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While the contemporary humanitarian order has its roots and origin in traditional 

Western/Christian culture and has been dominated by the West, Japan was one of the 

earliest non-Western/non-Christian states to be integrated into the order. Japan is a 

member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s Development 

Assistance Committee (OECD’s DAC), and a part of the Good Humanitarian Donorship 

mechanisms. More than 30 Japanese non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are signatory 

to the “Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement and 

NGOs in Disaster Relief.” These distinguish Japan from other humanitarian actors in East 

Asia (for example China) which are not part of any of these institutions.i 

While being part of the order, Japan has a distinct feature in the ways humanitarianism is 

conceptualized and humanitarian actions are undertaken. This essay identifies the Japanese 

conception of legitimate humanitarian actors and their practices today. It argues that 

traditionally the government and officialdom have been regarded as the primary legitimate 

humanitarian actor, which has created the sense that the government and officialdom hold 

hierarchically more legitimate position than those of civil society actors. This means that 

politics has an immense impact on Japan’s humanitarian action conducted by both the 

government and NGOs. 

The roots of contemporary humanitarianism in Japan 

The distinctiveness of Japan as a donor and as a provider of humanitarian assistance must 

be understood in relation to the background of Japanese conceptions of humanitarianism. 

This includes the historical development of the notion of helping others, especially the 

socially vulnerable and victims of wars. Factors that underpin this development include the 

Buddhist view of the world and the development of social welfare systems within Buddhism. 

Mercy (jihi) and compassion (awaremi) to others are particularly important in the teachings 

of Buddhism. Another significant factor that shapes traditions of humanitarianism in Japan is 

the spirit of Bushido, the code of samurai. Yet another key factor is the way in which 

Western humanitarianism was introduced to Japan through encounters with the Red Cross 

movement in 1867. Japan was applauded by Western societies for its humanitarian 

attitudes and practices towards prisoners of war during the Sino-Japanese War in 1894, as 

well as the Russo-Japanese War in 1904. However, this was not the case in the Second 

World War and the Sino-Japanese War from the 1930s to 1945, in which a series of cruel 

and inhumane acts became synonymous with Japan. In seeking to understand 

humanitarianism in Japan, therefore, studies on those issues are prerequisites to grasping 

and understanding the Japanese notion of humanitarianism. However, whilst it is important 

to recognize the complex range of historical and cultural factors that underpin 

contemporary practices, tradition and history alone cannot explain contemporary Japanese 

practices of humanitarianism. These practices are also deeply influenced by the social and 

political structures of modern Japan. 
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“Legitimate” humanitarian actors in Japan 

Conceptions of legitimate humanitarianism in Japan are strongly influenced by the enduring 

structure of state–society relations. This structure privileges the role of the state in the 

provision of public goods, and the citizen is strongly dependent on the state, as reflected in 

the idea articulated in the Meiji period — “hard labor as the duty of citizens, public service 

as the duty of the state.”ii This hierarchy of agency is reflected in the structure of Japan’s 

humanitarian system. 

There are two kinds of humanitarian agency in Japan who are perceived as legitimate. The 

first is the kan (central and regional government/officialdom) and its related agencies such 

as the bureaucratic system, the Japan International Cooperation Agency, the Self Defense 

Forces (SDF), the Japanese Red Cross Society (JRCS), and the United Nations (UN). The 

second kind of humanitarian actors are NGOs, a relatively new set of actors in Japan’s 

humanitarian assistance. 

The kan occupies a predominant position over NGOs in terms of the Japanese perception of 

legitimate humanitarian actors. Traditionally, it was considered legitimate that the 

government monopolized the provision of public or social services and should have the 

responsibility to do so.iii The centrality of the kan as humanitarian actors was embedded in 

Japan’s traditional concept of okami, which refers to the top state authority (i.e., the 

Emperor, the Shogun, and the current government) as the supreme lord to provide 

mainstream public services. Kusumi argues that the idea of okami drastically limited the 

opportunities for civil society actors to develop as the main social services provider.iv 

Although many social, financial, commercial, and agricultural mutual aid associations existed, 

the scope of their activities was largely limited to the area where people had face-to-face 

contact.v 

In the post-Second World War period, the scope of the kan has been extended from 

domestic institutions to incorporate the UN. The Japanese government adopted an official 

policy, called “UN-oriented” (kokuren jyūshi) or “UN centrism” (kokuren chūshin shugi) 

policy. This policy complements the Japanese citizens’ sense of admiration of UN agencies. 

This admiration is demonstrated by the amount of private donations given to UN agencies. 

For example, Japan’s private donations to the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) were 

US$128 million in 2011, which was ranked number one in the world for private 

contributions. This compares with the Japanese government’s US$193 million contribution 

to UNICEF, which was ranked number five in the world ranking for contributions. This 

private–government ratio of contributions contrasts starkly with that of most other top 

donor countries, in which private funding for UNICEF is rather small and incomparable to 

the level of government funding. For example, the US government’s contribution to UNICEF 

is US$345 million, while its private donation is US$87 million; and the UK government’s 

contribution is US$290 million, while its private donation is US$41 million.vi Furthermore, 
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the size of Japan’s private contribution to UNICEF contrasts markedly with the relatively 

small private funding to NGOs, as discussed later. 

Another actor that is considered to be part of the kan is the JRCS.vii As with UNICEF, the 

Japanese public provides significant donations to the JRCS. The International Helping Hand 

Campaign, launched in 1983 by the JRCS in collaboration with the Japan Broadcasting 

Corporation (NHK), is the biggest and most effective fundraising campaign for overseas 

assistance in Japan, raising a total of approximately 21 billion yen from 1984 to 2011.viii This 

annual campaign is held for a month in December and is widely recognized and supported 

among the public due to NHK’s successful promotion of it on television. The funds raised are 

used exclusively for the JRCS’s humanitarian activities. 

The second group of actors that are perceived as legitimate humanitarian actors is NGOs. 

These are independent organizations that adhere to the four basic principles of 

humanitarian assistance — humanity, impartiality, neutrality, and independence. NGOs 

have become major actors in relation to Japan’s international aid, with their numbers 

increasing steadily from about ten organizations in the 1970s to an estimated 400 today.ix 

However, the growth of humanitarian NGOs has been boosted by an increase in 

government subsidies. In April 1989, the Japanese government began Grant Aid for 

Grassroots Projects and NGO Project Subsidies to extend financial assistance beyond 

development NGOs to humanitarian NGOs. The government explained the background of 

these new subsidies as follows: 

Compared to European and American NGOs, which have abundant 

experience and stable financial bases, Japanese NGOs, in general, are less 

experienced in the international aid field and have weak finances with which 

to achieve satisfactory aid activities. This resulted in growing hopes for 

government support for NGO activities, and led to the introduction of the 

NGO subsidy framework in FY1989.x 

In addition to this subsidy framework, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA) also 

introduced a new scheme of grant assistance for Japanese NGOs’ emergency relief projects 

(the so-called “Direct Fund”) in 1999, as a result of the Kosovo crisis that attracted media 

attention and led to emergency NGOs’ increased pressure on the government to support 

emergency NGOs.xi In April 2000, the government started Grant Assistance for NGOs’ 

Emergency Relief Projects, which made available funds for humanitarian NGOs at the time 

of an emergency (whereas MOFA had an annual deadline for funding proposals). 

Encouraged by the government grant scheme, ten emergency NGOs, the MOFA, and Nippon 

Keidanren (Japan Business Association) jointly established Japan Platform in August 2000, 

with the aim to provide prompt and effective emergency humanitarian assistance activities 

for disasters and conflicts, in coordination and cooperation with Japanese NGOs, economic 

circles, and the government. 
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However, the predominance of the kan in humanitarian assistance is still quite visible today. 

Before the establishment of Japan Platform, Japanese government funds for emergency 

humanitarian assistance were disbursed only through the UN agencies. Although part of the 

funds are now channeled directly to NGOs (much of which through Japan Platform), the bulk 

of the government’s humanitarian assistance is still provided through the UN multilateral 

framework.xii 

Humanitarianism and politics 

Japan’s humanitarian imperative is driven by a complex blend of empathy and politics. First, 

the way in which the Japanese government defines and provides “humanitarian assistance” is 

often determined by the political structure — in particular, the Japan–US alliance. The 

Japanese government has used “humanitarian assistance” as a means to contribute to US 

political aims and through this to honor the Japan–US alliance. Japan’s “humanitarian and 

reconstruction assistance” to the Iraq War is a case in point. Based on the Law Concerning the 

Special Measures on Humanitarian and Reconstruction Assistance in Iraq, which passed the 

Diet in July 2003, Prime Minister Koizumi Junichiro dispatched the SDF to Iraq. He labelled the 

SDF’s activities conducted as a part of US-led coalition forces “humanitarian and 

reconstruction assistance.”xiii Japan’s considerable financial “humanitarian assistance” to Iraq 

also suggests how significant the Japan–US alliance is to Japan’s “humanitarian” policymaking 

process. Foreign Minister Kawaguchi Yoriko pledged US$4,914 million at the International 

Donors’ Conference for Iraq in Madrid in October 2003.xiv The contribution was second only to 

that of the US, and far exceeded that of the next largest donors, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the 

UK.xv In addition to this contribution, MOFA provided Japan Platform with approximately 16 

billion yen (approximately US$147 million) in 2004. This was about a 9 billion yen (US$83 

million) increase from the government’s subsidy to Japan Platform in 2003, and the increase 

was earmarked specifically for use in Iraq. 

Second, official humanitarian assistance, particularly in the context of complex emergencies, 

is shaped by the constitutional restrictions on the use of force overseas. This affects Japan’s 

provisions of humanitarian assistance in complex emergencies in two ways. First, the 

Japanese government depends more on civilians than on the armed forces in providing 

humanitarian assistance, because Article 9 of the Japanese Constitution allows only a 

limited range of SDF activities to be carried out overseas. Second, Japan’s humanitarian 

contribution to complex emergencies is largely limited to financial and “in-kind” support 

rather than military intervention. The Law Concerning Cooperation for United Nations 

Peace-keeping Operations and Other Operations (often called the International Peace 

Cooperation Law) was enacted in 1992, allowing the government to dispatch the SDF to 

participate in UN peacekeeping and humanitarian operations. However, the law stipulates 

that strict conditions have to be met for the SDF to participate in any international 

operations. xvi  These conditions limit the SDF’s ability to contribute to humanitarian 

intervention. 
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Third, Japan’s experience of its own natural disasters further significantly influences Japan’s 

humanitarianism, which affects the way it acts in humanitarian crises. Japanese society has a 

great deal of empathy with other countries facing natural disasters, due to Japan’s own 

experiences of frequent severe earthquakes and tsunamis. As a result, Japanese citizens are 

more keen to help victims of natural disasters overseas, rather than those of complex 

emergencies. 

Fourth, this tendency is also reflected in the activities of Japan’s humanitarian NGOs. They 

prefer to provide assistance for natural disasters, rather than complex emergencies, 

because of financial reasons. The Japanese private sector, such as the business community 

and other private donors, are keen to donate money to humanitarian assistance missions 

dealing with natural disasters, but not to those in complex emergencies, such as in 

Afghanistan or Pakistan. This makes humanitarian NGOs’ operations in complex 

emergencies even more financially dependent on government funding. Almost 100 per cent 

of the funding for these missions undertaken by Japan Platform comes directly from the 

Japanese government. The reluctance of the private sector to become involved in assistance 

in conflict situations is also due to the political sensitivity surrounding such conflicts, and the 

concern that businesses might be perceived as political entities pursuing a specific political 

agenda. This problem further deters many humanitarian NGOs from operating in complex 

emergencies. Politics, therefore, plays a significant role in shaping when and how Japan’s 

humanitarian actors provide assistance. 

Conclusion 

Although Japan has been officially integrated into the structure and institutions of the 

contemporary humanitarian order, Japan’s political and social particularities have 

influenced its conception of humanitarianism. Japan is a non-Western/non-Christian country, 

just like Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa (BRICS) and many Islamic states that 

have emerged as humanitarian donors and actors in recent years. More research into the 

Japanese experience and the Japanese conception of humanitarianism will be valuable. In 

particular, comparing and contrasting Japan’s humanitarianism to that of other non-

Christian donors, such as the BRICS and Islamic states, could provide useful insights into the 

degree to which the emergence of these new actors challenges the traditional humanitarian 

order. 
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