companies are cautious of societal 

perceptions, meaning they place significant value on how others perceive them and suffer 

domestically when they face scandals (Kaler, 2006; Tanimura and Okamoto, 2013; Witt and 

Stahl, 2016), which means that companies may be resistant to investing in areas that may 

reflect poorly upon them. Also, Japanese companies are historically focused on markets 

(Kim and Rang, 1997) and R&D (research and development) opportunities when engaging 

with western countries (Pak and Park, 2005). 
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4.4 The Political relationship  

Japan and the West seemed to share a common political perspective on many issues 

following World War 2, with Japan aligning on significant debates such as Capitalism vs. 

Communism, and the desire for Democracy. Regarding economics, as established, the trade 

and FDI imbalances created some strain between Japan and the EU countries, which had 

been a factor in the relationship for the duration of it. 

 

It was challenging to resolve problems as they were often structural, which was difficult to 

change. On top of this, the political and security aspects were underdeveloped enough that 

they did not provide a sufficient countermeasure to the strain the economic imbalances 

caused. This was only exacerbated by both parties' bureaucratic and collective decision-

making, as both require consensus and significant discussion (Ozaki and Arnold, 1985, pp. 

42–45). An example of this manifests itself in the Japanese “way of doing things”, which can 

be slow and methodical and is similar to the bureaucratic nature of the EU. The latter is 

inevitably slow due to the complex mechanisms found throughout the EU entities, on top of 

the necessary negotiations and debates between different cultural and political factions. 

Hofstede’s dimensions offer some insight into the origins of this with the mentioned desire 

to avoid risk found within Japan (Hofstede Insights, 2022). The following sub-chapter looks 

to define and analyse the most notable of the political engagements between Japan and the 

EU.   

 

The joint declaration of 1991 aimed to revitalise the relationship between the EU and 

Japan. The declaration outlined the desire to increase cooperation in wealth areas with the 

release stating, “The European Community and its member States and Japan will firmly 

endeavour to inform and consult each other on major international issues, which are of 

common interest to both Parties, be they political, economic, scientific, cultural or 

other.”(The European Community and its Member States and Japan, 1991).  This document 

also announced and outlined various other commitments to communications. This included 

annual consultation between an EU head and the Japanese prime minister, an annual 

meeting between Japanese and Commission ministers, a semi-annual meeting between 

foreign ministers, and a briefing given to representatives on meetings. While the document 

commented on committing to common ambitions, it did not take any direct action and was 
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mainly a development of a communication framework. While there had been cooperation 

and agreement in some areas on the international stage before this, it was largely 

insufficient in directly building/repairing the relationship. Still, there was hope that the 

framework from the joint declaration would move to fix this, and at the time, it was an 

event that seemingly brought contentment to both sides (Owada, 2001, p. 23). However, 

the signing of the agreement was a time of significant internal focus for both parties. The EU 

officially formed two years later, in 1993, which required changing the political and 

economic systems and how they were used. While this was an excellent period for EU 

development, for Japan, it was the beginning of the “lost decades “in which the economy 

dramatically slowed down. In other words, the parties were limited in their abilities in 

“domestic and international negotiation”  (Abe, 1999, p. 139). During this period, the 

relationship between the EU and Japan was more strained than contemporarily. As 

referenced earlier, this was due to the trade imbalance and each party working more with 

the US than the other. 

The plan aimed to emphasise the commonalities and build on the relationship’s strong 

points, shared values and objectives while trying to progress beyond the previous economic 

difficulties. 

 

The 2001 “Action Plan for EU-Japan Cooperation” was the next significant document on the 

relationship between the two. The name is inherently symptomatic of the shortcoming from 

the previous framework in that tangible action seemed to be shrouded in flowery words. 

The action plan offered four significant objectives to progress the relationship “(1) 

Promoting Peace and Security; (2) Strengthening the Economic and Trade Partnership 

Utilising the Dynamism of Globalisation for the Benefit of All; (3) Coping with Global and 

Societal Challenges, and (4) Bringing Together People and Cultures” (European Union - Japan 

Summit, 2001). These same goals were apparent in the previous declaration (albeit not so 

well numbered) and seemed to be a restating of desires rather than the accomplishing of 

the declaration’s ambitions. The plan offered various new challenges to be addressed that 

were reflective of a global societal shift that was important to each country, such as ageing 

populations and gender equality. The press release referenced an apparent closening of 

relations and a desire to work together to achieve goals but did not offer concrete 

examples. This has been defined as materialising the “real” construction and development 
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of the political relationship in creating mechanisms and discussions between the two parties 

(Cardwell, 2004; Begg, 2006, pp. 118–124). The idea that this plan would be more 

meaningful seems logical as the EU had officially formed and sought to consolidate its 

identity by working through past issues, while Japan was also reflecting on solutions to its 

flattening economy. In other words, both parties had good motivation to act. This is 

referenced explicitly in a joint statement following the Japan-EU summit of that year, stating 

that EU leaders expressed their conviction to promote structural reform to help the 

recovery of the Japanese economy (European Union - Japan Summit, 2001) 

 

The following three notable agreements returned to the crux of the EU-Japan relationship, 

economics. 

 

First, “The EU-Japan Mutual Recognition Agreement” (entered into force on January 1, 

2002). This agreement allowed for improved efficacy in trading by allowing for products to 

be certified before exporting, amongst other rules that loosen the red tape when trading 

between the two.  

 

Second, “An Agreement on Co-operation on Anti-competitive Activities” (adopted June 16, 

2003). Despite efforts to deregulate industries by the Japanese government, there were/are 

inbuilt systems that are anti-competitive. Still, these systems are not purely intended to 

weaken foreign influence but are a symptom of the culture (Lee, 2004).  

 

Third, “The Agreement on Co-operation and Mutual Administrative Assistance” (entered 

into force on February 1, 2008). This agreement defined expectations and commitments to 

working on these issues with institutions and systems to enforce them. A few years after 

this agreement there seemed to be a shrinking of the trade imbalance. This could be directly 

associated as after this period there was a significant jump in export to Japan from the EU, 

including motorcars, as shown in table 3.  

 

These agreements went some way to structure the relationship between Japan and the EU. 

One of the characteristics of uncertainty avoidance is the “need for clarity and structure” 

(Hofstede, 2011, p. 10). The creation of these documents was likely an essential factor for 
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Japan. Interactions that these documents created also offered more interaction between 

the two parties. Following these agreements, there was a dramatic shrinkage in the trade 

deficit (figure 1). The relationship also seemed to be showing other areas of shared 

approaches, such as in the middle east, where in the 2001 War in Afghanistan and the 2003 

Iraq war, both the EU and Japan approached the conflict with an economic and support role 

rather than the more full-on approach of the US. This unity has been seen again in more 

recent times. Such as the unified consensus on the removal of Russia from the G7 group 

(Borger and Watt, 2014) and joint condemnations of actions in Ukraine (Aljazeera, 2022)  

 

The final agreement before Brexit was a Science and Technology Agreement between the 

EU and Japan (signed November 30, 2009). This agreement strengthened research bonds 

between the two countries and was another framework-building agreement. Two 

documents followed up on this agreement, the “Joint Vision” (7th May 2014) and “New 

Strategic Partnership in Research and Innovation between the European Commission and 

the Government of Japan” (29th May 2015), seemed to “reaffirm the shared interest in 

research that was important to both partners”. The ambitions of the EU were to expand its 

academic output and research cooperation, apparent in their increased funding of the 

Erasmus programme and creation of the Erasmus+ programme alongside its Horizon 2020 

programme, which ran from 2014-2020 with a budget of nearly €80 billion. The 

international cooperation trend can be seen in table 4, with the three largest EU member 

states and Japan increasing their international collaboration. Japan’s overall output is 

making comparatively weak progress.  

 

Total count of research outputs* 

 2000 2009 2016  Increase  

The U.K.  106,000 143,454 215,930 103.708% 

Germany 88,504 143,454 183,150 106.94% 

France 63,421 103,669 125,389 97.709% 

Japan 105,731 129,958 133,260 26.0368% 

Table 4 (SciVal, no date) * Includes Journal publications, Book series, Stand-alone books (including edited volumes, 

monographs, textbooks, and reference works), Digital or visual media, Exhibitions, Performances, Reports, and Software. 

Does not  include Theses and Patents 
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Regarding the UK-Japan political relationship, the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

references only one pre-Brexit event, the “Japan-UK Foreign and Defence Ministers’ 

Meeting” in 2015. This meeting has occurred four times and has been a dialogue focusing on 

security within Asia and Europe, including China, Russia and North Korea. Prior to this, in 

2012, there were discussions between Japan and the UK about the joint development of a 

weapons system (Watt, 2012). This continued the theme of security discussions between 

the two. Earlier than this was in 2001, a year-long cultural exchange called “Japan 2001" 

happened in the UK, with one event having an attendance of over 200,000 guests, including 

Prince Naruhito and the Prince of Wales.  

 

4.5 Defining the state of the political relationship 

A key theme has presented itself in the relationship between Japan and the EU. Non-

economic matters contain large amounts of conversation instead of action. While the 

nature of international relations is often primarily defined by words, it usually materialises 

in policy, which seems to be slow in the case of the EU and Japan relationship. Despite 

yearly meetings since the joint declaration in 1991, it still seems that these meetings are 

more symbolic, which signals a desire for the two to work together rather than the platform 

for developing the relationship with tangible action (Morii, 2015). Morii argues that this is 

the case due to the lack of framework and a desire for both parties to perceive a more 

fruitful relationship rather than focussing on tangible development. Ultimately, the group's 

effectiveness depends on how you define it as an entity. In other words, the question is 

whether it is a purely economic based meeting or an opportunity for deepening cultural and 

political understanding. The argument of it being a business-exclusive event would seem 

logical with its naming and reasonably successful in offering recommendations for business 

development. On the other hand, it is attended by high-ranking officials from both sides and 

yet is somewhat linear in its language line in that it is defined by its desire for business-

based reform. The little political dialogue is perhaps due to path dependency in which the 

relationship has been described by its historical economic conflicts; in other words, “Japan is 

simply on a list, standing in a queue behind other Asian powers” (Gilson, 2016, p. 802). Such 

as the EU’s desire to strengthen its bonds with China, South Korea, and other regional rivals 

for Japan, in which the EU may not wish to focus too much on any particular party and cast 

its net wide.  
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Alternatively, another reason for the lack of political development could be a capability gap  

(Reiterer, 2004; Tsuruoka, 2011; Morii, 2015). For a relationship to work, partners must see 

an advantage of working with each other in the areas they desire to cooperate in. 

Economically this is easy as free trade will likely give everyone more utility by allowing for 

the maximising of competitive advantages. As Constructivists would define it, other issues 

are more subjective and are determined by opinion. For security or societal issues, Japan 

might have a perception of what is needed that significantly differs from the EU’s. An 

example of this is capital punishment in Japan, which is still viewed as necessary for 

maintaining a good society, but for the EU, it is “incompatible with human dignity.”  

(Committee of Ministers, 2021). While this might be the case for other countries in the 

region, it is an example of different values and perspectives. Regarding security, from a 

realist standpoint, the importance Japan places on security could be a symptom of its 

decline. Where it was once the dominant military power in the region, it has since 

renounced such sovereign rights to engage in war, leaving it ultimately vulnerable to law 

and military power. Conversely, China is the regional military superpower and lays claim to 

many disputed islands in which Japan also claims ownership, on top of each country’s view 

on the sovereignty of Taiwan. If conflict was to arise in the region, Japan would likely be 

dependent on foreign intervention. The expectation from Japan may be that partners 

should have a similar expression of regional security in Asia, i.e., a shared denouncing of 

Chinese claim over Taiwan. In the case of the EU, it might be hesitant or impossible for it to 

express such strong feelings due to the need for consensus from member states.  

 

While the EU might prefer the actions of states to be more regional, Japan might expect 

domestic and regional problems to be discussed internationally. This would be due to Japan 

feeling that the threat of instability in the region would be disastrous for them, while the EU 

might prefer a composed approach.  Mathur (2009) noted that Japan might see regionalism 

as a primarily economic vessel rather than a particular political or social one. This would 

seem logical from a Constructivist perspective. It has territorial disputes and a society with a 

consistently negative view of China (Dimock and Gramlich, 2021, p. 5). Even South Korea has 

an issue when discussing and acknowledging events during World War 2, which include 

comparing the “rising sun flag” to the flag of Nazi Germany (Illmer, 2020). This defines the 
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relationship as fractured to a point where regional action beyond economic means becomes 

difficult. So, if the EU expects regionalism to be the way forward, Japan may have a strong 

disagreement and expect the EU to take a stronger stance in the region. This defines one of 

the significant difficulties that the EU has; it is a democracy made up of democracies, which 

means that the decision-making is decentralised to the point where it may be difficult to 

make quick or challenging decisions. In the case of Brexit, the focus on regionalism becomes 

less apparent, with the “Global Britain” brand being one that focuses on global perspectives 

rather than regional ones. For a Constructivist, Japanese engagement could be defined by 

an interest in how it sees the world, in that engaging with individual nations who are 

independent in their decision making would be more attractive. In the case of Brexit, the 

increased independence liberalises the opportunity to potentially deepen relations with a 

partner who can be more invested in your causes as they are not limited to the structural 

limitations of the EU 

 

4.6 Summary. 

Historically the UK and Dutch have played a significant role in the development and 

internationalisation of Japan.  Both countries played a role in the early periods of Japan 

entering the world stage, with the Dutch effectively dictating their perception of global 

society onto Japanese societal elites. For the British, a tactical decision to side with the 

emperors’ forces and develop military bonds led to a new perception of military alliances for 

both countries. These relationships broke down during WW2 but were revitalised during the 

economic boom of Japan and the joint declaration in 2001. The Japanese interest in the UK 

and Netherlands is prevalent in the significant FDI investment, which maintained a relatively 

consistent level of interest from Japan. The trade relationship was seen in tables 1 and 2, in 

which the UK trade started and remained strong but also maintained a higher imbalance 

than the rest of the EU, as seen in figures 1 and 2. However, economic imbalances and trade 

issues have seemingly been the focus continuously. By the time of the Brexit referendum, it 

seemed that the balance had shrunk significantly, and there had been some political 

dialogue in a few areas, such as the Science and Technology Agreement. These changes 

could be due to the evolution of the EU, Japan's economic slowdown, and the agreements 

made between the two, which helped remove ambiguity. In either case, there was still a lot 

of potentials to develop this relationship further.   
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Chapter 5: The immediate and possible long-run consequences of 

Brexit for Japan’s political and economic relationship with the UK and 

EU 

 

 

5.1 The Instant Political response to Brexit. 

The Brexit referendum occurred on the 23rd of June 2016. The result surprised many, with 

polls and pundits failing in their predictions of a majority remaining vote (The Economist, 

2016). This shortcoming in the forecast wasn’t a one-off either, with the same year Trump 

winning the United States presidential election. Trends of nationalist movements have 

aligned with increased discontent with public institutions and structures (Cillizza, 2016). 

These nationalist movements have been seen and are still seen throughout Europe with a 

consistent narrative of anti-immigration (Huddy, Del Ponte and Davies, 2021). However, 

there has been little suggestion of taking the same actions as Brexit and instead looked to 

impact change from within the EU. Despite the existence of these nationalist movements, 

there is no consistent global perception of the impact of Brexit from external countries but 

rather a unique perception based on domestic priorities. (Adler-Nissen, Galpin and 

Rosamond, 2017; Park and Chung, 2020; Chaban, Niemann and Speyer, 2021). 

 

Japan took an uncharacteristic step in its direct comments on Brexit. The Japanese 

government released a document titled “Japan’s Message to the United Kingdom and the 

European Union” the document listed 22 requests from the Japanese government and 

businesses with an uncharacteristically direct listing of expectations and desires (Bacon, 

2017). Some examples of these requests were as follows,  “maintenance of the current tariff 

rates and customs clearance procedures; liberalisation of trade in goods without the burdens 

of customs duties and procedures; maintenance of the UK’s access to the EU budget for 

research and development and participation in the Japan-EU joint research project”  (MOFA, 

2016). The request was not only uncharacteristic of a nation to make a direct and specific 

request following such an event but especially for the Japanese, as culturally non-verbal 

communication is the norm. This directness was not a one-off, with the Japanese 
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ambassador to the UK, Koji Tsuruoka, often reaching out to news outlets with solid 

comments on Brexit. Some examples of these comments were, 

 

“If there is no profitability of continuing operations in the UK - not Japanese only - then no 

private company can continue operations.” (Tsuruoka, 2018), “The Japanese companies that 

are investing are global operators, and they are watching it very carefully. If none of the 

predictability is there, then you cannot plan, so you will have to stop and then consider 

when things are clear.” (Tsuruoka, 2019b). , “These are all global companies, and therefore 

they have other possibilities other than staying.” (Tsuruoka, 2019a). Britain’s response to 

concerns was to try and portray a calm and collected image. This was seen in the G7 

meeting where Boris Johnson said he would “aim for a smooth Brexit” following concerns 

from Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (Kyodo, 2019). 

 

Perhaps these uncharacteristic actions show significance to Japan. As shown throughout the 

previous chapter, Japan has invested heavily in the UK and used the relationship to help 

define its place in the EU single market. Due to Brexit, organisations will need to reconsider 

using Britain as a key partner in engaging with Europe (Raven and Wright, 2016). The 

pressure to get a Brexit deal that didn’t drastically weaken their image was not limited to 

the UK, with the EU facing pressure to give the image of security and stability. This was 

evident in a page-long article in The Japan Times by the EU ambassador to Japan, Patricia 

Flor, titled “Solidarity amid global challenges” (Flor, 2019). In this piece, the ambassador 

makes no direct reference to Brexit or the UK and instead tries to paint the image of a 

stronger EU and the work it is doing. This is likely reflective of the image the EU is looking to 

portray. Not as a purely economic actor but one united on the international stage and can 

contribute or lead equivalently. Some academics believe that Brexit motivated the EU to 

conclude the FTA negotiations despite being reluctant to do so (Suzuki, 2021, pp. 268–269). 

 

The Brexit issue was exacerbated by the timing as it came at a time of change for Japan. 

Japan looked to evolve its perception on trade into one that utilises its comparative 

advantages in liberalising its trade via trade agreements. This has been seen under the 

development of various economic agreements that have been signed over the last two 

decades, as seen in table 5. More recent agreements have seen a spike in the 
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comprehensiveness and ambitions of the trade deals with desires for the removal of almost 

all tariffs, such as the EU and UK trade deals. The CPTPP (Comprehensive and Progressive 

Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership) is a trade deal that has 11 partners that make up 

13.4% of the world's GDP. The deal has also offered to signal that Japan has a keen interest 

on liberalising trade, with it pushing forward with the agreement despite the withdrawal of 

the US.  Even within these agreements, there has been development, such as the signing of 

the first protocol for the ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement in 

2019, with ASEAN being Japan’s second biggest trade partner in annual mutual trade. This 

protocol allowed for the easing of business travel and service restrictions and additional 

products added to the already established trade deal, amongst other amendments. These 

are obvious signs that trade liberation and building trade partnerships are key aspects of 

Japan’s future plan. 

 

Japan’s increased liberalisation approach has come under the ‘Abenomics’ framework. This 

framework (named after former prime minister Shinzo Abe) has a framework of 5 structures 

to try and revive the Japanese economy. One of these is “attractive international 

opportunities” and has been the reason behind the increased internationalisation of Japan 

via trade deals and a desire to attract more tourists.  The increase in trade deals can be seen 

in table 5 with a build-up of the magnitude of the trade deals. In other words, initially, Japan 

was relatively conservative on trade deals but now seems to be one of the leaders in 

liberalising trade.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

 44 

Table 5: Name of Japan’s Economic Partnership Agreements 

(MOFA, no date) 

 
The increased approach to liberalised trade can be seen in Britain as well, with the desire to 

create the “Global Britain” brand in which they become an important player in liberalising 

global trade (The Institute of Economic Affairs, 2022; Whale, 2022). Whether or not the UK 

offers the same allure as it once did is another argument, but the idea of seeing it as a 

friendly, stable, liberal trade-promoting country, could be attractive to countries like Japan. 

 
Name of 

partner 

Date 

signed  

Japan-Malaysia Economic Partnership Agreement Malaysia Jul-2006  

Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement Philippines Sep-2006 

Japan-Singapore Economic Partnership Agreement Singapore Mar-2007 

Japan-Chile Economic Partnership Agreement Chile Mar-2007 

Japan-Indonesia Economic Partnership Agreement Indonesia Jul-2007 

Japan-Thailand Economic Partnership Agreement Thailand Nov-2007 

Japan-Brunei Economic Partnership Agreement Brunei Aug-2008 

ASEAN-Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement ASEAN Dec-2008 

Japan-Viet Nam Economic Partnership Agreement Viet Nam Dec-2008 

Japan-Switzerland Economic Partnership Agreement Switzerland Feb-2009 

Japan-India Economic Partnership Agreement India Feb-2011 

Japan-Peru Economic Partnership Agreement Peru May-2011 

Japan-Mexico Economic Partnership Agreement Mexico Sep-2011 

Japan-Australia Economic Partnership Agreement Australia Jul-2014 

Japan-Mongolia Economic Partnership Agreement Mongolia Feb-2015 

Trans-Pacific Partnership Agreement (TPP12) TPP12 Mar-2018 

Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific 

Partnership (TPP11) 

TPP11 Mar-2018 

Japan-EU Economic Partnership Agreement EU Apr-2018 

Japan-US Trade Agreement US Oct-2019 

Japan-US Digital Trade Agreement US Oct-2019 

Japan-UK Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement UK Oct-2020 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) Agreement RCEP Nov-2020 
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5.2 The two EU-Japan agreements 

At the 25th EU-Japan summit on the 17th of July 2018, Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, 

President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker, and President of the European 

Council Donald Tusk signed an Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) and a Strategic 

Partnership Agreement (SPA). These documents have potentially redefined the relationship 

between the two triad countries. While the other agreements before Brexit had covered 

some ground and seemingly contributed to the building of the relationship, the EPA and SPA 

covered a wealth of areas and had ambitious intentions.  

 

5.2.1. While the Strategic Partnership Agreement is yet another framework-building 

document, it covers a variety of specific areas and gives a definition to the approach that 

should be taken in engaging with such issues with 41 areas of cooperation referenced. The 

last time a similar document was released was the 2001 Action Plan for EU-Japan 

cooperation. The new document appears clearer and more concise about the specific 

shared values and principles such as democracy, the rule of law, human rights, and 

fundamental freedoms. The articles covered a variety of areas, such as weapons of mass 

destruction, climate change, and cyber issues, amongst various other topics. Each article 

lists a few shared ambitions, such as “The Parties shall enhance cooperation in preventing 

and combating cybercrime, including the distribution of illegal content via the Internet.”. 

While the language of the document is still focused on ambitions rather than actions, there 

seems to be a heavier load of concrete examples of areas of cooperation than in previous 

documents. Specifying concrete examples and ambitions could assist in the development of 

relevant policy decisions domestically and internationally. The document promises the 

expansion of information and perspective sharing on a wealth of issues, from 

counterterrorism to youth and sports. This gives the impression that the partnership looks 

closer to the ambitions of productively listening and learning from the other partners' 

experiences. In terms of actual mechanisms created to form the agreement, Article 42 

creates an annual (or when either party requests) joint committee that looks to build this 

framework which could allow for increased opportunities for both sides to announce a 

clearer level of cooperation. This has already been shown with an agreement to step up 

sanctions against Russia following a meeting between Prime Minister Kishida, European 
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Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, and European Council President Charles Michel 

(Yamaguchi, 2022) 

 

5.2.2. The Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) negotiations between the EU and Japan 

were launched on the 25th of March 2013 and entered into force on February 1st, 2019. This 

document has become a crucial aspect of the relationship due to the past being defined by 

the economic side. While the other agreements before Brexit had covered various other 

issues regarding the trade relationship, such as NTB, the EPA created a significant and 

comprehensive list of solutions to the issues that plagued the economic relationship. The 

Economic Partnership Agreement offered significant improvements in developing the 

economic relationship through an ambitious removal of tariffs, with 97% of imports into 

Japan and 99% of imports into the EU not having duties with a staggering yearly decrease.  

What makes this significant is that the rates of many goods were very high beforehand. For 

example, Beef tariffs would drop from 38.5% to 9% over a 15-year period, and a 15% tariff 

on wine was eliminated straight away. Also, the EPA moved Japan’s import regulatory 

system into one that is closer to other countries, which was a significant issue in the past 

with Japan. On top of this, there has been an intensifying of support offered to EU 

companies looking to enter Japan, with the EU-Japan Centre for Industrial Cooperation 

becoming an independent entity that offers comprehensive support via its in-depth website 

and email. This leads to effective free trade between the two on the vast majority of 

products, not only in theory but also in action, as the various NTBs have been noticeably 

weakened. An impact assessment conducted by the EU estimated that under an ambitious 

scenario, there could be a GDP increase of 319.3 billion Euros for the EU and 18.3 billion 

Euros for Japan (COMMISSION STAFF, 2012). Japan estimates the EPA to increase GDP by 5 

trillion yen (35 billion Euros) and employ 290,000 people, which would be a GDP increase of 

around 1% and employment by 0.5% (MOFA, 2016). This impact assessment identified the 

various challenges that firms are currently facing when entering the Japanese market. An 

example of the weakening of the NTB is the significant regulatory expectations of Japan, 

such as requirements for tedious and time-consuming paperwork requirements for every 

variety of fruit. This, plus the high tariffs on EU products, such as 40% on beef and 15% on 

wine, are some of the reasons Japan has struggled with inward FDI, with it being the lowest 

receiver of FDI per GDP (5% of GDP in compression to the EU of 63% GDP (OECD, no date). 
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While not all of the decreases are instant, they are noticeable; for example, grated or 

powdered cheese started at 35% but will decrease by 2.5% yearly until it reaches 0% in 

2033. 

The following sub-section will look at the UK-Japan free trade deal, which shares a lot of the 

same provisions as the one with the EU with some changes. 

 

5.2.3 The UK–Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) was the first 

trade deal signed after finalising Brexit and entered into force on January 1st, 2021. This deal 

largely replicated the terms within the EU-Japan trade deal of which the UK was in for a 

short period of time. The two partnerships appear almost identical (with the United 

Kingdom replacing European Union) with a few minor changes. This includes a larger quota 

for malt, less paperwork for some quotas, more liberal rules on technology cooperation, and 

a new chapter titled “Trade and Women’s economic empowerment”. This extra chapter is 

of note as inequality is a significant issue, with Japan having the third biggest gender pay 

wage gap (22.1% vs. OECD average of 11.7%) and the lowest percentage of female 

politicians in the OECD  (9.9% vs. OECD average of 32%). (OECD, 2021). It is also a part of 

Abenomics under the title “diversity & empowerment of people,” in which the Japanese 

government looks to improve the number of women in work and the level of the work (The 

Government of Japan, no date). The signing of the EU-Japan deal did supersede the UK 

equivalent, but it was not necessarily symbolic of a decaying relationship between the UK 

and Japan. In reality, the UK was obviously still an important partner for Japan due to the 

years of FDI, which had helped to interweave the two, despite a 12% decrease of the 

number of Japanese firms in the UK from 2014-2019 (Lanktree, 2021). At the time of the 

Brexit Referendum, Japan made it clear that Brexit was not the beginning of the end of the 

relationship but instead the opposite, with (at the time) Foreign Minister Fumio Kishida 

(now the Prime Minister) releasing a press release stating “Japan and the UK share 

fundamental values and have strong and cooperative relations in various areas, including 

politics, economy, and security. The Government of Japan will continue to make efforts to 

maintain and strengthen the Japan-UK relations.” (Kishida, 2016). The copying of the EU-

Japan agreement inheritably made little sense as the agreement focussed on a different 

partnership with different needs (Morita-Jaeger, 2018). This was reflected in the addition of 

previously mentioned rules around financial services, business mobility, and digital & data 
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provisions. The actual impact of these additions is disputed, though, as there is the belief 

that the tangible gains are minimal and that the celebration of the deal is primarily due to 

the mere existence of it instead of having to resort to most-favoured-nations (MFN) rules 

(Beswick, 2020). 

 

 

5.3 Strategic interests and cooperation after Brexit  

The SPA has already manifested into one the creation of a “Green Alliance” between the EU 

and Japan. A partnership of this inherently makes sense in that they both heeded significant 

action on climate change in The Kyoto Protocol in 1997 and The Paris Agreement in 2016. 

The two seem to share in the haste of their ambitions, with both aiming to be climate-

neutral by 2050. The alliance was formed from one of the EU-Japan summits and offered a 

variety of joint aspirations. The associated 9-page document released on the 27th of May 

2021 contains somewhat loose definitions that have become the norm in EU documents 

with phrases such as “business cooperation should be encouraged”, “reaffirm their strong 

determination to create climate neutral” and other rather common-sense affirmations that 

do little to further action. However, it is of note that at least these statements are 

happening and perhaps are more important in light of increased nationalism and 

conservatism during a pandemic and economic woes. 

 

A more tangible piece of action has been the movement in the EU’s response to increased 

aggression by Russia and China. While historically, the EU has been relatively tame and 

indirect in its response to dealing with potential security threats such as China in the Indo-

Pacific and Russia’s invasion of Crimea. More recently, the EU has taken an increased 

response to Russia invading the rest of Ukraine. This is important to show what the 

potential repercussions could look like for events in other areas, such as the Indo-Pacific. An 

important part of Japanese identity on the international stage is its place in the Pacific. 

Japan is a country that shares a perspective on various issues with Western powers, as 

discussed in Chapter 4. This makes it an important partner in the region as other countries 

are either smaller or do not share the values as intently. Therefore, Japan and China make 

an interesting point of reference. For Japan, there has been significant concern over the rise 

of China. This has been reflected in public perception of China from Japan, with a study from 
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the pew research centre stating 88% of people agreeing with the statement “China does not 

respect personal freedoms”, and 81% agreeing “Better if U.S. not China, is leading world 

power”, 78% having “Unfavourable views of China” (Stokes and Devlin, 2018). Regional 

tensions have increased in recent times since this study, with China’s increased voice on the 

desire for a united China and crackdown in Hong Kong. This has led to an increased voice 

from Japan, with the deputy prime minister quoted as saying, "If a major problem took 

place in Taiwan, it would not be too much to say that it could relate to a survival-

threatening situation (for Japan),” (Reuters, 2021). However, as mentioned in the previous 

chapter, the EU and the UK's response to the rise of China and its actions has been relatively 

moderate, which would likely weaken the perception of them as an actor within the region. 

An example of this was during the Hong Kong protest, which occurred in 2019. When the UK 

offered visas to Hong Kong citizens that would offer “status to live, study and work in Britain 

for five years and eventually apply for citizenship.” (William James, 2021). As previously 

mentioned, though, there are indications of the EU toughening its stances on China. If the 

EU continues with this trend, Japan will have an increased wealth of partnerships to choose 

from. Be that The Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (The Quad), which is made up of the US, 

UK, India, and Japan, AUKUS (a security pact between Australia, the UK, and the US), or the 

EU in whichever form it looks to take. In the case of the EU, it may be more difficult to 

convince all member states to take more active role in the East Asian region as the exercise 

would likely be expensive and antagonistic. It has been shown that when push comes to 

shove, countries within the EU will likely prioritise domestic interests. The examples include  

Hungary’s soft response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine (Jack, 2022) and Germany’s anti-

immigration laws (Mischke, 2019), both of which confirm that solidarity can barely hold on 

at the borders of the EU so, showing a united front may be difficult.  This is not to say that 

there is no joint action, with Japan and the EU has increased sanctions against Russia. The 

meeting between the two included signalling from both sides that increased activity in each 

other’s regions is a possibility (Yamaguchi, 2022). This appears to have already materialise in 

the case of the UK with the 5th Japan-UK Bilateral Consultations on Cyberspace, the Fourth 

Japan-UK Foreign and Defence Ministers’ Meeting on February 3rd 2021 and a press release 

on a meeting with the Japanese Prime Minister, who said that the “Leaders expected to 

agree in principle a landmark new defence agreement to deepen military ties in the Indo-
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Pacific.” (Johnson and Prime Minister’s Office, 2022) which is believed to have happened 

and is a first between Japan and a European county. (BBC News, 2022). 

 

5.4 Trade since Brexit 

Since Brexit and the FTA between the EU and Japan, the balance of trade between these 

two has reached an almost equal balance of trade. This has been accompanied by a 

noticeable bump in trade in both directions (Figure 7). This trade inherently seems logical as 

the partners have unique products and exports, even within the shared markets. An 

example of this is motor vehicles, in which the products offered are unique within their 

classes. Such as, most Japanese cars are smaller, cheaper, often second-hand from Japan, 

and suitable for small city commuting, while European cars cover all areas, with a wealth of 

luxury brands. This is to say that the market that Japanese companies target is usually 

different from the main European competitors and vice-versa, with European cars often 

being specialty luxury cars in Japan. In other words, the FTA has benefits as they often 

target different consumers within each other’s markets.  

 

An example of the impact that Brexit has had is on second-hand car imports from Japan to 

Ireland. The Society of Irish Motor Industry has reported a decrease of 9% in imports from 

the UK but an increase of 5% from Japan since Brexit (Egan, 2021). An important note for 

this is the disrupted supply chains caused by the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, which 

means that the freight prices are likely higher than usual. Even still, the prices are 

comparatively lower than importing from the UK, in which there is a VAT (value-added tax) 

rate of 20%. Importing from Japan also offers the convivence that the cars are already left-

hand driving, unlike cars brought from mainland Europe. However, there is also potential for 

the UK to benefit from Japan being a mass importer of fish, with its seafood being a staple in 

the Japanese diet. With Japan importing 40% of its seafood, there is potential for other 

countries to step up their exports to Japan. Furthermore, under Sustainable Development 

Goal number 14 (Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for 

sustainable development), there is increased scrutiny on Japan’s historical overfishing, with 

Japan looking to take more action to work towards the goal. For example, Japan is one of a 

handful of countries to implement the UN Convention on Law of the Sea through legal, 

policy, and institutional frameworks (Our World Data, no date). This will, in turn, make 
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Japan more dependent on imports as they will likely expect the same amount of Fish but 

have fewer fishing areas and fishing freedom domestically. This opportunity has been noted 

by UK-based businesses with an increase in available areas for fishing and new webinars, 

panels, and guides on exporting to Japan (McDonagh, 2020). The UK's success in the remark 

was found in a report in partnership with the UK that stated the volume of UK lobster and 

crab exports to Japan is modest, but it has grown rapidly over the past few years. In 2014, 

the export volume for crab and lobster was 20 tons, but by 2018 the volume had tripled to 

62 tons (Seafish and Department for International Trade, 2019). While overall trade did 

trend initially upwards following the signing of the FTA, the data has now been dirtied by 

the Covid pandemic and does not necessarily offer a truthful representation of the trade 

relationship (Figure 7). While the classification of the data doesn’t allow for specificity on 

what the product is, it is possible that some of this increase was associated with increased 

fishing areas for the UK following Brexit (Tables 7 and 9).  What is somewhat surprising in 

this data is the decrease in French food and beverage exports (Table 6) with the removal of 

the 15% tax on wine imports from both sides due to the FTA. Possible reasons for this are 

that French exports are more likely to be considered more luxury goods e.g., Cheese and 

Wine versus UK fish which is considered more of a daily meal as previously referenced.   

Table 6: Food and Beverage* exports to Japan 

 2015 2017 2019 Change (2015-2019) 

UK 12,623,042 12,310,516 21,094,800 +64.1% 

France 29,352,619 27,623,692 27,623,692 -5.9% 

Germany 6,512,222 7,004,174 9,878,328 +51.7% 

Source: (Eurostat, no date b) *For household consumption 

Table 7: Total yearly exports to Japan (Euro Millions) 2015-2019 

Total exports to 

Japan (Euro 

Millions) 

2015 2017 2019 Increase (2015-

2019) 

UK 5,825 6,482 7,393 26.9% 

France 6,330 6,390 7,742 22% 

Germany 17,264 19,961 20,972 21.5% 

Source: (Eurostat, no date b) 
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Table 8: Total yearly imports from Japan (Euro Millions) 2015-2019 

Total imports 

from Japan 

(Euro Millions) 

2015 2017 2019 Increase (2015-

2019) 

UK 8,594 11.360 10,838 26% 

France 4,410 5,555 6,146 39% 

Germany 13,963 16,044 16,899 21% 

Source: (Eurostat, no date b) 

Figure 7: Trade between the European Union and Japan 1988-2020

 
 Source: Eurostat 

 

As discussed in chapter 4, a likely reason for the shrinking of the trade deficit is the signing 

of the various agreements between the EU and Japan between 1991 and 2008. This is likely 

not the exclusive reason, though. Potentially the impact of increased trade and companies 

working together could have influenced this or the continued stagnation of the Japanese 

economy. The truth is likely a mixture of all the above plus a desire for both countries to 

transfer their approaches to international trade. 
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5.5 FDI since Brexit  

 

Brexit caused uncertainty in what future FDI would look like between the relationship, but 

despite the change in market access, the business and FDI relationship has seemingly 

remained strong between Japan and the UK, with the UK still being the top target for FDI in 

Europe from Japan (figure 8), and reciprocally the UK putting more FDI into Japan than other 

European counties (figure 9). This does seem a bit odd, as noted by a representative of the 

UK car industry “Why would Nissan continue to invest in the North East when it’s got a plant 

in Spain where it can build the same car without a 10% tariff” (Blitz, 2018). This statement 

seems logical but has not been the case with Nissan committing to a deal worth over 1 

billion Euros which would involve building a battery plant in the north east UK 

(Faulconbridge and Sandle, 2021). This is perhaps reflective of the allowing of free trade for 

cars between the UK and Japan but with the ROO rule that 40% of the value of the car must 

be manufactured within either the UK or EU. This ROO still adds noticeable challenges to the 

producer despite the tariff-free nature. An interesting note is that the UK has largely been 

the top target of FDI from within Europe but has recently lost that status to France, which is 

now attracting the most FDI. In the case of Japan, though, France ranks as one of the least 

favourite places for Japanese investment; in fact, the big 3 of Germany, France, and Italy, 

combined are equal to less than half of what the UK is receiving even in a post-Brexit world 

(Figure 7). From 2016-2021 the percentage increases have been not, with the UK still 

managing to trend upwards with a 49.2% increase. In comparison, the main EU targets 

received lower, with a 21.9% increase for France, 29.7% for the Netherlands, and a 49.2% 

for Italy. There is a different narrative with Germany, which received a boost of 125.1% 

increase in FDI in this period. While Germany did historically receive low FDI, which means 

the percentage FDI increase doesn’t mean as much as the UK, it does show a noticeable 

increase in Germany, which could maintain or accelerate as a new preferred partner within 

the EU. A discussion of why this is would point towards Germany being the largest member 

of the EU economically, which has been politically stable. This fits into the narrative of Japan 

being risk averse, and it seems logical that Japanese companies would target a stable 

economic powerhouse that has fever discussions on replicating Brexit. In comparison, some 

of the other larger countries like Italy and France both have large amounts of Eurosceptics 
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(Duffy, 2021) and have either elected Eurosceptic right-leaning leaders in the case of Italy 

(Brotman, 2022) or came close in the case of France with Marine Le Pen (Mestre, 2012) 

 

Figure 8: Japan's Outward FDI by Country/Region (Balance of Payments basis, 

net, and flow) 2016-2021 

 
Source: (Japan External Trade Organisation, no date d)  

 
Figure 9: Japan's Inward FDI by Country/Region (Balance of Payments basis, 

net, and flow) 2016-2021

 
 

Source: (Japan External Trade Organisation, no date d) 
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5.6 Summary 

 

The intensity of the link between Brexit and the signing of the SPA and EPA between the EU 

and Japan is hard to say. In either case, a post-Brexit world has a different theme to it from 

before. The new Japan-EU relationship seems to be heading toward more comprehensive 

conversations and cooperation with an improved trade relationship. This does not seem to 

be exclusive to the EU, though, with the UK maintaining its vital status in the eyes of Japan 

with an acceleration beyond the EU on some fronts. It is not out of the question to argue 

that the EU-Japan relationship evolution is not an effect of an emboldened Europe but 

rather a new age thought from Japan in which the liberalisation of trade and increased 

cooperation is the new norm. On the other hand, the expectation of the UK to press its 

“Global Britain” brand and the EU to strengthen its presence on the global stage as a leader 

in areas other than economics are good motivations to tighten relationships with eastern 

allies. While Covid has weakened the reliability of data, it has shown trends of the evolving 

of the relationship regardless of the motivation.  
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CHAPTER 6: The Social and Cultural impact of Brexit on Japan’s 

relations with the EU and UK 

 

6.1 Introduction  

The following chapter looks to analyse less frequently studied measures to examine the 

social and cultural relationship between Japan and Europe. The aim of this is to see if there 

might be significant change following Brexit. To do this, two key areas will be discussed and 

analysed. Japanese movement abroad via tourism, diaspora, international students, and 

Japanese business based in Europe. The opposite will be explored with foreigners in Japan 

via language teachers and western themed objects and places. The data behind this analysis 

is likely to be more potent than other countries, especially Europe, as Japan is believed to be 

one of, if not the most ethnically homogeneous societies in the world (Fisher, 2013). This 

means that the impact of these influences is likely to be more notable as there are less 

frequent examples of foreign influence in comparison to more diverse countries. Within 

Japan,, there still exists a “Japan and non-Japanese” mentality towards foreigners, but the 

most intense forms of discrimination, such as anti-immigration protests and general dislike, 

seem to be reserved for Chinese and South Korean (Zhang, 2015). Even during covid-19, it 

seems that the most intense online discussion was based on smaller rural communities not 

wanting city dwellers to bring the virus into their communities (Suzuki, Iizuka and Lefor, 

2021, p. 19) and then an attempted “othering of foreigners by the government has 

seemingly been rejected for the most part (Foster, 2021).  

 

6.2 Context in a world of Constructivism and soft power. 

At its core, constructivism allows for the defining of reality by one’s experiences and 

perceptions. In other words, “Anarchy is what states make of it” as it is merely a social 

construct (Wendt, 1992, p. 395). Naturally, these perceptions are fluid as one’s reality is 

constantly subjective to new experiences and thoughts. This is the importance of Soft 

Power; it is defined as “the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than 

coercion or payments. It arises from the attractiveness of a country’s culture, political ideals, 

and policies.” (Joseph S. Nye, 2008). With this, it can be theorised that the impact of foreign 

influence is an important factor to measure as it is a vessel for influence received and 
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influence given. This makes the case of Japan a fascinating trial ground for these theories, 

plus Hofstede’s dimensions.  

 

Some key aspects of the nature of Japanese society are the uncertainty avoidance nature, as 

referenced in the last chapter, but also the historical economic success and failure, as 

discussed in chapter four. What exacerbated these characteristics is the extreme 

gerontocratic nature of Japan. While an ageing population is an issue that many countries 

are facing now, and even more will face in the future, this is already a significant issue in 

Japan. Even though Europe has a similar ageing problem, it also has access to a younger 

workforce domestically (table 9) and in the surrounding areas due to free travel within the 

EU while at the same time being more liberal on the immigration front in comparison to 

Japan. An example of this is Japan only taking in 1508 refugees under the UNHCR’s 

mandate; in comparison, Germany has taken in 1,255,694 refugees.  (The UN Refugee 

Agency, no date) 

Table 9: Age Demographic 

 Median age  Percentage of people 

under 20  

Life expectancy 

Japan 48.6 16.8 84.8 

Germany 47.8 18.9 81 

France 41.7 23.5 82.3 

UK 40.6 23.1 81 

Source: (World Data, 2022) Data is from 2018-2020 

This is not limited to the economic cost of the elderly but also the societal expectations that 

they carry with them in a collectivist society and from a generation that saw great economic 

growth by now outdated methods. There are perhaps levels of fatalism associated with this 

that are reflected in the lower voter turnout (table 10), with 18-19 year-olds averaging a 

31.33% turnout rate(Takechi, 2019). This marks Japan as one of the lowest turnout rates in 

the OECD. It could also be reflective of the effective one-party state of Japan in which, since 

the founding of the National Diet (the Japanese parliament) in 1947, The Liberal Democratic 

Party (LDP) (or the early variations of it) has headed the government every year except from 
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2009-2012. This is in association with the LDPs popularity amongst the elderly population 

(Takao, 2009). 

 

Table 10: Voter turnout in the late 2010s 

Germany 69.1% 

France 67.9% 

UK 62.95 

Japan 52% 

Source:  (OECD, 2019) 

 

 The age difference offers a culture with two sub-cultures. One which grew up in a time of 

rapid development and improvements in quality of life (the Japanese economic miracle) and 

one which grew up in a time of economic slowing, which is referred to as the lost decades 

(1990s-2010s). This marks the Japanese audience as a conglomeration of various minds with 

various goals and ambitions that are still widely confined to the institutions that brought the 

success of the bubble period and has made meaningful change in Japan difficult. Despite 

this, there is an indication that Japan is becoming a more individualist society (Bergiel, 

Bergiel and Upson, 2012) while also looking to become more internationalised in its trade 

and immigration and have more women in the workforce under Abenomics. With Japan 

moving towards this more internationalised approach, there is the question of how Brexit 

has impacted this approach and will the previously relatively strong relationship dilute 

amongst an increasingly outwards looking Europe.  

 

6.3.1 Japanese students overseas  

English-speaking countries seem to be outright the desired destination for study for 

Japanese students, with the top 6 destinations always being English-speaking nations, with 

them being the chosen country for close to 85% of students consistently. Of note, in 2019, 

56.8% of students in France were studying vocational versus 37.5% of whom were studying 

a language (Japan Association of Overseas Studies, 2022). This is quite different to every 

other country where language study is the most prevalent. For example, in the UK, 0.3% are 

vocational students, and 82.2% are studying a language. This preference towards vocational 
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studies in France would seem to indicate that Japanese students are not going to France to 

learn French but rather to pick up vocational skills. This may look like cooking schools, 

winery classes or other skills that could be taken back to Japan. In comparison, it would 

seem logical that those who are learning the language have further intentions of using it on 

the international stage, such as in international relations or business.   

 

The potential drop-off in the number of international students in the US could be 

associated with the presidency of Trump, who received criticism for increased Anti-Asian 

hate crimes after referring to COVID-19 as the “Chinese Virus” (Kanthor, 2021; Noe-

Bustamante et al., 2022). This is important as; perceptions of the US could impact desired 

destinations. That is to say that uncertainty about America could send more students to 

Europe as it would comparatively seem like a safer destination for students. 

For the UK, it is possible that the insatiability of the EU could have meant that both it and 

France lost popularity which would seem to fit with the idea that all of Europe lost out in 

Brexit but the UK more so (Latorre et al., 2019). As discussed in 5.1, the signing and 

expansion of trade deals between Japan and ASEAN could have caused deepening ties. It 

would seem logical to learn the language of the country you want to do business with.   

 

Table 11: Destination of Japanese students (%) 

 2014 2017 2019 Percentage 

change 2014-

2019 

US 25.5 24 22 -3.5% 

Australia 19.4 22 20 +0.6% 

Canada 14.4 15 17 +2.6% 

UK 11.6 8 8 -3.6% 

New Zealand 8 7 7 -1% 

Philippines 6.7 8 10 3.30% 

France  4.2 2 2 -2.2% 

Germany No data 0.55 0.57 0.2% 

Table 11 (Japan Association of Overseas Studies, 2022) 
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6.3.2 Tourism 

Tourism offered some surprising numbers (table 12) in that countries that barely showed up 

in the data from table 11 but were still quite popular here, e.g., Italy, Spain and Germany. 

This might be symbolic of a desire for people to visit but little desire to spend significant 

time in these places. Table 12 shows the three most popular EU member states (France 

would likely also be in here, but data was unavailable, see table note) and the three most 

popular anglosphere countries (2019). An interesting result is an increase in tourism for the 

UK, which has increased by 100% since Brexit, with Australia also receiving a noticeable 

increase of 45%. In comparison, the big EU destinations have only received a 13% increase 

for Spain, a 5% decrease for Germany and a 45% decrease for Italy. With the USA remaining 

flat. This seems to indicate a movement towards Anglosphere countries. The drop in 

numbers doesn’t necessarily relate to Brexit, but they also could, but they also could, 

especially with the increased presence of the UK in Japanese media and the idea that 

travellers might have to pick the UK over other European countries to avoid extra visa work. 

There so did seem to be a boost in tourism after Brexit, but this could be due to the falling 

value of the pound . Of note is Japanese tourist preference for tour groups due to a desire 

to see all the main things in a short time (Watkins and Gnoth, 2011). This is due to short 

periods of time off aloud in Japanese companies and the lack of foreign language ability 

(Hobson and Christensen, 2007). This could explain the large shifts in tourism targets as one 

location might become trendier, which would lead to tour creators creating more tours for 

that area. E.g., the conversation on Brexit would create a desire for people to travel there 

since they see it so often on the news.  

Table 12: Number of Japanese tourists. 

 2015  2017 2019 

Italy 1,1,09,491 933,026 610,117 

Germany 649,121 585,108 615,486 

Spain 592,636 596,743 670,663 

United Kingdom 194,001 246,856 388,839 

USA 3,792,997 3,595,607 3,752,980 

Australia 342,000 434,700 498,600 

Source: (Japanese outbound tourists Statistics - Tourism Statistics, no date) *Note France statistics were unavailable with 

only Japanese tourists to France stated as 0.5 million in 2018 (MINISTÈRE DE L’ÉCONOM, 2019) 
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6.3.3 Diaspora 

Diaspora offers an alternative picture with the 2016 numbers (Figure 10) showing that there 

is relatively little interest in living in EU countries, and Japanese people would rather move 

to Anglosphere countries or countries closer to Japan. One note here is that Brazil has a 

large amount of diaspora, as Japan and Brazil have shared a strong immigration relationship 

since the abolishment of slavery in Brazil in 1888, in which a large number of Japanese 

emigrated to Brazil for work. The move of Japanese immigrating to English-speaking nations 

inherently makes sense as it is the least risky for Japanese speakers who usually only speak 

Japanese or have low levels of English as it is the only other compulsory language at 

Japanese schools. While it would be interesting to see the data difference after Brexit, it 

seems the data stopped in 2016. The important note here is that with Brexit, the EU losses a 

lot of the Japanese diaspora. With Brexit, it could be expected that as the structure of 

Britain changes following Brexit, various companies will change. For the Japanese Diaspora, 

there were many Japanese banks and car factories that set up their European headquarters 

in the UK, which may longer be sustainable; furthermore, this would lead to a chain reaction 

to Japanese companies that offer services targeted towards Japanese diaspora (Tagsold, 

2021). Due to this, it is reasonable to expect a decrease in the Japanese diaspora in the UK 

following Brexit. 
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Figure 10: Countries with over 10,000 Japanese diasporas (Number of 

Diaspora) (2016) 

 

 
Source: (政府統計の総合窓口, no date) 

 

 

 

6.3.4 Japanese business in Europe  

The Japan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) does yearly surveys of Japanese companies 

working abroad. This survey reported “about half of the UK-based companies suffered 

negative impacts due to Brexit” and “about half are having problems exporting to the EU”.  

 

An interesting trend came from the percentage of respondents to these surveys (Table 13), 

in that the make-up of UK-based companies has seen a dramatic drop-off, with them nearly 

halving since Brexit, with the opposite seemingly being the case for Germany, which saw a 

consistent increase. While this could merely be a case of British-based firms not wanting to 

reply, it would line up with reports of a 12% decrease in Japanese firms in the UK from 2014-
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2019 (Lanktree, 2021). This also aligns with the data from chapter 5 that saw Japanese FDI 

into Germany increase by 125.1% from 2016-2021 (Japan External Trade Organisation, no 

date d). 

 

Table 13: Percentage of Japanese companies in Europe by location 

 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 

UK 28.7 25.7 25.3 22.3 17.1 14.9 

Germany 21.4 22.2 23.9 23.8 30.1 31.6 

France 8.9 10.2 11.1 10 11.7 9.3 

Netherlands 7.0 8.8 2.8 9.1 9.2 10.3 

Source: (Japan External Trade Organization, 2022) 

 
The difference between this data and the discussion of FDI in chapter 5.5., is the number of 

Japanese companies rather than the value. Whiles straight FDI statistics provide helpful 

indications for overall trends, they have a significant skewing towards larger companies. This 

is important in the case of Brexit as this could be indicative of smaller Japanese companies 

that are developing in different markets instead of well-established companies that already 

have a stronger commitment to their location. This was somewhat seen in chapter 5.5. with 

some larger companies, such as Nissan and Toyota committing to staying in the UK and 

expanding. 

 
 
 

Table 14: Operational challenges for Japanese companies in Europe (%) 

 2018 2019 2020 2021 

Covid - - 57.2 42.8 

Labour  40.5 40.3 40.4 37.2 

Human 

Resources  

43.6 41.8 34 43.1 

Brexit - 56.5 39.7 21.9 

Table 14 (Japan External Trade Organization, 2022) 



   
 

 64 

Table 14 shows surveyed companies in Europe on their challenges. In this, there seems to 

be a softening of challenges associated with Brexit in more recent times. This, combined 

with the data from table 13, could suggest that companies that were struggling with Brexit 

may have moved out of the region, and those who are more resilient or less reliant on the 

change may remain. An example of this is Toyota, which has a strong and successful 

presence in the UK and has decided to remain committed to the UK and invest further such 

as in electric cars (Zimmerman and Trudell, 2022) 

 

6.4 Foreigners in Japan  

The foreign population makes up a very small proportion of the overall Japanese population, 

with 2.3% of the population being foreign residents. Of that 2.3%, 1.98% are European, 

which means that the percentage of Europeans is close to 0.046% as of 2019 (The Ministry 

of Justice, 2020).  This could mean that the roles of these foreigners could have increased 

value due to their rarity. Another important factor is the tight immigration rules means that 

these foreigners are more likely to be “elites” in that they would require a notable 

background to receive a visa, which could lead to higher levels of influence, especially in the 

case of jobs that carry heavy influence, such as teachers. Many of these teachers come in 

under the government ran “JET Programme”.  

 

6.4.1 JET 

Since 1987 the Japanese government has run a 

programme called the Japan English Teaching 

Program (JET). This program hires graduates from 

around the world to help teach English throughout 

Japan. This includes Assistant Language Teachers 

(ALTs) and Coordinators for International Relations 

(CIRs). These foreigners are placed throughout Japan, 

even on Islands with schools of 30 students or less. 

This means that for many Japanese people, it might 

be their first and only experience with foreigners, 

which makes the make-up for these groups impactful. 

Of the 5308 participants, only 61 are from EU 
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countries (Figure 11). With the UK being the largest English-speaking country in the EU at 

the time of its departure, there is a significant decrease in the number of teachers who 

come from EU countries and thus can share that connection and perspective with their 

students. Furthermore, the types of activities these teachers engage in are usually 

advertising their countries by introducing parts of their culture, including social norms and 

values. This is exacerbated by the change in the English curriculum within Japan from 2020, 

that now has student learning English two years earlier than previous (Carrigan, 2019). The 

JET program defines itself as “promoting grass-roots international exchange between Japan 

and other nations”, so this move towards making English more prevalent in schooling is an 

example of the increased desire for internationalisation from Japan with a favouring 

towards learning English despite Brexit.  

 

6.4.2 The image of the UK in Japan 

Due to the historically low FDI, there are fewer foreign entities in Japan. However, this does 

not mean that there are no images of foreign goods and people within Japan. An interesting 

vesicle that wouldn’t be seen in the west is the creation of various theme parks that are 

based around countries. These parks were created around the time of the bubble period 

(1986-1991).  At this time, unique things were built to attract the new wealth found within 

the country. The largest one of these is the Dutch theme park Huis Ten Bosch which claims 

to be the biggest theme park in Japan, with it being a park built with the architecture of a 

Dutch town. However, there seems to be a large number of examples of British-themed 

products. The first example of this was the Beatles' tour to Japan which caused death 

threats from far-right and left activist groups but was ultimately a very popular tour that is 

still remembered as a time of great Japanese economic success and the inspiration for some 

modern Japanese music (McClure, no date; Tasker, no date). While naturally in Japan, the 

entertainment industry is enclosed by domestic supply due to a highly completive market 

and language barriers, four foreign movies managed to break into the top 10 box office sales 

(Tsushinsha, 2022), with two of them being Harry Potter films, though they are American 

films, they are based in Britain. Physically, there have been various manifestations of what 

Britain is perceived to be, such as the 3 British themed parks, Shuzenji Niji no Sato, 

Dreamton Village and British Hills, with the latter being founded in 1994 at the cost of 15 

million pounds with them going as far as to use British green oak for all of the construction 
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(Lewis, no date). The company’s interest in Britain is apparent with the tag line “The Britain 

that anybody can visit without a passport” Further to this, the activities include learning 

about British history and experiencing British culture. However, this heavy investment into a 

British-themed company can also be found across Japan in the ‘Hub’ pub, which was 

established in 1980 and now has over 100 locations across Japan. Similar to British Hills, this 

company gives an experience of British culture in its food and style of service, which go 

against the norms in Japan, such as paying before your meal and not requiring a cover 

charge which is common for most Izakaya’s (Japanese style bars).  

 

The foreign population in Japan supplies some interesting thoughts. They are made up of 

likely influential people that dictate the perception of foreign countries. While the UK was a 

good EU representative due to the need for English-speaking teachers, with its departure, 

there is no direct influence of another EU member. While there might be a large collection 

of European companies, this will only influence the area they are working in and are less 

visible in comparison to public teachers. Furthermore, the British pubs and theme parks are 

also a loss, and the narrative that they share might move closer to an association of 

Anglosphere style in comparison to a European one. This is not to say that European 

companies can’t be influential, but rather there needs to be a conscious effort to create 

these areas of engagement, such as cultural days where the EU and its member states can 

make themselves self-more apparent. It is also important to see that Brexit has seemingly 

had little influence on the impact of these effects in Japan.  

 

6.5 Japan joint activities and similar goals  

Japan places itself as an active player in international affairs, be it the G8, G20, ASEM, OSCE 

or NATO. Perhaps this is an attempt at security or influence in accordance with Realist 

thinking. It would seem logical as America has somewhat taken a comparative step 

backwards in a world where China and the EU are offering more as a political, economic, 

and military force. This was examined in chapter 4. In regards to culture, there is an 

argument that Japan’s international political approach is somewhat similar to that of the UK 

in their cultural similarities (Inoguchi and Bacon, 2006, pp. 10–11). This means that even 

without defining the “type” of power the EU holds, it is possible that there is an inherent 

preference for the UK, which the EU must compete against. (Inoguchi and Bacon, 2006). 
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With these differences in mind, an argument could still be made that the origins of the free 

trade agreement were mealy a response to Brexit. As some argue that the EU was resilient 

to the idea of the Japan-EU trade deal until Brexit, in which the process accelerated (Suzuki, 

2021). The question then becomes whether both sides will continue to develop the 

relationship after Brexit has settled or will both sides focus on other partnerships. Even if 

both sides share goals and ambitions, the variations of approach could lead to the 

relationship once again being a more secondary one in which both parties focus on their 

own region or other allies.  

 

6.6 Summary 

The various unique characteristics of Japan has made it an interesting study of culture and 

social influence. Brexit has seemingly had little direct impact on most issues, with it 

increasing as a tourism destination but decreasing as a place of study; furthermore, the 

intensity of Brexit seems to be diminishing in the business world. This is not to say that it’s 

all positive, with more preference seemingly going towards ASEAN countries in a variety of 

areas. This could be due to the increased political and economic relationship following the 

trade deal between the two. This indicated that there is potential for the Japan and EU/UK 

relationship to improve over the long term. With the long-term goals in mind, it is a good 

idea to reflect on the type of power Japan seems to be becoming. The type of power Japan 

has constantly evolved with time, from hard power to economic power to soft power and 

now a potential smart power approach. This is something countries should consider when 

engaging with Japan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   
 

 68 

Chapter 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

This thesis explored theories on what the impact of Brexit was on the relationship between 

Japan and the European Union through the analysis of economic, political, and social 

relationships. The basis of this thesis was the question, “What was the impact of Brexit on 

the Economic, Political and Social relationship between Japan and the European Union?”. 

This question was answered by analysing three areas. The political and economic 

relationship before Brexit, the political and economic relationship after Brexit, and the 

culture/social relationship. This chapter will look to outline the findings of the prior chapters 

and attempt to deduce relevant conclusions from them.  

 

7.1 Findings 

From Chapter 4, it can be seen that the relationship between Japan and Europe has been a 

somewhat unique one as there has been notable development between the parties, but 

changes in the states of both parties and economic issues have caused issues. Historically, 

Japan has worked constantly to remove foreign influence from its shores, with a few 

notable exceptions. The Dutch, British, and United States seemed to play continuous roles 

throughout the formative years of Japan’s initial internationalisation. This theme continued 

throughout the evolution of both Japan and the EU, with most EEC members being cold 

towards Japan, except for the Dutch and British, which were more open to Japanese FDI. 

This was apparent in the EEC’s attempts to block Japan from entering GATT.  

 

As the EU came into existence, there was increased awareness of Japan’s evolving place and 

the necessity of using diplomacy to attempt to fix trade imbalances in their relationship. 

This was prevalent in the Joint Declaration of 1991, but the large ineffectiveness of this was 

shown by the next few decades, which saw similar agreements and negotiations being 

created to try to protect the relationship from its economic problems. Despite this, concerns 

about path dependency were associated with the relationship. Even after the balancing of 

trade between the two, it seemed that, politically, there was a somewhat slow movement 

to deepen ties.  
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Chapter 5 explored the state of the relationship following Brexit. The current state of Japan 

is one that has looked to internationalise and revolutionise its structure. This movement has 

been due to the decades of a stumbling economy accompanied by increased protectionist 

actions from traditional partners such as the UK via Brexit and the US under the Trump 

administration. Covid-19 only added to the severity of both of these issues. The initial 

response from Japan was one that was equally uncharacteristically strong as the global 

expectedness of Brexit not happening. The aftermath seems less severe, though, as a 

comparison between the EU and the UK has shown that the two have seen rather similar 

increases in the relationship with increased trade and political actions between both parties. 

Furthermore, the trade imbalances have shrunk further to minimal levels.  

Brexit coincided with a deepening of relations in both a political and economic sense, which 

resulted from the signing of the Strategic Partnership Agreement (2018), The Economic 

Partnership Agreement (2019) and The UK–Japan Comprehensive Economic Partnership 

(2021).  These agreements seemed to be a long time in the making, with both sides sharing 

fault for the slowness of it coming to form. It seems that Brexit could be a big factor in this, 

with all parties wanting to sure up their status as free trade-friendly international players.  

Economically this saw at least a 20% increase in trade between the UK, Germany, and 

France with Japan. The UK still remained a target for FDI, with some companies doubling 

down on their investments in the UK. This would likely just be a quick decision that needed 

to be made by companies, and ultimately the long-term results of Brexit will help to slowly 

manoeuvre funds. It is important to keep in mind that long-term relationships seem to be an 

important factor, so the changes from Brexit could be sluggish in the time they take to 

happen. 

Even though the conversation of the trade deals was economically focused, there has been 

a notable improvement in the shared dialogue between parties with direct cooperation 

during the Covid-19 outbreak and the Russian invasion of Ukraine. While prior to this, the 

political relationship was mainly found in indirect means of cooperation such as the G8, 

more direct communication between the EU and Japan, and the UK and Japan has taken 

place in more recent years. This has not been one-sided either, with the EU seemingly being 

more comfortable in speaking directly about global issues. 
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Ultimately, it seems that Brexit has caused a positive response to the relationship to all 

parties involved as it has encouraged them to accelerate the building of the relationship.  

 

Chapter 6 analysed some important factors, especially Japan’s ageing population and 

gerontocratic nature. This means there has been a slow change, but it is ripe for rapid 

development. With this, there are various problems that future generations will have to 

face. Japan has looked to international workers and trade to compensate for this. Japan has 

also prioritised English-speaking countries in cultural exchanges such as the JET programme 

and international students. The EU must keep this in mind and work harder to target this 

market now that they now lack a direct member with such a connection to Japanese youth. 

Japanese businesses have either left the UK or work hard to counter, as evident in chapter 

5’s trade and FDI data which was complimented by the surveys in chapter 6. This is not to 

say that the EU has no chance of being an influencer in the region with increased dialogue, 

especially in light of increased Russian aggression. At the moment, however, the main 

takeaway should be that the EU and non-British Europeans are underrepresented in Japan, 

and the EU should make an improved effort for identity development, especially as the UK 

has a strong image in a variety of areas. If the EU needs more reasons to improve its image 

in Japan, it should keep in mind the cultural influence Japan has, as Japan has the power to 

spread its influence to the areas that the EU is unable to. Examples of this are the countries 

that Japanese pop culture enters, such as Russia, Brazil and The Philippines, which is only 

made more important by the acknowledgement that the audience of this culture is younger 

generations. 

 

7.2 Evaluation and prospects 

As already referenced, there are significant factors that create the current state of the 

relationship between Japan and the EU and Japan and the UK.  With this, there are 

limitations on the wholeness of the picture that is analysable.  

 

For future research, a study that focuses on external issues’ impacts on the relationship 

could offer some interesting complimentary analysis, such as the impact of covid, regional 
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aggression, ageing population, and economic slowing on domestic and internal policy and 

how that translates into international engagement. 

 

Another sector of development could be the associated impacts on countries within the 

commonwealth and how Brexit has impacted them. If the UK was to focus its ideas on 

strengthening its commonwealth connections, would that impact the perception of these 

countries within Japan? 

 

To answer the overall question of the impact Brexit has had, it seems that despite the noise 

made on Brexit, little change can be directly associated with Brexit. Most of the change 

would appear to be due to a change in global or Japanese actions. 
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